
        
            
                
            
        

    
	02 – Inferno

	Posted on April 16, 2010 by Stormy 

	

	

	Taylor hit the play button again. 

	The video faded in, and his eyes were immediately accosted by the bare arse of a fairy. The camera continued to concentrate on the fairy’s arse, then slowly panned up to show a spread set of wings, then a spread set of legs. The owner of the familiar legs stood, and moved from what he knew from previous viewings of the tape to be a king-sized bed, to the shower. Water came on, and the owner of the legs was shown in an all-too-perfect and cinematic silhouette. 

	Another fairy joined the first on the window ledge, and made a move to take advantage of the first fairy’s nudity, only to be stopped by the sound of the shower, and the distracting silhouette. 

	More and more fairies joined the first two, until there were six watching the showering form. Two of the fairies became less interested in the shower, and performed devious acts with each other – which the video showed in detail. 

	The fairies weren’t what interested him, but he watched nonetheless, making sure not to blink, trying to take in all the detail, trying to capture anything he had missed. It was all information – he couldn’t act without information. 

	The camera turned away from the mid-coitus fairies to focus on the young woman stepping out of the shower, water glistening on her skin, make-up all too perfect, towel all too small. 

	The next couple of minutes showed her drying herself, with lingering shots of the areas traditionally thought of as sexy – breasts, arse, the long, perfect legs, and for some reason, her feet. 

	She returned to the bed, and lay there, sheets as pale as he skin, making her black eyes and feathers on her back stand out all the more. Her eyes closed, in the perfect mockery of sleep as the fairies made their way into the room and onto the bed. 

	Feigned surprise and false attempts to be modest were followed by badly acted lines, double-entendres and agreement to partake in coitus. 

	One by one, the fairies had sex with the young woman, the camera taking great pleasure in capturing every moment of the acts – the sometimes rather acrobatic and complicated acts – while the by-standing fairies would cheer, touch themselves while watching or simply take part in their own acts of coitus to fill in the time, changing size at will between their default six of six inches to human-sized, where they would fall off the bed or the window sill and continuing their acts, rolling around the floor like animals. 

	When they were done, the naked fairies flew off, and the young woman went back to feigning sleep for the camera. 

	He clicked his mouse again, pausing it just before the fade-out, the last shot of the young woman’s face, the one smiling in the afterglow of group sex with a bunch of horny fairies. 

	He knew the face, it was unmistakably Magnolia. 

	His Magnolia.

	His damn recruit. 

	In a pornographic film. 

	A film that someone had been nice enough to zip up and email to him. 

	He ran the facial recognition program again, and it confirmed – for the sixteenth time – that it was her. A fact that he didn’t need a damn program to tell him, but it was comforting to have an external opinion. 

	He hit play again. 

	He paused it on the last shot of her face again, ran the recognition program again, and ignored the automatically-generated report that it asked him to sign, as running a single face, a single shot seventeen time was cause for it to consider that it had an error. It didn’t have an error, reality had an error. 

	Deciding that viewing the video four times was enough, closed the video, sent a reminder to the techs to rush the trace on the email, and opened up his underused friends list in his HUD. 

	[Grigori?]

	A text-only reply came. [Urgent?]

	[Yes, but not life-threatening.]

	Again, a text-only reply came. [Give me five minutes.]

	Five minutes, thirty-six seconds later, a freshly-showered and smelling-like-soap Grigori appeared. ‘Sorry about that,’ he said, leaning on his desk, ‘I was occupied with several rather beautiful women.’ 

	‘Try and not act like yourself when I ask you this.’ 

	Grigori required a chair for himself and he sat. ‘Ask.’ 

	‘I need your help with…pornography.’ 

	A momentary smile was replaced by a look of confusion on his friend’s face. ‘Specifically what?’

	‘I need to track down who made a film.’ 

	‘Should be reasonably easy, a film is a film is a film, directors have trademarks, production values narrow the field, content or fetish also helps, as does the age of the film. Do you have a copy?’

	He swung his monitor around to face the Russian. ‘This stays between us,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t leave this room.’ 

	‘Taylor, of course.’ 

	He hit play. 

	Grigori watched the film without comment.

	‘Play it again, please,’ Grigori said. 

	He hit play. 

	‘Pause.’ Grigori stared at the screen. ‘Play. Pause, no, no, step it forward a couple of frames. Play. Pause. Play.’ 

	The short film took four times as long as normal. 

	‘I’ve got enough to work with,’ Grigori said. ‘I don’t know who made it, but I’ll follow some leads. I think I’ve seen a couple of those fairies in other films, and I could also track down the companies that put out-’ 

	‘I want to come,’ he said. 

	‘Wait until I know where we’re going,’ Grigori said. ‘Where’d you get this anyway? I presume it wasn’t from cruising PornTube when you were bored.’ 

	‘It was emailed to me. Anonymous. It was a temporary email address, I’ve put the techs on tracking it, not that I expect much from them, and I didn’t divulge the content.’ 

	Grigori stood, walked around the desk and pulled him from his chair. ‘Come on, you need to hit something, I can see it.’ 

	‘I’m fine.’ 

	‘There’s a fist-sized hole in your desk.’ 

	He looked to the other agent, then down at his desk, true to the Russian’s word, there was indeed an indent that matched his hand. ‘I don’t remember doing that.’ 

	‘You. Gym. Now.’ 

	‘Fine,’ he said as he followed Grigori through to the next room. 

	‘You didn’t know about it?’

	He swung at his much-abused punching bag. ‘It’s from before she was here. The unimportant part of her life.’ 

	‘You mean the majority of her life,’ Grigori said. 

	‘It’s still unimportant,’ he argued, ‘she wasn’t a recruit, she wasn’t-’

	‘What you’re saying is she wasn’t Magnolia yet, well, wasn’t the Magnolia you know and love, so it’s like you’re talking about a different person.’ 

	‘I don’t love her,’ he said, punching the bag again.

	‘Turn of phrase,’ Grigori said with a wave of his hand, ‘stop worrying about what I’m saying and concentrate on what’s important.’ 

	‘Finding who sent the video.’ 

	‘You’ve really never spoken to her about her life before? Doesn’t it interest you at all?’

	‘I read her file when I recruited her,’ he said, ‘it was enough. Before has no bearing on her life as a recruit. Ran away from home, became a criminal, nearly got grey-listed for crimes in Agency territories. Became a recruit. Became…better.’ 

	‘And apparently did porn.’ 

	‘That doesn’t bother me,’ he said, ‘I want to know why someone would send the video to me.’ 

	Grigori stared at him. ‘Don’t lie to me, it bothers you.’ 

	‘Pornography bothers me. It’s exploitative. Takes advantage of the weak.’

	‘It also pays exceptionally well, especially fairy porn. It’s a thriving industry for them, and just a part of life. Hell, more than a few of them use it to pay for their castration and their lives after they’re no longer rules by urges. I know a guy, played parts in twenty skin-and-wing flicks, had his treatment and then opened a restaurant. It’s no different to girls stripping to pay their way through college, it’s just a part of life.’ 

	‘It doesn’t have to be.’ 

	‘Your recruit was selling her hair to eat, Taylor. Taking a day or two out to strip and fuck on video probably meant she could breathe easy for a couple of months. Don’t make this into more than it is.’

	‘I’m not. What it is, is this: someone knows her history well enough to have found this film, knows her now well enough to know who her commanding officer is, and is smart enough to do it anonymously.’ 

	‘Why?’

	‘I don’t know, and that bothers me.’ 

	‘Could be just to rattle her.’

	‘Then why not send it to her?’

	‘How do you know they didn’t?’

	‘Because I checked. It was only sent to me, so far as I can see.’ 

	Grigori sighed. ‘What are you going to tell her?’

	‘Nothing.’ 

	 


03 – Moving Day

	Posted on April 24, 2010 by Stormy 

	Ten Years Ago

	‘It’ll suck, just like the last one.’ 

	‘Maggie, honey, don’t use that language.’ 

	Magnolia stared across the kitchen at her father. ‘You aren’t the boss of me.’ 

	He sighed, and pulled the tape from the top of the next box. ‘It has a nicer playground than your last school.’ 

	‘Not that I’ll see it,’ she muttered, ‘I’ll be in detention all the time.’ 

	‘You’ve got to remember that you’re a lot stronger than the other kids, you push then, and it hurts.’ 

	‘Geez, do you have the say the same thing over and over every time?’

	‘It’s true though, Maggie, just promise me you’ll try with this one.’ 

	‘Why is it always me that has to try?’ she asked, jumping up onto the bench. ‘Why can’t they try instead?’

	‘Because you’re daddy’s special little girl, and I’m asking nicely.’ 

	‘They other kids aren’t special-’

	‘-different-’

	‘-and amazing-’

	‘-freaky-’

	‘-like you are.’ He smiled at her. ‘Are you finished with your room?’

	She blew out a long breath, blowing a lock of white hair out of her face. ‘I still got boxes left.’ 

	‘Think you can get them finished for me?’

	She shook her head. ‘I’m tired, and I’m hunnnngry.’ 

	Her father tapped his hands on the box in front of him, then the three boxes behind him. ‘I haven’t found the fry pan yet, let alone an oven mitt. If you want to help me here, we should be able to start cooking soon.’ 

	She pouted. ‘But I want to eat noooow. We’ve been working all day.’ 

	He sighed and pulled the wallet from his pants. ‘Well, all right, I guess we can eat out tonight. What do you feel like?’

	‘A Happy Meal!’

	‘Maggie, that won’t fill you up.’

	‘Two Happy Meals!’ she said, bouncing up and down on the counter top. 

	He smiled. ‘Of course, princess, but this means you have to finish cleaning up your room tomorrow so we can get your school shopping done in the afternoon.’ 

	‘Ok!’ she said as she jumped down. 

	‘Go get your jacket, and I’ll just finish unpacking this box.’ 

	She ran to her room, jumped onto the bed, hearing the old springs squeak, and pulled her jacket from the bottom of the pile of clothes she’d left there after unpacking her suitcase. The jacket was covered in patches, hearts, stars and moons, a tiny lovey-dovey night sky, but it made the jacket awesome, or at least her dad so – well, really, he had said it was “rad”, but she’d taught him better. 

	She shook her money box, hearing the collection of coins inside, unscrewed the head of the teddy bear, and took out enough for an ice cream. 

	She knelt and tied her shoes, the silver shoelaces glittering the light of her small room. 

	‘Ready, Maggie?’ her father called from the next room. 

	‘Coming!’

	She ran from her room, through the small unit, to the front door, where her father was slipping on his shoes. ‘Got everything you need?’

	She tugged on her jacket and nodded. 

	‘It’s not far, did you want to walk, or take the car?’

	‘Walk!’ 

	He smiled. ‘Come on then, we’ll get to know the new neighbourhood.’ He ushered her out, and locked the door behind them, slipping the key into his pocket. 

	‘See those?’ he said, pointing the flower beds that circled the block of units, ‘that’s why I picked here, a pretty place for my pretty little princess to grow up in.’ 

	‘You already showed me them,’ she said. ‘And they’re only daises, they aren’t that great.’ 

	‘They’re better than the plastic flowers that Mrs Wilson had at our last place, at least these ones are real.’ 

	‘Why’d you give me the big bedroom?’ she asked as they walked down the street. 

	‘So that when you make friends here, you’ll have plenty of room for a pizza party and sleepover.’ 

	‘If I make friends.’ 

	He smiled down at her. ‘When you make friends. It’s going to be good here, I just know it.’ 

	She skipped ahead of him. ‘Why, are you psychic or something?’

	He shook his head. ‘No, but sometimes you can just have a good feeling about things. I mean, we managed to find a nice place here, pretty much straight away, flowers and everything, I really like the look of your new school, and so far there’s no barking dogs, which is a plus for me.’ 

	‘I still don’t get why you’re scared of them.’

	‘Not all of them are cute and fluffy, Maggie.’ 

	She ran a little ahead and slapped the button for the crossing. 

	‘Careful of the cars,’ he called, jogging to catch up with her. 

	She looked left, then right, then left again. ‘What cars? There’s no cars.’ 

	‘You always have to be careful, you never know who’s going to speed through and try and make the light.’ 

	‘I don’t see annnnny cars.’ 

	‘Indulge your father anyway, please,’ he said, ‘hold my hand as we cross.’ 

	‘I’m not a baby!’ she said, tucking her hands into her pockets. ‘What if someone from my new school sees me? I’ll hit them if I’m getting teased.’ 

	‘Oh. Right. Sorry, didn’t realise you were so grown up already. I must have missed that, want to borrow the car?’

	‘Sure!’

	‘Maggie, your feet don’t even reach the pedals,’ he said as they crossed. ‘How about we wait until you grow up?’

	‘But that takes so long.’ 

	‘Believe me,’ he said, ‘it’ll come soon enough.’ 

	‘No it won’t! I want to be a grown up now!’

	‘And what will you do then, Miss All Grown Up?’

	She shrugged and poked out her tongue. ‘I’ll figure it out then.’ 

	 


04 – Happy Meals, with Extra Happy

	Posted on April 25, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘There’s no one else in the playground, can I go?’

	Donald Hammond looked down at his daughter and nodded. ‘I’ll tap on the glass when I find a table.’ 

	Maggie grinned and ran toward the playground. He stared after her, making sure that there weren’t any other kids there, just to avoid any potential problems. New town, new start. It would put a cramp in his good feeling if she got into a fight on their first day. Not the the fights were her fault. Not really. 

	‘What can I get you?’ the jovial blond man behind the counter asked as he stepped up. 

	Moving had been hard, it was something that he’d grown accustomed to, but still, he was hungry. ‘Two Happy Meals,’ he said, covering Maggie first – hoping that they came with an extra serve of Happy, just so that they had a chance here. The right unit, the right school, and there was just a chance that they could settle down and become a normal family. Just a normal family. A family where he could just worry about what her next report card was going to say, rather than- 

	‘Anything else?’

	He stared up at the menu, thoughts of feeding himself taxing their already-stretched budget. ‘And a large fries,’ he said, knowing that if he ate the slowly, he could make them last until they got home, where he could fire up the kettle and make some noodles for himself after Maggie was in bed. 

	‘Sure thing,’ the man said, and told him the amount. 

	He imagined his wallet giving him a disapproving look as he pulled it from his pocket, but he ignored the imagined judgment, if it made Maggie happy, it was worth it. Any price was worth the chance of happiness. 

	The first move hadn’t been any good, he’d chosen in a rush. The second hadn’t been much better, as she’d barely lasted three months in the school there. The third move had been even worse, a longer commute to the store, a terrible substitute replacing the woman he’d met with, resulting in more and more detentions on Maggie’s record. Fourth time lucky. Hopefully it was fourth time lucky. 

	The cashier handed him his change, and he pushed his wallet back into his faded jeans. He turned and leaned against the counter as the man went away to prepare the meals. 

	He could just see Maggie through the glass, running through the small playground, slipping and sliding on the various plastic parts and running up the slide the wrong way – something he’d told her not to do, but something she persisted in doing anyway. 

	‘Here you go,’ the man said, tapping him on the shoulder. He turned, and picked up the tray, smiling to himself as he saw his large fries stuffed over-capacity. 

	‘Thanks,’ he said, turning to the seats to pick one out. He was spoiled for choice – there were only three other patrons in the restaurant, all high-schoolers pouring over textbooks, sitting on the far side of the floor. 

	He picked a table near the playground and tapped on the glass as Maggie ran past. 

	Maggie pressed herself up against the glass ‘Five more minutes!’ 

	‘It’ll get cold.’ 

	‘I like it better cold!’ 

	‘Maggie…’

	‘Pleeeeeease!’ 

	‘Oh, let her play,’ the blond man from the counter said as he sat on the other side of the table, his uniform shirt hidden beneath a loose tie-dyed shirt, ‘food won’t get cold that quickly.’ 

	He turned away from the window. ‘Can I…help you?’ 

	The man held up a bag of food. ‘I’m on my break, I forgot to put the toys in the boxes,’ he said, dropping the plastic-wrapped toys into the meal boxes, ‘and I like introducing myself to like-minded people.’ 

	He turned back to Maggie. ‘Sure, another five minutes.’ She grinned and ran back into the playground. 

	‘You’re a…single father?’ he asked the cashier, his brow furrowing in confusion. 

	‘Not quite dude,’ the man said, pulling a burger from the bag. ‘I was talking more about the amount of magic running through your little girl’s veins.’ 

	He sat heavily on the chair. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 

	‘Hey, relax,’ the cashier said, ‘here, take one of these,’ he said, pulling another burger out of the bag, ‘I always buy too many for myself, and fries by themselves aren’t really a meal.’ 

	He took the burger, and stared at it. ‘Maggie isn’t-’

	‘You aren’t the magical half of her parentage,’ the cashier said, ‘that is, like, blindingly obvious. She’s…half…magpie?’ 

	He swallowed hard. ‘What are you? Do you want to hurt us?’

	‘Do I look like a Solstice?’

	‘What’s a Solstice?’

	‘Oh maaaan…you are in over your head, aren’t you?’

	‘Everyday,’ he admitted. ‘I’ll start again, who are you?’

	The cashier leaned back in his chair. ‘Hummer.’ 

	‘Like…the car?’

	‘Nah, like, hummingbirds.’ 

	‘Interesting nickname.’ 

	Hummer unwrapped his burger. ‘I guess it is a nickname, but you couldn’t pronounce my real name anyway, so it’s the only name you’re going to get.’ 

	He stared at the strange man. ‘I studied linguistics at one point, let me try.’ 

	Hummer opened his mouth, and suddenly, he was assaulted with the image of a swirling nebula, and the feeling of warm yellow sliding across his nose. 

	‘Ah,’ he said, ‘well, Hummer is is then.’ His limited knowledge of the world of Magnolia’s mother flashed through his mind, terms and kinds of people trying to match with the man in front of him. ‘Are you…’ he said, venturing a guess, ‘an…angel?’

	Hummer scratched his back. ‘I don’t see fluffy white wings, do you?’

	He stared down at the table. ‘I was led to believe they don’t have them, not nowadays anyway.’ 

	‘They still do, dude,’ Hummer said, ‘it just takes a lot of effort to use them. And they prefer to be called “agents” if you want to keep up with the youngsters. No, I’m not one of them, you won’t catch a lot of them…or any of them…working in a place like this. Mostly, they’re out beating up the bad guys, and wearing snappy suits, or sitting behind a desk, saving the world with a pen.’ 

	‘But…what you just did, what you just…said, if that’s even the right word, that was-’ 

	Hummer shrugged. ‘I’m a god.’ 

	‘I do beg your pardon?’

	‘Me, god,’ Hummer said with a shrug. 

	‘You work at McDonalds!’ 

	‘I sort of…quit,’ Hummer said, ‘diminished is the word, so my powers aren’t exactly…up to scratch anymore, besides, doing this keeps me grounded. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get used to the idea of a Tuesday when so far as I’m concerned, your species wasn’t around last week? I could swear that it was 1985 yesterday. Working…it helps with the acclimatisation process.’ 

	‘You work at McDonalds.’ 

	‘Not for long, I’ve been offered an assistant manager position at one a Monkey Burger. Does…that makes me a little more ethereal?’ 

	‘I can’t believe it, I mean, you’re just-’

	‘What?’

	‘You remind me of my brother, he smoke a lot of…you know, when he was younger.’ 

	‘Dude.’ 

	‘How did you know what my daughter was?’ 

	‘It’s…just something you can see. Can’t really explain it.’ 

	He opened the burger the apparent god had given him, and chomped hungrily into it. 

	‘I just thought I’d say hi,’ Hummer said, ‘there aren’t a lot of in-the-know people around here, most just head down to Brisbane, you know, so they can be around their own kind, or at least of a similar kind.’ 

	‘I’m kind of relieved to hear that,’ he said. ‘I want her staying away from all this, and that’ll be easier if there aren’t people I have to keep her away from.’ 

	‘It’s her heritage, man,’ Hummer said, tipping the now-empty bag over, ‘you can’t keep it away from her forever.’ 

	‘At the moment all I have to deal with are a few stray feathers, that’s all. If I can get her to relax a little, she’ll be just like any other little girl her age.’ 

	‘Do you know how people say that a little knowledge is dangerous, it’s very true when you’re dealing with this world. Want another burger?’

	‘The bag’s empty.’ 

	‘And so is your wallet.’ 

	‘I’m a single father, we just moved, of course we aren’t flush.’ 

	Hummer reached into the bag and pulled out another burger, then handed it across. ‘Here.’ 

	‘The bag was empty.’ 

	‘I might not have phenomenal cosmic powers anymore, but I’ve got enough to summon a burger.’ 

	He gratefully accepted the burger. ‘So what’s with your name? I don’t see wings or anything.’ 

	‘I created them.’ 

	‘Created what?’

	‘The hummingbirds, dude, they’re mine.’

	‘Darwin might want to argue differently.’ 

	‘We can shape life, but we tend not to, the party line is that we don’t like to interfere, not exactly true, it’s more like we’re too apathetic to interfere. I’m…different, haven’t quite lost the will to grow and change, or yanno, live. I used to paint with the gases in a nebula, blow a solar wind one way or the other.’ He tugged on his shirt. ‘I’m a fan of colour, or so you may have noticed. I wanted a life form to reflect that. It’s a simple as that.’ 

	He looked at the god for a moment, then took his glasses off and rubbed them on his shirt. ‘Nothing about that is simple.’ 

	Hummer shrugged. ‘It is to me.’ He pointed. ‘Your girl is coming in now, so I’ll let you guys eat.’ He shook the bag. ‘Couple more in there if you want.’ The god stood, then slapped his head. ‘Wait, one more thing.’ He shook his hands like a magician doing a trick, then handed across a card. ‘Number for the local suits, you can count on them a lot more than you might think, or at least point you in the right direction, support groups for parents like you, that kind of thing.’ 

	‘Thank you,’ he said as he took the card. ‘Means a lot.’ 

	Hummer grinned, then disappeared back behind the counter, and took up his cashier position again. 

	‘Sorry!’ Maggie said as she sat. ‘I lost track of time.’ 

	He thought of replying, saying that it was no problem, that he’d spent the time losing his sanity, but decided against it. ‘It’s ok sweetie, your food should still be warm.’ 

	She pulled the toy off the top of the box to her left. ‘Oooh, nice,’ she said, pulling the plastic off, ‘I thought they were out of these.’ 

	‘You can play with your toys later,’ he said, ‘hurry up and start on your food.’ 

	‘Ok…’ 

	She pulled out the fries, spilling them onto the tray, mixing with his nearly-untouched large fries. ‘Group chips!’ she said with a smile, pulling the other small fries from the other box. 

	He picked up a few, surprised at how warm they still were, then stole a glance at the god behind the counter, who winked at him. 

	‘Ah,’ he mumbled, ‘magic.’ 

	‘Huh?’

	‘Nothing,’ he said, ‘just trying to work out what kind of contact we should get for your new books, what did you have at your old school?’

	‘Dolphins.’ 

	‘What do you want this time?’

	She swung her legs, and looked at the ceiling. ‘How about plain, and can put stickers all over them?’

	Even though his wallet was currently beneath him, buried beneath denim and his posterior, he could feel the disapproving look – contact was a lot cheaper, even buying a few rolls was much better than one roll, and a dozen little packets of stickers. 

	‘Don’t you like it,’ he said, diplomatically, ‘when your books match?’

	She swung her legs more. ‘Yeah, I spose, they’re easier to find that way.’ 

	He smiled, glad that he wouldn’t have to find a compromise, or disappoint her. ‘How about kittens?’ he said, ‘or horses?’ 

	She looked down at her jacket. ‘How about this kind of stuff? Stars and moons and stuff?’ 

	He nodded. ‘I’m sure we can find something like that.’ 

	She took a big bite out of her cheeseburger, her tiny cheeks puffing out, before she swallowed and burped. She picked up her drink – the non-melted ice still rattling around inside, and took a big gulp. Then, with the precision of practice, tore open her burger and heaped the fries inside, stacking them so high that it was surely a combination of engineering genius and prayer keeping them all in place. She then pressed the top of the bun down on it, squeezing the altered burger down into something that she could take a bite out of, then proceeded to take a very satisfied bite. 

	He looked at the card in his hand, plain white, with a local phone number on it. It looked like something from a cheap businessman, not from a god. He scratched his nose, still not quite able to shake the feeling of yellow. A card from a god with a number to call angels. Stranger things had happened, but very few. He tucked the card into his front pocket, reminding himself thrice to put it somewhere safe once they got home. 

	Maggie peered into the other box, pulled out the other toy, and tore it open as well, discarding the plastic wrap on the table. ‘This one’s not bad either.’ 

	‘See?’ he said, ‘told you had a good feeling about this place.’ 

	 


05 – Just the Numbers

	Posted on April 27, 2010 by Stormy 

	Taylor hit the punching bag again. There was a fourth knock at his door, so he hit the punching bag again, hoping that they would take silence as the clear signal that he did not wish to be disturbed. 

	Ryan appeared in front of him. 

	‘You do realise,’ Ryan said, ‘that I only knock to be polite, I don’t actually need your permission to enter.’ 

	‘Reynolds would have just left me alone.’ 

	Ryan stared at him for a moment, then shoved a file in his direction. ‘I thought I’d bring this to your attention.’ 

	He dropped the file to the ground, and began to unwrap the strips of cloth from his hands. Pieces of Magnolia’s skirt, torn from her prone form when he’d bested her in a spar were drenched in his blood – ruffles were no good at soaking up blood. He dropped the bloodied pieces of cloth onto the file, then looked up at his “commander”. ‘What’s the file?’

	‘Just read it.’

	‘I’ve got more important thing to do.’ 

	‘Eight salmon have gone missing. Two halves, the rest were a quarter or less, but in a week, that’s significant.’ 

	‘Isn’t this what your division does?’ 

	‘Given the animosity between the salmon fiefdom and the magpies, and your vested interest in the magpies, I thought you have might have some interest in looking at it.’ 

	‘I’ve no interest in doing your job for you.’ 

	Ryan shrugged. ‘It’s your job now.’ Without another word, he shifted away. 

	He stared down at the file, sighed, crouched and brushed the strips of bloody fabric away, grabbed it with one hand, then shifted to his recruit’s room. For once, she wasn’t immediately visible, the bed was empty, and the door to her small bathroom was closed. 

	He crossed the small dorm room, and pushed open the door, only to have the door pushed back. 

	‘Sorry sir,’ Magnolia said a few seconds later, ‘automatic reaction.’ She stepped back, and let him enter the room – oddly, a robe covered her body, very uncharacteristic. ‘I was just about to shower,’ she said, ‘what can I do for you?’

	He stared at her, trying to place what was wrong, then he saw it. ‘If you went to Parkers,’ he said, ‘why is there blood on your hand?’

	Her breath caught – another uncharacteristic action – as she looked down at her hand. ‘I tore a few of my stitches,’ she said. ‘It’s nothing serious.’ 

	He stared at her hand, and a theory formed. ‘Take off your robe.’ 

	She looked down. ‘Sir, I’m naked under this.’ 

	‘I gave you an order, Magnolia.’ 

	She turned, and slipped the robe from her shoulders. True to her word, she was naked, but more importantly, her back was covered in feathers. Not the few that pushed through on a daily basis, not the many that pushed through her skin when she attempted a new form of magic reliant on her heritage, but a thick coating of feathers, new growth, strong growth, covering her from the base of her neck to the base of her spine. 

	‘What did you do?’

	‘Nothing,’ she said, ‘nothing sir. I had nothing but normal growth this morning, all of these have appeared in the last hour.’ 

	‘Has this happened before?’

	‘No, sir, it hasn’t.’ 

	He pushed on her shoulder, forcing her over the vanity, dropping the file beside her. ‘Stay still.’ He required a pair of scissors and began to snip away at the feathers. ‘Why did you attempt to hide this from me?’

	‘Because it was unimportant,’ she said, bringing her arms up to steady herself. ‘I didn’t need to bother you with it.’ 

	‘What concerns you, concerns me,’ he said, giving her a shake for emphasis. ‘Don’t do it again.’ 

	‘Sir?’

	‘Someone has to do the paperwork,’ he said, tossing the first handful of feathers into the basin. 

	She let him cut away the next two handfuls in silence, before speaking again. ‘I think I might have to track down my mother for questioning,’ she said. ‘With your permission, of course.’ 

	‘Reason?

	‘She can do this to me. When I’ve been around her, I’ve felt my feet trying to turn into claws, or my face forcing itself into a beak. She does it to – ow – fuck with me, to use a phrase. To remind me of how much power she has over me.’ 

	‘Have you done something to earn her ire?’

	‘I haven’t even seen her in months, sir,’ she said, the muscles in her back twitching. ‘Though you know how she feels about her kin being recruits.’

	He snipped a few more feathers away. ‘You might have to do it anyway?’

	‘Sir?’

	‘The file to your left,’ he said, tugging on a feather that refused to move. He pulled on it, but when she tensed in pain, he left it and went to the next one. ‘Salmon are going missing.’ 

	‘There is a good chance she’s behind that,’ Magnolia said. ‘Unless we’ve got some reason to believe that Solstice would be going after specific targets?’ 

	‘Ryan’s just assigned it to us, I didn’t read through the intel yet.’ 

	She reached for it, but he grabbed her by the shoulders and straightened her. ‘No. Let me finish here.’ 

	‘Yes sir,’ she said, going still again. 

	He began to work on the lower half of her back. ‘Explain this thing between your mother and the Salmon.’ 

	‘Something you should know before I explain, sir?’

	He tossed the next handful of feathers away. ‘What?’

	‘Everything I know about this, I know from reading up on her, this has never been a topic of conversation between us.’ 

	‘I guessed as much, Magnolia,’ he said, finding another feather that refused to budge. 

	‘Birds and fish live in different worlds, there isn’t much interaction between them, and the salmon are different from most, in that their wardens don’t choose to have congress with…bipeds, so there aren’t as many halfbreeds wandering around as, for example, with my family. Even then, a lot of the halves choose to spend most of their time in animal form, only walking around, or making outside contact when it benefits their family.’ 

	‘Understood.’ 

	‘There is also a monarchy system among them, if the warden is female, she is their queen, her mate the king, or the inverse. Eighty years ago, my mother captured the king and queen, fried them, and served them at a dinner party.’ 

	‘Why?’

	‘That wasn’t specified, the leading theory was that it was retaliation for an insult. There was a war between them that lasted about seven years, but was very low-key, and didn’t garner a lot of attention from the outside. The salmon didn’t ask for help, and the magpies didn’t deserve it. After seven years, it was brought to an end, neither side the victor. The fish were tired of fighting, and it had ceased to amuse my mother.’ 

	‘Current status?’ 

	‘Sir, this is still living memory for a lot of the participants, there’s still a great deal of animosity, but outright conflict is mostly avoided by the parties…ignoring each other, so much as the files seem to indicate.’ 

	He dropped the last handful of feathers into the sink, then stared at the nine feathers that were still on her back, those that were embedded much deeper than the rest. 

	‘Does nine mean anything to you?’ he asked, tossing the scissors onto the vanity. 

	She tilted her head to the side for a moment. ‘In the context of myself…I met her for the first time when I was nine.’ 

	He wrapped a hand around the bottommost feather. ‘Then I think you can assume it was your mother.’ He pressed his other hand against the middle of her back. ‘This is going to hurt.’ 

	She screamed, and put her fist through the bathroom mirror as he tore the feather from her back. Blood spilled from the hole – a lot more than normal, and he let the feather drop to the floor. ‘Eight more,’ he said. 

	‘Sir-’

	‘I trained you better than this,’ he said, wrapping his fingers around the next feather. 

	‘Yes sir.’ 

	He pulled it quickly, and her body shook with a repressed scream. ‘Seven more to go.’ He pulled the next one, and she punched the shattered remains of the mirror. ‘Six more.’ 

	‘Brace yourself,’ he said, wrapping his hand around the next feather. She sucked in a deep breath, and nodded. He pulled it, and her legs gave out. She collapsed back against him, and began to slide to floor, but he grabbed her, and snaked his left arm around her middle. Lifting her with no effort, he had her standing again, though supported only by his arm. 

	‘Five more,’ he said, pulling the next one. She leaned on his arm more, abandoning all attempts at supporting herself, the soft flesh of her breasts pressing down on his arm. 

	‘Four more,’ he said as the next came away. 

	‘Just tell me when it’s over,’ she whispered. 

	He pulled the next four feathers in succession, ignoring her screams, her flailing, and her shaking. ‘Done,’ he said. 

	She gave a weak nod, and went limp in his grip, nearly sliding to the ground. He tightened his arm around her middle, swung his other down and grabbed her long, bare legs, lifting her and carrying her from the bathroom the few feet back to her bed. 

	He deposited her on the bed, staring at her pale, sweaty face for a moment – it wasn’t the good kind of sweat, one hard-earned after a spar, or a decent fight against a worthy enemy, it was just her body betraying her true strength, making her think that she was weak. He rolled her onto her stomach, her abused and bloody back bared for the world to see. 

	Wounds bled freely, blood pooling, then slipping around her body, down her refined her curves and onto the mattress. 

	‘I’ll be fine sir,’ she said, lifting her head a little, ‘I can handle it from here.’ 

	He pushed a hand between her shoulders and pushed her back down to the bed, then bent lower. ‘Bullshit,’ he said. ‘Where’s your medkit?’ 

	She lifted a hand, and pointed to the middle drawer of her bedside table. He yanked the drawer open, and pulled out the large, black medical bag. He sat on the bed, beside her prone form, unzipped it, and upended the contents on the bed. 

	Several large tubes of medicated cream fell out, as did bandages, scissors and tape. He unscrewed the cap on the closest tube, held it above her back and squeezed out the contents, the tube making a strange, flatulent noise as it ran empty, he tossed it to the floor, adjusted himself, and stared down at the pile of cream on his recruit’s bloody back. He shrugged off his bloodied jacket, needing to be free of the constraints in order to accomplish his task. 

	He placed his hands into the cold, white cream, and began to spread it across her back, feeling her shiver as it touched each one of her open wounds – though they wouldn’t be open for much longer, he’d seen her use it before, the Parkers had earned their keep when they’d designed it with a quick-acting coagulant, it stopped the bleeding long enough for the wounds to be dressed, and for proper treatment, if it came to that. 

	It only took a moment to spread a thick layer of the cream across her entire back. He grabbed the corner of her sheet, and wiped away the excess from his hands, before looking to her back again, and beginning to massage the cream into the affected areas. 

	From the corner of his mind, he watched himself rub her back, his hands seemingly knowing what to on instinct, without a conscious thought helping them along. He knew roughly what to do, hands pressure, pressing, not enough to bruise but not too light of a touch – moderation, it was all about moderation. What his hands had, however, was technique, ability…memory. 

	He fought for the scrap of memory, but nothing more came, nothing but the muscle memory to allow him do to this. 

	A useless ability. 

	He stared at his recruit, watching her relax under his movements, the tension leaving her back, the creases of pain slowly disappearing from what he could see of her face. 

	A…nearly useless ability. 

	He wiped more of the excess cream from his hands onto her sheet, and worked on the right side of her back, noticing the streaks of drying blood that had run down her side, streaks that were drying on her pale skin, that were-

	She made an odd noise. It wasn’t a noise that he’d ever associated with her in pain, it was… He repeated the motion, massaging an area just below her right shoulder blade, and she made the noise again, a noise of…pleasure. 

	‘Sorry,’ she whispered, lifting her head a little, ‘the pain’s starting to subside, that’s all sir.’ 

	‘Indeed,’ he said, resisting the urge to repeat the motion a third time. He looked away from her back, from the wounds and the curves of her muscles to the file. ‘Eight salmon have disappeared,’ he said. ‘Thoughts?’

	‘Could you pass me the file, sir?’

	‘No,’ he said, not wanting to cover the file in cream in addition to the blood that was already there, ‘just initial thoughts.’ 

	‘We’ll have to get the techs to run whatever historical surveillance they can, see if we can get a look at whoever grabbed the persons in question, or indeed, if they were killed, then moved away. The-’ she made a similar noise, he was causing her pleasure again. ‘-situation is different if she took them all, than if one or two were taken by Solstice, or if they went missing for different reasons.’ 

	He finished rubbing the cream in. ‘Sit up,’ he ordered. He required a towel, wiped his hands clean, then began to pick up the patches from the upended medkit. He tore the first one open, and placed it on the top wound, then quickly taped into place. 

	She leaned forward a little, a requirement taking her messy hair out of his way, and placing it up into a bun as she brought her legs up and around, placing them right in his field of vision, right there to- He placed the second patch on her back, taping it into position, his eyes sliding back to her legs. 

	He placed a hand on her leg. 

	Slowly, he ran his hand down the length of her long, perfect leg. It felt- He snapped his hand into a fist, and grabbed the next patch, and the tape. He patched the next wound, but after he took his hands away, she turned in place, her naked form close to his. 

	‘Your skin looked strange,’ he said, the lie coming easily, ‘mottled. Was checking for surface changes.’ 

	‘Yes sir,’ she said, a strange look on her face. ‘Sir, I-’ She quickly looked away, down at the bed. 

	‘Speak or don’t, Magnolia,’ he said, his eyes sliding towards her legs again. 

	‘Sir, I-’ She rocked unsteadily for a moment, throwing out a hand to steady herself. ‘Wait,’ she said, ‘how many salmon are missing?’

	‘Eight.’ 

	She lifted her hand to his chest, and steadied herself enough to look up at him. ‘Then there’s one more victim.’ 

	‘What?’

	‘My mother is not one for sentimentalities, sir,’ she said, ‘but she does enjoy games. Nine. The number of feathers. They’re going to take one more victim, and she’s playing with us, giving us a chance to stop them.’ 

	‘Clarke has the protocols for contacting all of the fiefdoms. He’ll need to be called.’ 

	‘Sir, the bottom drawer,’ she said, withdrawing her hand from his chest. ‘The box in there, please.’

	He retrieved the puzzle box, and she opened it easily. Inside were small jars and bottles, each filled with a different coloured liquid. Some were labeled, in typical, medically correct, formats, others simply had a slash of ink across a dusty surface. She selected a purple one, and shook it until it went a dark blue, then unscrewed the lid. 

	He grabbed her hand. ‘What’s that?’

	‘It’s a stimulant,’ she said, ‘it’ll allow me to function.’ 

	‘Side effects?’

	‘Nothing serious, sir.’ He removed his hand and let her choke down the vile-smelling liquid. 

	She shook for a moment, then required herself into clothes, her headset appearing over her ear, then nodded to him. ‘I’ll get the techs doing surveillance,’ she said. ‘Let me know when you need me.’ 

	He raised a hand and shifted her to the tech department, then opened a communication channel to call Clarke, the feel of her leg still burning in his mind. 

	 


06 – Calling on Angels

	Posted on May 23, 2010 by Stormy 

	Ten Years Ago. 

	‘I need help,’ Donald whispered. ‘I need help.’ He turned away from the window that overlooked the school’s playground, and walked back into the office. ‘Can I please use the phone?’ he asked the secretary. 

	‘Of course,’ she said, spinning the blocky black phone towards him. ‘Dial seven to get out.’ She picked up her empty coffee cup, and walked from the office, giving Maggie one last look. 

	Maggie was still sitting on the bench, one arm still wrapped around her legs, the borrowed, over-sized jumper hiding her from the world. An untouched glass of water sat on a small table beside her, and she still refused to look at him. 

	He pulled his wallet from his pocket, and pulled out the plain-looking business card. The one given to him by a man proclaiming himself to be a god. The phone number for angels. 

	He looked across to Maggie one more time, the overwhelming urge just to pick her up, run, and move to a new town made his feet itch – but there was just no way, moving this time had stretched them almost to breaking point, finally emptied the rest of his savings, and left them with little choice but to stay. He forced himself to smile at Maggie – if the situation wasn’t salvageable, they would move, he could go into debt again, redraw on a loan, or get a new one, even one of those high-interest loans if it came to that, it would at least let them get out of town.

	A deep breath calmed him. Salvage. Damage control. One last-ditch effort to save their move. It was a good suburb. It was a good school. 

	Too good to be ruined by one mistake. 

	Seven to get out, then the eight digits of the local phone number. God or not, magically-appearing cheeseburgers or not, half-magpie daughter or not, he still wasn’t sure that he believed he was calling angels. 

	‘Hello?’

	A young woman’s voice. No official greeting. No choir singing. Probably a private residence. He was-

	‘Hello?’ 

	‘Ah, hello,’ he said, ‘I think I might have the wrong number.’ 

	‘With where you’ve called, not likely,’ she said. ‘Where do you think you’re calling?’ 

	‘I was given this card by, um…he said this was the number for…’ 

	‘If you’re looking for the Agency, you’ve found them.’

	‘Thank god,’ he said. ‘I mean, gods.’ 

	‘That established,’ she said, ‘how can we help?’

	‘My daughter, she’s…half-and-half, and there’s been an incident at her school. Please, I just need-’

	‘Has anyone been killed?’

	‘What? No!’

	‘Sorry,’ the woman said, ‘but you have to understand, a lot of the time we do get called for clean-up. What’s happened?’

	‘Her classmates saw her feathers, they know what she is, I don’t-’

	‘Hey, hey,’ she said softly, ‘it’s ok. I’ll send Agent Darren down to talk with you. You’re…’ he heard some keyboard keys clicking, ‘at the primary school, right? Are you somewhere in the office?’

	‘Yeah, I’m using their phone.’ 

	‘He wants to know if the worried-looking one with brown hair?’

	‘Huh?’ 

	‘Turn around sir.’ 

	He turned, and saw a man standing across the office. 

	‘I don’t-’ he said. 

	‘That good-looking hunk of angel is Darren, you can talk to him now, so I can take other calls.’ 

	The line went dead in his ear, and he slowly put it down, looking from the phone, to Maggie, to the man. 

	The angel-apparent extended a hand. ‘Darren.’ 

	‘Donald. Donald Hammond,’ he stammered. 

	Darren crossed the room, lifted his limp hand and shook it. ‘Nice to meet you, Don.’ He turned and looked at Maggie. ‘And she’s…?’

	‘Maggie.’ 

	‘Magnolia,’ Maggie corrected. ‘It’s Magnolia when I’m in trouble, and I’m definitely in trouble.’ 

	‘Oh, Maggie,’ he said, ‘you-re…’ he floundered for the right words. 

	Darren clapped him on the back. ‘How about we take this to the teacher’s lounge and talk about this?’ 

	‘They’re having a staff meeting,’ he said, ‘that’s the only reason this hasn’t blown out out of proportion yet.’

	Darren laughed. ‘Out of proportion is when I’m fighting half a dozen bunyips in full view of the highway, whatever this is, I’m sure we can deal with it.’ 

	The world seemed to churn for a moment, blurring, and making his dizzy. He closed his eyes and when he opened them again, they were no longer in the school office, but in a small, cozy restaurant.

	‘What?’ he said. 

	‘Cool!’ Maggie said, her face brightening for the first time in a week. 

	‘Hungry?’ Darren asked. 

	‘But…we were told not to go anywhere.’ 

	Darren tapped the side of his head. ‘I’m asking Katie to ring through and simply tell them you’re giving your statement to the authorities, which is true, but we’re doing it with food, because, Mister Hammond, you look ready to faint.’ He looked down to Maggie. ‘What kind of cake do you like, sweetie?’ 

	‘Chocolate?’ 

	A large plate appeared in front of Maggie, with a slice of cake nearly half the size of her head on it, a small scoop of vanilla ice-cream complimenting it. 

	‘Even cooler!’ Maggie said with a grin, reaching for the spoon. 

	‘She can’t eat all that!’ 

	Darren shrugged. ‘I’m no expert on children, but I was kind of under the impression that their stomachs have basically infinite space in them?’

	He slumped, not willing to take away the cake, and her smile. ‘Just don’t make yourself sick, ok, honey?’

	She looked up, her mouth already ringed by chocolate. ‘Ok, daddy.’ 

	Darren looked across to him. ‘Now what do you want?’

	He looked at the man – angel – whatever he was. ‘The last time I saw someone do this, it was a god, and he made me hamburger. Cheeseburger. Can you really just replicate anything you want? Like on Star Trek?’

	‘Tea. Earl Grey. Hot,’ the angel said, and a cup appeared in front of him. ‘It’s called requiring. It makes life…so much easier. Except when your girlfriend gets mad, says it’s cheating, and insists you cook from scratch, but that only happens sometimes, and she never complains when I require the room covered in rose petals. What do you want for lunch?’

	‘Is there…a menu or something? I mean, I-’

	‘Anything you can imagine, and it costs you what it does me: Nothing.’ 

	‘A steak?’

	‘Sounds good, I’ll have one too.’ 

	Two plates of steak and chips appeared, smothered in what smelt like a peppery sauce. ‘Dig in,’ the angel said. 

	Maggie burped, and before he had a chance to admonish her, the angel placed a glass of soft drink in front of her. ‘Don’t rush yourself,’ he said, ‘that cake’s got to last the whole explanation, otherwise I might have to require you a second piece, and that might make your dad angry at me.’ 

	‘Where do I start?’ he asked. 

	‘She’s half-magpie, right? Her mother’s the warden? The queen?’

	He nodded. 

	‘Does this have anything to do with her?’

	‘She’s never even met Maggie,’ he said, ‘she left her egg on my doorstep, and it’s been just the two of us ever since.’ 

	‘I like it that way,’ Maggie said, and he smiled. 

	‘All right,’ Darren said, ‘so what happened?’ 

	‘I got into a fight,’ Maggie said. ‘Cause I’m a freak.’

	‘Maggie, you aren’t a freak.’

	‘Freak! Freak! Freak!’ she said, pounding her hand on the table. ‘Just cause you’re too afraid to say it, dad, doesn’t mean it’s not true! Freak, freak, freak!’

	‘I’m not afraid to say it,’ he said, ‘I just don’t believe it, and I’d never say it because it isn’t true.’

	‘Yeah, well, you aren’t everyone else,’ she said, stabbing the chocolate cake with the spoon. ‘You aren’t the kids at school.’ 

	‘They’re wrong,’ he said. 

	Darren turned to Maggie. ‘Tell me what happened.’ 

	‘It was a fair fight,’ she said. 

	‘Maggie, Mrs Olson told me there were four of them.’ 

	‘And I’m freak-strong,’ she said, poking at the straw of her drink, ‘so that makes it a fair fight, right?’ 

	‘No, never,’ he said. ‘It’s not fair of them to gang up on you.’

	‘I could lift your dad with one hand,’ Darren said, ‘but I still hate it when people gang up on me, because even if you’re stronger, there’s still more of them, and that means it’s never fair.’ 

	‘They were calling me all the things I was,’ she said, staring at the table. ‘Making fun of my hair, my eyes, everything. I got pushed, they pushed back, and we started to fight. They were gonna take off my shirt and shove me into the boy’s toilets, but they, um…’ 

	‘She has feathers growing on her back,’ he supplied as his daughter went quiet. ‘We do our best to clip them and keep them out of sight, make her wear a singlet so any little ones that sprout during the day are less noticeable, but they have an awful tendency to grow in response to, um, heightened emotional states.’ 

	‘Like a bullying attack,’ Darren said. ‘Don’t worry, it’s perfectly common in kids her age, certain secondary traits becoming more prominent due to emotions, don’t worry, it’ll mostly stop when she hits puberty.’ He turned to Maggie. ‘They saw your feathers, then what happened?’

	‘They really started to fight, like it was girly fighting until then, mostly, but they got really…They were starting to fight like me. I think they wanted to hurt me, not just tease me, cause they worked out that I really, really was a freak, not just my hair.’ 

	‘What made them stop?’ Darren asked. 

	‘I hit one of the girls, and she didn’t get up.’ 

	‘She hit her head on a wall,’ he said, having heard the story before, ‘she was taken to the hospital for observation. It was self-defense, angel, you’ve got to understand, she’s just a girl, and they started it.’ 

	‘My name’s Darren,’ the angel said, ‘or “Agent” if you prefer, I sure as hell have done nothing to earn a halo. And I understand self-defense, so don’t worry, I’m backing you up on that angle. I mean, what, would this story be better if you were the one in the back of an ambulance, Maggie?’ 

	‘I’m the freak, they’re just the normals.’ 

	‘Nothing wrong with being a freak, some of my best friends are freaks.’ 

	He looked down at his steak, and cut off a small corner. ‘So what are we going to do?’ 

	‘You tell me, Don,’ Darren said as he lifted a chip. ‘What do you want to do?’ 

	‘I only know how to react to a situation,’ he said, ‘I’m not used to making a decision.’ 

	‘Sure you are,’ the angel said. ‘You’ve been doing pretty good so far.’

	‘You don’t know me.’

	‘You chose to raise a girl born from an egg, for better or worse, a halfbreed daughter when you know almost nothing about magic, or the world around you. You keep protecting her – well, I presume that’s what all the moves are for-’

	‘I never told you.’

	The angel tapped the side of his head. ‘I downloaded your file.’ He smiled. ‘And you chose to call me, another good decision. So tell me, what do you want to do?’

	He looked to his daughter for a moment. ‘I’d…I’d…I’d like to stay,’ he said, ‘if that’s ok with you, Maggie?’ She nodded, then went back to her cake. He looked up to Darren. ‘I want to stay here, if that’s at all possible.’ 

	Darren grinned. ‘I think we can manage that.’

	‘But they saw her feathers.’

	‘They’re also nine-year-olds, and bullies, reasonable people have no reason to believe what they say. That, and we’ve got more than a few facts on our side.’ 

	‘Such as?’

	‘That girl, at most, will have a concussion, though probably not, as I’ve been informed that children bounce. Though that could be an exaggeration. Your Maggie, on the other hand, has a broken arm.’ 

	He dropped his fork, and turned to look down at his daughter. ‘What? Maggie? But you-’

	‘It doesn’t hurt that much,’ she whispered. 

	‘How could you not tell me?’

	‘Because I was in enough trouble already. And it doesn’t hurt that much. Really.’ 

	He looked across at the angel. ‘Are you sure-’

	‘X-ray vision, mate,’ Darren said. ‘Let’s go get that set.’ 

	The world churned again, and he felt like a piece of laundry. The restaurant disappeared, and a bright, white hospital room appeared. 

	‘I’m not sure I could get used to that,’ he said. ‘It’s a…it’s different.’ 

	‘You haven’t been shifted around before?’ Darren asked as he lifted Maggie onto the hospital bed. 

	‘Maggie’s mother, she could do something similar, but it was slower, it wasn’t like being beamed around.’ He looked around the room. ‘Are you sure we’re not going to run into that other little girl here?’ 

	Darren laughed, then smiled. ‘I sincerely doubt it, this is a rather…private infirmary.’ He crossed the room, and pressed the intercom. ‘Addy, could you get in here?’

	A small door at the back of the infirmary opened, and a tired-looking man in a dirty t-shirt and a lab coat walked in, a magazine hanging from his hand. ‘I thought you-’ he began, then looked to Maggie. ‘Shoulda told me we had visitors, sir, I would have cleaned up,’ he said, spreading his arms wide. His tired expression disappeared, and his clothes…suddenly became new, as clean and bright as the infirmary. ‘Medical Agent Addy, at your service,’ he said, a bottle of lollipops appearing in his hands. ‘Want one?’ He turned. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll have her fixed up-’

	‘No, Addy,’ Darren said. ‘Just set the arm, with a cast.’ 

	The bottle of lollipops appeared. ‘Do I look like a barbarian to you? I’m not going to let her leave here with a broken arm. A bit faerie or not, that’s going to hurt for weeks if-’

	‘Just a cast, Adelaide, trust me, it’ll be better in the long run.’ 

	‘Shit, you call me that, it must be serious,’ Addy said, then looked at Maggie. ‘Fuck, didn’t mean to swear in front of a kid. I mean shit. I mean. Aaaagh.’ The doctor pulled a lollipop from his pocket, stuck it in his own mouth, then began work on Maggie, an x-ray of her broken arm appearing in the light box on the wall. 

	Darren put a hand on his arm. ‘Come on, let Addy work, believe it or not, he knows what he’s doing.’ 

	‘He’s…an ange- I mean, agent, like you?’

	‘Yeah, except his specialty is being a doctor. Come on, we’ll go see Katie, I’m sure I’ve done something wrong that she needs to yell at me about, and I’ll tell you the plan.’ 

	‘I never asked about the restaurant,’ he said as they walked down the short hall to a staircase. ‘Do you do that kind of thing often?’

	‘The place is run by a friend of mine, I use it when I need to talk to civilians, the table we were sitting at? On permanent reserve for me, and I just slip him a couple of grand a week for the pleasure, and for the potential loss in business.’ 

	‘Your petty cash must be pretty impressive.’ 

	Darren lifted a hand and hundred-dollar notes rained from the room. ‘You could say that.’ 

	WHAP!

	‘Ow,’ Darren muttered. 

	‘Are you showing off again?’

	‘Told you I was in trouble,’ the agent said as he looked up at the angry young woman who had hit him with a rolled-up newspaper. ‘Hello darling, miss me?’

	She hit him with the newspaper again. ‘Stop boasting, it really doesn’t do any good. Are you going to clean that up?’

	Darren sighed. ‘If you’d let me turn some of the cleaning-’ 

	She hit him a third time as they finished ascending the stairs. ‘No, because you keep writing report notes on scraps of paper and pizza boxes, I turn the macros back on, and you get even further behind on paperwork. I’m sick of getting yelled at by HQ, you know what Ryan’s like when he’s pissed.’ 

	‘That man seriously needs to get laid.’ 

	‘You don’t start behaving, and I will give you to him. Gift wrapped, and in handcuffs.’ She sighed, then seemed to notice him for the first time. ‘I assume you’re the voice on the end of the line? Did this unfortunately handsome idiot help you?’

	He nodded. ‘He’s got a plan, and Maggie’s in the infirmary getting a cast on her arm.’ 

	Katie whirled back around to look at Darren. ‘Why a cast, Darren?’ 

	‘Because it will look better when we threaten to sue, now if you could please forgo hitting me again, I need to call Clarke, he should know some people suited for this.’

	‘Fine. I’ll go check on the girl, and make sure Addy doesn’t get distracted giving a string theory lecture again.’ 

	She swept past them, thundering down the stairs. 

	Darren sighed happily. ‘Gods, I love that woman.’ 

	‘Is she-?’ he began. 

	‘Nah, she’s human, like you. I don’t hold it against her though.’ 

	‘We’re going to sue them?’ he asked as they walked across the large, open room. Half a dozen desks sat empty while a dozen televisions showed a dozen different channels, all on mute. Darren sat the desk with his nameplate, another chair appearing as if…well, by, magic. 

	‘No,’ Darren said, digging into a nearly-empty packet of chips. ‘We’re going to threaten to sue. Agent Clarke, he’s kind of the…sleazy PR guy for south-east Queensland, has more than a few lawyer contacts, and since part of his job is keeping this stuff out of the media, we threaten with lawyers, brandish your Maggie’s new cast, possibly get a few other kids to step forward and confirm what little terrors those micro-bitches are, and boom, she can go back to school, you can go back to work, and you get a second chance.’ 

	‘Will that work?’ 

	‘It’s worked before. This is what we do, Don.’

	‘Help out losers who can’t handle their own problems?’ 

	‘Sometimes,’ Darren said, turning on his computer monitor, ‘seriously though, if you hadn’t called me, this would have gone through normal channels, and if we hadn’t caught it, it might even have caught some media attention, which is not the kind of thing we like.’ 

	‘Because magic has to be kept a secret?’

	‘Hey, humans decided that, we didn’t. We don’t keep magic a secret from anyone, but it being public knowledge on a world-wide scale…wouldn’t be good for anyone, it isn’t the kind of world that will accept that anymore. So yeah, we keep up the masquerade, and sometimes that means threatening to sue.’ 

	‘Have I thanked you yet?’

	‘No, but that’s ok, I haven’t done anything yet.’ 

	‘You’ve done more than you can imagine. I’ve…never had any help with Maggie before. Everything I know about the world that Maggie’s mother didn’t tell me was usually third-hand, or came from the internet, and I’ve learned an embarrassingly large number of incorrect facts trying to figure out things that way. I mean, I’ve never wanted her to be a part of this life, but I’ve never even known enough to help her.’ 

	The agent smiled. ‘Well, you don’t have to worry about that anymore. Never fear, the Agency is here. Huh. She usually-’

	‘I can’t hit you from across the room,’ Katie said as she walked up the stairs. ‘You’re the magic one.’ She crossed the room, frowned slightly at the lack of a chair, then sat in Darren’s lap. ‘You’ve got a pretty cool kid there, Mister Hammond. I’d like to offer to babysit.’ 

	‘Huh?’

	‘So you will have my kids!’ Darren said with a grin as he hugged her from behind. ‘We shall have seventeen strong, healthy babies, all of them named Chester!’ 

	Katie smiled, but twisted around to kiss him. ‘Grow up a bit first, and I’ll think about it.’ 

	‘So why do you want to babysit, if not for practice to be the best mother to our seventeen Chesters?’

	Katie turned away from her angel. ‘I might answer the phones, Mister Hammond, but I’m also a black belt in karate, I’d like to train her. She could come here in the afternoons after school, instead of the out-of-hours care, and you can pick her up after work.’ 

	‘She gets into enough fights already,’ he said without thinking, then hung his head and stared at the floor. ‘That came out badly.’

	‘It won’t change the number of fights she gets into,’ Katie said as she slid of Darren’s lap, and into a another magically-appearing chair. ‘But it might change how she handles them. She…hurt another girl today, not because she meant to, but because she’s got a powerful little body and no idea how to use it. She’s got a lot of strength, but no control. If she learns what to do, when, she’ll not only have an outlet for her frustration, but she could get out of fight by just taking defensive actions, or just doing enough to show she’s in control. I think it would be good for her, but you’re her father, it’s up to you.’ 

	‘I’ll ask Maggie about it,’ he said, ‘if she likes the idea, then, yes, you can teach her.’ 

	‘See why I love her?’ Darren asked. 

	Katie stood. ‘Come on, Addy should be finished with her by now.’ 

	‘Wings or not,’ he said, ‘you really are angels of mercy. I don’t know what I would have done today without your help.’ 

	‘Aw shucks,’ Darren said, ‘weren’t nothing.’ 

	Katie sighed, then hit the agent with the newspaper again. 

	 


07 – Tryst, Trust, Tridents

	Posted on May 24, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Women are like bulldozers, no one wants one, but as soon as one goes on sale, there’s always two or three interested buyers.’ 

	Magnolia looked up from her thick file, across to Taylor, then to Clarke, sitting at the head of the conference table, his legs up on the polished surface. 

	‘What,’ she asked, ‘did you just say?’ 

	The liaison agent grinned. ‘You heard me.’ 

	‘No, I’m not sure I did.’

	‘Women are like bulldozers-’ he started again. Taylor growled, and Clarke frowned. ‘You think there’s a chance we can get Grigori back? You’re almost, like, a person when he’s around.’ 

	‘You told us to be here,’ Taylor said. ‘We’re here. They’re late.’ 

	‘Well, you know what they say about fish-’ Clarke started. 

	‘No,’ a strong voice said, ‘how about you inform me?’

	Clarke was out of his chair, and bowing low before she had time to blink. She spun on her chair, and saw a tall, older woman, dressed in a beige dressed, adorned with jewels. Behind the woman was the agency secretary, and four guards. 

	‘Thank you Natalie,’ Clarke said. 

	‘I’m-’ the tall salmon woman began. 

	‘Matriarch Rose Brooke Besper-Smith,’ Clarke said. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, madam, are you going to enter the ballroom dances again this year and wow the judges yet again?’

	The woman’s face softened a little. ‘Flattery, young man, will get you into my bed, but nowhere in this room. May I suggest we stick to business?’

	‘Of course,’ Clarke said, ‘please sit.’ 

	The Matriarch turn, looked at her for a moment, then turned back to Clarke. ‘Not with that bird here. You are lucky I don’t take her presence here as insult tantamount to-’

	‘Without Recruit Hammond, we wouldn’t have this warning to give you.’ 

	‘I’ll listen to you, not to her.’ 

	‘I don’t-’

	‘Her mother,’ the Matriarch said, ‘ate my sister.’ 

	She swallowed, then stood. ‘If I could,’ she said, careful not to take a step toward the woman, ‘I could kill, pluck, and roast the magpie warden. I despise her to a degree you cannot image.’

	The Matriarch stared at her. ‘If you despise her so, why do you proudly display here colours?’

	‘Just view me as a recruit,’ she said, standing her ground, ‘not as her kin. Or, you can let another of your family die.’ 

	‘The others are-’

	‘They’re dead,’ she said flatly. ‘Or will be soon enough. My mother does not keep prisoners for very long, not unless they serve some purpose, and none of the salmon taken were of any importance, in terms of your fiefdom, correct?’ 

	The woman hesitated for a moment. ‘No,’ she said finally, ‘they were civilians.’ 

	‘So they know nothing, so she has no reason to keep them alive.’ 

	The Matriarch took a step toward her. ‘And if I took you, little birdy, what then? Would she stop taking my people? Would she return any that live?’

	From the corner of her eye, she saw Taylor stand, and begin to round the table. 

	‘If you think,’ she said, ‘that I have any value to my mother, you are more delusional than she is. I have absolutely worthless to her, for a multitude of reasons, not least of all my career, and that is how I am speaking to you, as a recruit.’ 

	‘Take the warning or leave it,’ Taylor said, standing beside her. ‘Matters between courts is none of our business.’

	‘And if this is trap?’ the woman asked. 

	‘What benefit would warning your people have?’ she countered. 

	The Matriarch turned to her guards. ‘Wait outside.’ The one closest to her gave her a questioning look, but they all shuffled outside without a word. She looked to Clarke. ‘Close the door, young man.’ 

	Clarke did as he was asked. 

	The woman sat at the other end of the table, looked at them briefly, then turned her attention to Clarke. ‘I think it might be me, Agent.’ 

	‘Pardon, madam?’

	‘Last week, there was a function, boring dinner party, politics, you know the kind, several courts and fiefdoms in attendance discussing the usual kind of thing. I was bored out of mind, until a young man came along and gave me a much better night.’

	‘Care to elaborate?’ Clarke asked. 

	‘I will quite possibly demonstrate with you later,’ she said. ‘I am an old woman, older than I look, and I enjoy being romanced by young men, it makes me feel young, it makes me feel like something other than a politician. We did as you would suspect. He was young, unrefined, I’m not even rightly sure what he was doing there in the first place?’

	‘Does this story have a point?’ Taylor asked as he sat, and pulled her back down into her seat. 

	‘He was a mongrel,’ the Matriarch said. ‘Predominantly crow, or at least his dominant traits were crow, he was also magpie. I wouldn’t have suspected half, but it’s very few kind less than half-blood that can take their family’s form, like he did when he left our room, and flew off into the night.’ 

	‘Did he say anything that…with hindsight, connects him with these disappearances?’ 

	‘Do you think that since the moment the first of my kin disappeared that I haven’t examined every word of that night, every action, a hundred times?’ The woman shook her head. ‘No, Agent, nothing that he said, or did, leads me to suspect him. We didn’t even speak of politics, the fiefdoms, or the war, nothing. He was just…a sweet young man.’ 

	‘What was his name?’ Taylor asked. ‘We should still question him.’ 

	‘Benjamin,’ she said. ‘No last name, it wasn’t the kind of night for last names.’ 

	She felt Taylor’s eyes, and turned to answer his unasked question. ‘I don’t know him, sir.’ 

	‘Don’t you know anything useful?’ Taylor asked, looking at the Matriarch. 

	The woman bristled. ‘You’re the Agency, aren’t you supposed to know everything?’

	‘We know what we need to know. You expect us to protect you, you need to tell us what we need to know.’ 

	‘He was a student of some kind,’ the Matriarch said. ‘Let me go for a swim, and I might remember more.’ 

	‘A swim, madam?’ Clarke asked. 

	‘I’ve been dry for too long,’ she said, brushing at her beige dress, ‘this may be the form I have to use, but I still need the water. You have a pool, I assume?’ 

	‘We can easily accommodate you,’ Clarke said, standing and offering an arm. ‘If you’ll follow me.’ 

	She watched Clarke and the Matriarch leave, then turn to Taylor. ‘I’ll get the scholars to check, we may have some record of him, though a single name and the occupation of student may lead to-’

	‘Just get Merlin,’ Taylor said as he stood. ‘I know you know he’s a reader. Get a name, or get a sketch, whatever he does, make him earn his keep. We have a better chance to get a reliable result from him than from an aquatic politician.’ 

	‘Yes sir.’ 

	 


08 – Readers

	Posted on May 31, 2010 by Stormy 

	Magnolia walked down the hall from the conference room, stopped, stared at the floor, and faded down the tech floor. She righted herself, and walked toward Jones’ office, preparing herself just in case she was shifted into the “care” of the Parkers again.

	She knocked on the door, and it opened with an overly-dramatic horror-movie creak. She sighed – making a mental note to report the unnecessary macro, not that anything was ever done about them, the tech department seemed to have a blank check to do as they wished, so long as there was even a vaguely-justifiable reason for doing so. Horror-movie creaks had no justifiable reason to exist – they were just a bit of silliness.

	Jones swung on his chair, folded his fingers and stared at her. ‘Yes, Recruit?’

	‘I need Merlin.’

	‘Are you ready to stop being a heinous bitch?’

	‘It’s been nearly a month, she’s still alive, isn’t she?’

	‘That isn’t a “yes”, Magnolia.’

	‘If I’m ordered to kill her, I’ll kill her, until then she’s safe. And I need Merlin, Taylor asked for him.’

	Jones faltered for a moment. ‘What could he possibly-’

	‘We need a reader,’ she said. ‘And he’s the closest.’

	‘I’m sorry,’ Jones said, ‘I didn’t realise you were illiterate.’

	‘He knew,’ she said, ‘I didn’t tell him. Mer doesn’t exactly take the greatest lengths to conceal his gifts. I’m pretty sure everyone knows by now.’

	‘Not everyone,’ Jones said, ‘and that’s the way it’s to stay.’

	‘If I knew more,’ she said carefully, ‘I could tell him a lot more, but since I don’t know anymore, I couldn’t tell him more, even if he asked me, all right?’

	‘What’s going on?’

	‘Possible attempt on the life of-’

	‘The fishy lady upstairs?’ Merlin asked, appearing from beneath the other end of Jones’ desk.

	‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘So please, can Merlin come out and play?’

	‘What do you need him to do?’

	‘We need a-’

	‘I did hear you the first time,’ Jones said as he stood, and walked across the room to a cupboard. ‘What information are you trying to get? He can’t just-’

	‘We’re trying to find someone that the…fishy lady,’ she said as Merlin came and hugged her, ‘went “dancing” with the other night. All she’s got is a first name, so we need a face to trace, then the address that goes with it.’

	‘That,’ Jones said, ‘that we can do.’ He pulled out a bag. ‘It’s not like he can conjure a file from the air, I mean, of course he can, but he needs to know which one to require first.’

	‘Jump to the left,’ Merlin said.

	She looked down at him. ‘What?’

	He shrugged, and slurped from a bottle of juice. ‘I dunno.’

	Jones handed her a heavy bag. ‘He knows what to do with it. Return it in the same condition or-’

	‘Don’t threaten me,’ she said, swinging the bag over her shoulder.

	Jones beat his fists against his chest. ‘Me agent, I can say what I want. Now bring that equipment back in perfect condition or I’ll have you scrubbing the floors.’

	‘Gods,’ she muttered. ‘Come on Merlin.’

	‘Magnoooolia,’ Merlin said as they walked towards the lift. ‘Why are you mad?’

	‘Tell me something, Mer,’ she said as she hit the button for the lift. ‘Mimosa-’

	‘Agent Squishy.’

	‘Agent…Squishy. Yes. Her. With the…you know…how much damage could she do, if she decided to go nuts?’

	‘She could raise a small continent, or a big island,’ he said. ‘Or make a really small moon, cause moons are hard to do, cause of gravity and stuff.’

	‘Mer, come on, how much damage could she do?’

	‘A lot,’ he said, adjusting his goggles, ‘but she won’t. She’s good.’

	‘She’s why I’m mad, and stressed,’ she said as they stepped into the lift. ‘I feel like we’ve got an unstable nuke wandering the halls begging for treats, it makes me really uneasy.’

	‘An’ Taylor’s mad too.’

	‘What we did,’ she said, ‘it should have been enough to prove she’s not good enough to wear the uniform. I just don’t want to have to stand by and watch everything get blown to hell.’

	Merlin reached up and brushed the side of her head, and suddenly, she felt a lot calmer. ‘She’s good,’ he said again, ‘I dun think she’s going to end the world.’

	‘Yeah well,’ she said as they exited the lift, ‘we’ll see.’

	She put a hand to her headset. ‘Magnolia to Clarke.’

	‘Yeah?’ came the distracted reply.

	‘Where exactly did you put this pool?’ she asked as Merlin ran into the conference room and stared out the window.

	‘You know the big storeroom down from the conference room?’

	‘We’ll be there in a minute,’ she said, tapping her headset again to sever the connection.

	‘Come on Mer,’ she said. ‘You can play later.’

	He kept staring.

	‘Merlin?’ She hefted the heavy bag and walked across to him. ‘Hey, you ok?’

	He turned to her, a wide grin on his face. ‘Yup, why?’

	‘No reason,’ she said, ‘come on, the fishy lady’s waiting.’

	‘No she’s not,’ he said, ‘she’s getting distracted by Agent NSFW.’

	‘Oh gods, if Clarke’s…’ she grabbed his lab coat. ‘Come on, else there’s going to be violence.’ She pulled him from the conference room and towards what had, not twenty minutes ago, been labeled as a miscellaneous storage room.

	She pushed open the door, and stared at the how-to guide of opulence and decadence. Marble columns had grown up from the floor covered in polished marble tiles. A long pool sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by a multitude of chairs and towel racks.

	Off to the left, the formerly stoic guards sat in a hot tub, quietly joking amongst themselves, and drinking drinks from the nearby liquor cabinet.

	There was a splash as the Matriarch arced up out of water and dove back under.

	‘That was quick,’ Clarke said as he walked past, a towel wrapped around his lower half. ‘A little too quick,’ he said, ‘don’t suppose I can get you to come back in-’

	‘No.’

	‘You have no concept of fun.’

	‘Merlin, cover your ears.’ She watched the boy follow her order, then looked back up at Clarke. ‘Would you prefer to score now, or do you job and ensure that your newest fuck-buddy-to-be is actually alive tomorrow?’

	‘When you put it that way-’

	She stared at the pool. ‘And can you ask her to put a top on, he’s only fourteen for gods’ sake.’

	‘When I was fourteen-’ Clarke started.

	‘You aren’t human,’ she said, ‘you don’t count.’ She tapped Merlin, and he lowered his hands. ‘Shall we?’ She took another look around the room. ‘Where’s Taylor?’

	‘He’s getting a car ready. And I made sure to specify car,’ he said, ‘just to make sure he didn’t pull a tank around to the front of the building.’

	‘Sorry,’ she said curtly, ‘I didn’t realise we were in the middle of a city-wide black-out.’

	‘I refuse to be shifted,’ the Matriarch said as she stepped up out of the pool, scales covering her nudity as surely as a swimsuit would. ‘It literally makes me sick, so if I am to be doing business with you people, little bird, I ask that at the least you do me the favour of not making me throw up on myself.’

	‘This,’ she muttered, ‘is going to end well.’

	‘This is your reader,’ the woman asked as she lifted a towel, and wrapped it around herself, ‘he’s a little young, how old was he when you recruited him? Are you even allowed to recruit child, seems rather cruel if you ask me.’

	She bit back from telling the woman that no such opinion had been asked, but simply let Clarke guide Merlin across to the pool’s edge. ‘He’s a ward of the Agency,’ Clarke said, ‘Matriarch, meet Merlin.’

	The woman laughed. ‘That’s adorable. Come on, young sir, help me find my prince charming.’

	She crossed to the nearest table. ‘Mer, I’m going to set up your stuff here, ok?’

	‘What’s all that for?’ the Matriarch asked.

	‘I’ll show you!’ Merlin said with standard-issue tech department glee. He unpacked a fat laptop, and a tablet. The computer booted up with no fuss, and a program loaded automatically. ‘Okies,’ he said, ‘now just think about him, hard, if you can.’

	‘I have no problem,’ the woman said, ‘thinking about him hard,’ she said with a wink in Agent Clarke’s direction.

	Merlin shook his head, placed his goggles up onto his forehead, then grabbed the stylus and drew a rough circle onto the tablet. On the screen, the shape of a face appeared, and the search programs down the side of the screen immediately began to run.

	He pulled two crayons out of his pocket, an scribbled over the pad, the two colours mixing into a mess, staining the delicate piece of equipment. She sighed, wondering if his actions meant that the equipment wasn’t being brought back in perfect condition.

	The colour seemed to soak into the pad, and appeared on the screen, as a perfectly mixed skin tone, colouring the empty face-shape.

	He then grabbed the stylus again, and began to scratch at the tablet, eyes slowly appearing on the screen.

	‘How long?’ Taylor asked from behind her.

	She turned, and crossed to him. ‘It shouldn’t be long, the search is already running, and each-’

	‘How long?’

	‘Not long, sir,’ she said, standing at-ease beside him. ‘Sir?’

	‘What?’

	‘There’s every chance that the Matriarch isn’t the next victim,’ she said. ‘I think-’

	‘Clarke got her to issue a warning to the rest,’ he said. ‘We’ve done more than enough.’

	‘Do you think she’s trying to start another war?’

	‘Hopefully not even your mother is that stupid,’ he said, staring at Merlin. ‘We’d be forced to partake. Not that I’d mind.’

	‘It would be nearly impossible to cover up a war now,’ she said. ‘Even with every scholar working overtime, there would be still be leaks. Information would still get out.’

	‘Stop worrying,’ he ordered. ‘You are missing the obvious solution.’

	‘Sir?’

	He looked down at her. ‘We execute your mother.’

	‘I would agree with that plan, sir.’

	Merlin turned and grinned. ‘Got it.’ A file appeared in the air above him, and fell into his waiting hands. ‘Here’s who you’re looking for.’

	The Matriarch clapped. ‘Oh, he’s very good,’ she said. ‘Would you consider selling him?’

	‘What are you offering?’ Clarke asked.

	Taylor stepped forward, and took the file, flipping it open to reveal the address, before throwing it to her. ‘Read,’ he ordered.

	Clarke looked up. ‘Can I trust you not to get into an accident?’ he asked Taylor. ‘I mean, when was the last time you drove?’

	‘It’s our intel,’ he growled.

	‘Gods, down boy,’ Clarke said, the towel disappearing, his suit reappearing. ‘I’ll keep her staff happy until you get back. Try not to-’

	Taylor turned and headed for the door.

	‘Matriarch, this way,’ Clarke said, ‘I’ll show you down to the front door.’

	The world blurred as she was shifted outside. She blinked, adjusting to the light, then flipped open the file to read.

	‘In,’ Taylor ordered as he walked around the car. She slipped into the passenger seat. ‘Talk.’

	‘This isn’t one of our files,’ she said, trying to absorb the information as quickly as possible. ‘He’s got no criminal record with us. As she suspected, he’s a crow/magpie mix, but he seems to be living an an unaffected civilian – there’s nothing here but school records, university transcripts, and a couple of juvenile shoplifting charges.’ She looked up. ‘It’s possible that this situation is nothing more than it appears, sir.’

	‘We still need to investigate,’ he said. ‘If it is nothing, have you got a patrol site picked?’

	‘Yes sir.’

	The back door of the car was opened. ‘I was expecting a limousine,’ the Matriarch said. ‘I mean, this is-’

	Taylor turned the key, and the car roared to life.

	‘I mean,’ the woman continued, ‘it’s just a town car. I’m used to style.’

	‘Be grateful we aren’t shifting you,’ she heard herself say, before busying herself with the file again.

	Taylor grunted, and pulled out into the street.

	‘How far do we have to go?’ the Matriarch asked. ‘And what is his name, I should at least get to know that after all of this.’

	She flipped to the front of the file again. ‘Benjamin Thomas,’ she said.

	‘Oh, Thomas,’ the woman said, ‘so simple, I would have remembered that, had he told me. But you know how it is. What’s his-’

	‘Would you just like the file?’

	‘Oh, that would seem like cheating.’

	She stole a glance to Taylor, who kept his eyes on the road, but gave her a slight nod. She turned in her seat, and handed the file to the Matriarch, who immediately went quiet as she got to know her “prince charming”.

	 


09 – All the Charms

	Posted on June 1, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Which one?’ Taylor asked as he pulled into the small unit complex.

	‘Unit seven, sir,’ Magnolia said. She looked around – it was a small, tidy complex, a few resilient plants hiding in the rock gardens, garbage bins all neatly in a row, no graffiti, no drunks sleeping in the doorways – nice, quiet, the kind her father had always-

	Taylor parked in the spot reserved for unit eight, as there was a red sports car parked in the spot for unit seven.

	‘This is the right place,’ the salmon Matriarch said. ‘That’s his car. It-’

	She stepped out of the car, half-expecting it to disappear whilst the woman was still inside. The Matriarch grumbled about the lack of Agent Clarke, about no one opening her door, and about the lack of being treated as she deserved. She ignored her, tensed her leg to make sure her knife was still in place, but held back on requiring a gun – there was every chance that it was going to be half a dozen simple questions, and then another uncomfortable twenty minute drive back to the Agency.

	She looked at the units, and walked over to the stairs leading up to unit seven. The Matriarch was close behind her, and Taylor brought up the rear, his expression unreadable, but he did seem relaxed now that he was out of the car.

	She knocked on the door.

	‘One occupant,’ Taylor said, staring at the door, ‘mobile.’

	‘Running?’ she asked.

	‘No.’

	She knocked on the door, harder this time, and the door was pulled open, and a handful of notes was thrust at her. ‘That was quick, I wasn’t…expecting…you…’ Benjamin Thomas stopped, stared at her, then stuffed the money back in his pocket. ‘You aren’t pizza.’

	‘No,’ said. ‘And we’re coming in,’ she said as she pushed past him, immediately taking stock of the room – eyes peeled for weapons, explosives, or anything to indicate that he was a part of the plan…whatever the plan was.

	No weapons, no explosives, just a laptop surrounded by stacks of text books – some of which were probably heavy enough to be re-purposed as weapons.

	‘Rosie?’ he said as the Matriarch walked through the door. ‘Wow, fuck, you’re-’ he said on seeing Taylor. ‘Hey, big fella, look I-’

	Taylor simply picked the boy up by his neck, slammed the door, carried him across the room and dropped him on the couch.

	‘A…Agency?’ Ben asked, looking from Taylor, to her, to the Matriarch and back again. ‘Right?’

	‘Well, they are,’ the salmon said as she sat on the couch beside him. ‘I’m still just me.’

	‘I didn’t think-’ he began as he looked at the Matriarch.

	‘We’ve got some questions,’ she said, snapping her fingers before anything could happen.

	‘Oh really, birdy,’ the woman said, ‘you could give us a minute.’ She placed a hand on Ben’s chest. ‘I don’t think he has anything to do with it.’

	‘Think with your brain,’ she snapped, ‘get away from him and let us question him.’

	‘Hey…’ Ben said. ‘Everyone chill please, what the hell is going on here?’

	‘What do you know about the salmon disappearances?’ she asked.

	‘The what?’

	‘What’s your affiliation with your families?’

	He shook his head. ‘Completely cut-off,’ he said, ‘I was raised human, well, mostly, this is my life,’ he said, ‘trying to finish my thesis without going crazy.’

	‘How did you know about the function where you met her?’ she said, pointing a finger at the Matriarch.

	‘A woman came by and invited me,’ he said, ‘gave me the invite, a tux, all that. I told her that I had nothing to do with it, but she shrugged it off and told me to go anyway, that it was just a night out, that I might meet someone, so I agreed.’

	‘Do you know who she was?’

	‘No, I’d never seen her before.’

	‘What was she?’

	He shrugged. ‘Some sort of personal assistant or something, I assume.’

	‘Hey, bird-boy,’ she snapped, pointing to the feathers in her hair. ‘What was she?’

	‘You’re magpie too?’ he asked. ‘I should probably stop thinking that you’re hot then.’

	‘That would be best,’ she said. ‘The woman, what was she?’

	‘I didn’t ask,’ he said, ‘I always thought that was kind of rude, yanno, reducing a person to-’

	Taylor stepped forward and slapped a file down in front of him. ‘This her?’

	Ben looked at the photo clipped to the file. ‘Yeah? Maybe?’ he said, ‘I’m not good with faces.’

	Taylor suddenly looked up, then walked across to the other side of the room.

	‘Think,’ she said, ‘is this her or isn’t it?’

	‘Ben,’ the Matriarch said, ‘I know you didn’t have anything to do with all this, but if you can think of anything, it could be important, it could save a lot of my people.’

	‘I’m glad I got to see you again,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think-’

	‘It was one of my better one-night stands,’ she said, ‘And I wouldn’t mind-’

	She turned away, wondering exactly how much violence she could use against a civilian and a fiefdom politician before it would result in a reprimand. She turned back, prepared to try harsh words one last time, only to see them embracing for a kiss.

	There was a spark as they kissed.

	A small, red spark.

	A small, magic spark.

	She felt her heart stop.

	‘Sir!’ she screamed.

	Her half-brother exploded.

	Sir.

	A wall of flame hit her, throwing her back into the door.

	Sir.

	She heard Taylor yell, the words indecipherable over the roar of flame, and crumbling walls. She forced her eyes open, and she looked out into an unknowable mess.

	The world in front of her was half burning apartment in true-to-life colours, and half of the muted grey world that swam beneath her feet during a fade. She stared at her shaking hand, and knew immediately that she was doing it.

	She blinked away blood, and clumsily stood, a hunk of metal in her leg, her conscious mind taking over the effort of rending half of the room one step out of reality.

	Smoke began to billow as the fire expanded, rushing out the windows, burning the brick itself, searching out every form of fuel. It was a hungry fire, it was a magic fire, and it wasn’t going to stop until there was nothing left to consume.

	Her lungs filled with smoke, and she coughed, staring across the half and half world, trying to seek out her commander.

	Ben Thomas the Matriarch were nothing but charred skeletons, embracing even in death, on a couch that was slowly collapsing into the floor. She pushed on the world, expanding the grip of the fade world, blocking out more of the smoke.

	She saw Taylor, standing against the wall, absolutely still, a huge piece of debris through his middle.

	‘Oh gods.’

	She stared at him, tears forming in her eyes, but were blinked away as she saw the colour of the debris – grey, just like the rest of the fade world.

	‘Sir!’ she shouted again, and this time he stirred. ‘Sir!’

	He opened his eyes, and looked at her, afraid.

	Blood erupted from her nose, and gushed down her face.

	‘Sir you have to move!’ she screamed, her hands shaking, ‘move!’

	He looked down at the piece of debris.

	‘It’s not there sir!’ she shouted. ‘Move! I can’t get us out till you get to me!’

	He braced a hand on the wall, and pushed himself forward, over the piece of debris, and immediately fell to his knees.

	The bricks behind her caught on fire, but she didn’t move. ‘Sir, move!’ she screamed again. ‘Move!’

	She felt the back of her dress catch fire, her hair begin to burn and the skin on her legs begin to bubble.

	He took a couple of steps forward, and she felt her heart leap for joy.

	A section of the roof caved in, and fell straight through him, he moved past it.

	She took in another lungful of smoke as he skirt burned.

	The fade world shook as her concentration began to lapse.

	‘Hurry!’ she screamed. ‘Hurry!’

	A section of the floor fell away, and she jumped to the left to stop herself from falling into the unit below.

	He took a couple of running steps, pushing through the ghostly shadows of fire, then another brought him to her. She wrapped her arms around him, collapsed the fade world, and dropped them down into the unit below, where the fire wasn’t as bad.

	She saw the door, faded them through, and into relatively fresh air.

	A couple of the other residents pulled them over to the side of the driveway, dowsing them with buckets of water, and asking concerned questions.

	She rolled over and looked at Taylor, who was flat on his back, hands pressed to his middle – to where the debris nearly skewered him – where it would have, had she not-

	‘Are you hurt sir?’ she asked, spitting blood.

	He jerked his head, then rolled over, the slight incline rolling him nearly on top of her.

	‘I can’t shift us out,’ he said. ‘I can in ninety seconds.’

	‘I can-’ she said weakly.

	He put a hand to her chest. ‘No,’ he said, ‘we’ll wait.’

	‘Yes sir.’

	She closed her eyes, and concentrated on breathing.

	There was breath on her face. ‘Thank you, Magnolia,’ he whispered, before moving away and collapsing back onto the ground.

	His hand, however, was still on her chest.

	The familiar smell of the infirmary hit her nose, and then there was nothing.

	



	


10 – Holes

	Posted on June 1, 2010 by Stormy 

	Dead.

	Dead.

	Dead.

	There was a hole, he could feel it.

	Taylor stared at his bloody hands, swung at the punching bag again, and tried to breathe

	Dead. He was dead. There was no way that he was walking. The hunk of table had hit him. Had gone right through him, had killed him.

	There was a hole, and he could feel it.

	He collapsed to his knees as he knocked the punching bag from its chain again.

	Jones couldn’t see the hole. Jones was useless. The mirror couldn’t see the hole. The mirror was useless.

	He could feel it, and his senses were beyond reproach.

	Dead. He was dead. It was just the matter of convincing everyone else to acknowledge what he knew to be true.

	This was…some sort of…something, a hallucination, his mind creating a fantasy before everything went back again. Dead. Again. Run through, again. Skewered, again. Pinned to a wall, again.

	He reached out and touched the punching bag – it felt real enough, but it was no more real than a glitch. He was still pinned to the wall. Still dead. Still awaiting nothingness.

	Dead.

	He’d failed. He’d-

	He’d put a hand on her. Touched her. Felt her skin. He’d-

	She’d been there. She’d been hurt. Hurt, trying to-

	No, that was part of the hallucination, that had happened after. After he’d died. It wasn’t real.

	Dead.

	He was dead, and she was-

	Magnolia.

	Dead.

	Dead.

	Magnolia.

	Dead.

	Magnolia.

	He let himself collapse to the floor, his breathing irregular and hitching – imperfect breathing, just another symptom of the hallucination.

	There was a hole. He could feel it. He was dead. He was dead. He was dead. Dead. Dead. Dead. Dead. He’d failed, and everyone had died. He deserved to be dead. He deserved to be dead. He-

	Strong hands grabbed him, pulled him up, lifted him from the floor, and carried him. There was something soft beneath him now.

	Magnolia.

	Soft. Another part of the hallucination dropping away. There was nothing soft in his world. Soft was weak. Weak was dead. Dead. Dead. Dead. He was dead.

	‘Hey,’ a voice said.

	He let himself focus, and saw Grigori.

	A bottle was pushed in his hands. ‘Drink this.’

	He lifted the water to his lips, guzzled half of the bottle, then simply lost his grip on it, the bottle falling on his chest, cold water spilling over his sweaty body.

	‘I have at three-month-old son who doesn’t spill that much,’ Grigori said gently. He pressed another bottle into his hand. ‘Here, try again.’

	‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t need it.’

	‘Stop being stubborn,’ Grigori said, forcing the bottle to his lips, ‘you shouldn’t even be here, you should be recovering, not pushing yourself.’

	Dead. You can’t recover from death. You don’t get better. Resting won’t help.

	Water was poured down his throat. ‘You might not look hurt, you might not feel it, but Jonesy says you need to take it easy, that it’s going to take a little while to adjust. He also said you put him through a wall.’

	Scholar. Scholar couldn’t see the hole. Scholar couldn’t see that he was dead. Couldn’t see that he was-

	‘Why did you put him through a wall? I know you don’t like people helping you, but that’s a bit much, even for you.’

	He pushed himself out of the chair, and back towards the punching bag. It was familiar. It was a good way to ride out the hallucination. A good wait to wait out until his death caught up with him. Until everyone else realised he was dead.

	No use in talking. No use in entertaining the fake-Grigori. No use in anything.

	‘The Parkers said you haven’t even called in to see how Magnolia’s doing. Three hours, you don’t usually leave it this long, but they didn’t want to push you in case you weren’t up to hearing anything.’

	There was a hand on his shoulder, and he felt himself shaking.

	‘Taylor?’

	He reached down and grabbed his punching bag. Staring at all the blood from his fists. All the blood he’d spilled. All the blood that wasn’t really there, that he was only hallucinating.

	The dead don’t bleed.

	The dead don’t shake.

	The dead don’t feel fear.

	‘Don’t you want to know how she is?’ Grigori asked, the hands on his shoulders slowly turning him to look at the taller agent. ‘She saved your life.’

	‘No she didn’t!’

	Grigori took a step back. ‘Oh, so you are in there.’ He smiled. ‘You ok?’

	‘She didn’t!’ he screamed again, tossing the punching bag halfway across the gym.

	Grigori steadied him. ‘I know you don’t like-’

	He pulled away from the Russian. ‘Stop it, you aren’t even here! Leave me alone. Just leave me. I’m…Just leave!’

	‘Not when you’re like this,’ Grigori said gently. ‘Talk to me.’

	‘The dead don’t talk.’

	‘Taylor?’

	‘Leave me alone!’

	With one swift movement, the Russian kicked his legs out from under him, bore him to the ground, and straddled him. ‘Talk to me, Taylor.’

	He raged incoherently at the Russian, reaching for his throat, trying to tear him apart, trying to get him off, trying to make the fake-Grigori disappear, to leave him alone in his hallucination. To leave him alone so that he could die.

	Grigori simply batted his hands away, and kept him pinned to the ground. ‘Do you really…think that you’re dead?’

	‘There’s a hole!’ he screamed, hoping that he could get one of the hallucinatory figures to accept him as dead. ‘In me. I’m dead, I’m just-’

	‘Where?’ Grigori asked gently. ‘Show me.’

	‘I can’t,’ he said, dropping his hands down, acknowledging his defeat at the hands of the fake-Grigori. ‘You’re on me.’

	Grigori nodded, and moved a little down his body, still keeping him pinned with one hand. Still asserting his strength, still showing off. Still…acting so much like the real Grigori, rather than one made of scraps of memory.

	He grabbed the bottom of his bloody shirt and pulled it up, exposing the hole to the world.

	‘Taylor-’

	‘Don’t say you can’t see it. Not you too,’ he said, his breath uneven again. ‘It’s right there!’ he screamed, pressing one of his bloody hands to it. It was so cold, so-

	‘Of course I can see it, dead man,’ Grigori said. ‘Do you think I’m an idiot?’

	He shoved the copy of his friend off, and sat up. ‘Good. Tell me this is over soon.’

	‘As soon as you deal with your unfinished business,’ Grigori said, jumping to his feet. ‘Come on, and take your shirt all the way off.’

	‘I don’t-’

	‘Glitches have to run their course, right?’ Grigori said as he helped him remove his shirt. ‘This is no different. Tie up one last loose end, and this, whatever this is, will be done.’

	‘Why do you-?’

	Grigori grinned. ‘You trust me, so who else would you mind construct to help you out now? Come on, dead man, I know where you have to go.’

	‘And then it’s over?’

	Grigori grinned at him. ‘I promise, just trust me.’

	The Russian put a hand on his shoulder, and his gym disappeared, replaced by an empty infirmary. Grigori turned and pushed open a new door – a private room, and held up a finger. ‘Just wait for a second.’

	‘Whatever.’

	Grigori returned a minute later. ‘Come on, dead man, come end this.’

	Gladly.

	He’d gladly end it.

	Go back to being dead.

	Go back to-

	He stepped into the small private room, past the equipment, and was pulled to the foot of the bed by the impatient copy of his friend.

	Magnolia, covered in bandages, attached to three sets of monitoring equipment, with tubes running into her arm and neck, stared back at him with half-open eyes. A small cap covered her nearly-bald head, and a large patch sat on her right cheek.

	She lifted a bandage-covered arm, and pulled her breathing mask away. ‘Are you all right, sir?’

	‘Of course he isn’t,’ Grigori said, ‘can’t you see the hole?’

	‘…what?’ she asked, her voice slurred with painkillers, pain, and- Well, the copy of his recruit’s voice appeared to be impeded. But she was just- ‘I don’t-’ She tried to sit up, her eyes fighting against the bright light of the room.

	He felt Grigori grab him, pull him around the side of the bed, and push him closer to the copy of his recruit. ‘Show her, it’s the only way you’re going to finish this.’

	His recruit- The copy of his recruit- The…copy of his… The fake-Magnolia pulled herself up, and stared at him. ‘Sir?’ she asked, leaning heavily on the side of the bed. ‘I don’t understand, I-’

	‘A big hole,’ Grigori said from behind him. ‘Right where he was killed. Right where he was run through.’

	She rocked back and forth for a moment, shaking as she sat up more. ‘Sir..’ she lifted a hand, and he felt Grigori shove him again, so that her hand could make contact with his chest.

	His breathing became uneven again.

	There was a hole, he could feel it.

	Soft fingers ran across his chest, up and down, pressing into his flesh, coming to a rest, splayed over where the piece of metal had killed him.

	‘There’s no hole, sir,’ she said, hanging her head forward. ‘There’s no hole. You…sir, you…’

	He grabbed her hand and pressed it to the hole. ‘Right there,’ he said, ‘right there, Magnolia.’

	She shook her head, tears forming in her eyes. She pressed her hand harder against his chest, and shook her head. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘There’s no hole.’

	There was a hole, he could feel it.

	‘Magnolia?’

	‘Sir?’

	There was a hand, he could feel it.

	He left his hand on hers for a moment. He wanted to tell her to rest. He wanted to thank her again. He wanted to- He wanted to-

	He shifted away.

	 


11 – Living Dead Man

	Posted on June 2, 2010 by Stormy 

	The gym seemed to be spinning. Everything seemed to be spinning. The world was out of alignment. The world was wrong. He was wrong. The world was wrong.

	Taylor swung both fists as Grigori appeared in front of him.

	‘You knew!’ he raged, punching, kicking, making every movement towards the taller agent an attack, some hit, some were dodged, some were knocked away.

	‘You didn’t,’ Grigori said as he grabbed his leg, stopping what should have been a kick to his blond head. ‘You needed to be shown.’

	‘I thought-’ he started as he wrenched his leg away.

	‘I know what you thought,’ Grigori said as he shifted behind him, and grabbed his arms. ‘What I don’t understand is why you thought that.’

	He flipped the Russian over him, slammed him to the ground, and began to walk back towards his office.

	‘With every bit of logic telling you that you that you were alive,’ Grigori said as he stood, rubbing his neck, ‘why on earth would think you were dead?’

	He turned and ran at Grigori, pushing him to the ground again, swinging his fists again and again. ‘Shut up, just shut up, just shut up!’

	[Tell me,] Grigori ordered.

	‘Leave me alone!’

	[You thought you were dead!]

	‘Leave me alone!’

	[I’m your friend, talk to me.]

	Blood dripped from his eyes, clear, thin, blood, that dripped down onto Grigori’s uniform.

	He slumped, all strength leaving him as he straddled the other agent.

	‘You must have nearly died a hundred times since…since then,’ Grigori said, ‘I’ve never seen it get to you like this.’

	‘It-’ he started. ‘I-’ More blood leaked down his face and fell onto his friend’s uniform. ‘Because it was exactly like it was then. It felt the same.’

	Grigori slipped a hand up his shirt, and placed a hand where the hole had been. ‘You didn’t die, Taylor, she saved you.’

	‘It’s my strongest memory,’ he said, wiping the blood away from his eyes. ‘My strongest memory is the one where I am weakest. It felt like dying again. I felt…dead again.’

	‘Are you all right now? The answer doesn’t have to be yes.’

	He stood, stumbled back to the bleachers, and wiped the last of the blood away from his eyes. ‘Magnolia,’ he said after a minute.

	‘The first thing you need to do is order her to stay put,’ Grigori said, ‘I know what you’re like, and all of your bad habits are rubbing off on her. She needs to be in bed for a couple of days, at least, understand?’

	‘Condition?’

	‘Completely in lov-’ The Russian coughed. ‘Completely in lovely amounts of pain, though I’m sure the twins are doing their best to keep her drugged up. All the burns have had grafts put on, so there’ll be no lasting visible damage, though they were really, really bad, so she needs time to heal. Inhaled an absolutely unhealthy amount of smoke, so no way you can swing her around by her neck at the moment, most of her hair is gone, but I’ll cover that – I know a hairdresser or two.’

	He looked up. ‘What aren’t you saying?’

	‘What she did,’ Grigori said, ‘if she’d had to sustain it for even a minute more, she would have had a stroke. She nearly killed herself getting you out of there. You’ve…you’ve trained a good recruit, you’re a lucky man.’

	‘She’s a good recruit,’ he said.

	‘Is that all?’

	He thought about Magnolia for a moment. About her training. Her legs. Her performance. Her skin. Her kill count. Her curves. Her legs. Her- Her devotion to duty. Her quick mind. Her legs. Her excellence in hand-to-hand skills. Her ability to take down an enemy.

	He focused himself. ‘She’s a very good recruit,’ he said.

	‘And what do you think about her as a person?’ Grigori asked. ‘Or about the way she looks? Or-’

	‘I don’t understand the question.’

	‘You don’t want to understand the question,’ Grigori snapped.

	‘Stop it.’

	‘Taylor…’ Grigori stopped, sighed, and pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. ‘Look, we will continue this conversation later, what’s important now is I found where the video came from.’

	‘How?’

	‘I’m amazing, that’s how. Look, if you’re coming, you need to clean yourself up, and dress in something that isn’t your uniform. I got us an appointment to speak with director, who also happens to be the company owner. We’ve got two hours to get there, so are you coming or not?’

	‘What about-’

	‘Ryan can’t do shit except make apologies until Magnolia is up and around, and ready to make her report. Clarke is doing his best to placate while your crime scene guys go over that place with a fine-tooth comb. You, in fact, have the rest of day off due to injury.’

	‘Then yes,’ he said, ‘I’m coming.’ He required himself into his uniform, minus his jacket, and stood for inspection.

	‘I said,’ Grigori repeated, ‘Not your uniform.’

	‘I don’t have anything else,’ he said.

	Grigori sighed. ‘Fine, just stand still, let me work.’

	He felt strange clothes against his skin, shirts appearing and disappearing, pants disappearing without anything to replace them, his jacket disappearing off into the ether and his sense of pride dwindling as he stood like a mannequin, waiting for his friend to finish picking out an outfit.

	The selection of shirts finally stopped sliding across his skin, and pants appeared on his bare legs. He looked down at himself. Flat black pants, a matching jacket, and a shirt.

	Pants. Shirt. Jacket.

	‘How is this any different to what I was wearing?’

	Grigori made a tutting sound and patted him on the head. ‘You’ve got a lot to learn about clothes. Trust me, this is a lot different. For one, this doesn’t immediately scream “agent”, and we’re trying to blend in.’

	Similar clothes appeared on Grigori, and the Russian smiled. ‘I presume you know where the nearest door is? Once we’re in town, we can catch a cab, but we’re probably going to be reliant on their public transport for the first leg of the journey.’

	‘It’s this way,’ he said as he shifted them across the city.

	An abandoned shop stood there, paint peeling and in disrepair. He walked across to the door, Grigori right behind him, looked a the door, then stepped sideways into the staircase down into fairyland.

	‘You should get them to install a door in your basement,’ Grigori said as they descended the dark stairs.

	‘Our basement isn’t like yours,’ he said, hitting his head on a low section of roof. ‘If you’ll remember.’

	‘Do you ever get the urge just to put those poor bastards out of their misery?’

	‘I thought you were in favour of experiments.’

	‘You’re different,’ Grigori said. ‘You at least get out to see the sun. You aren’t locked away with no hope of a better life. You…you at least have the chance to live, even if you don’t take the opportunity to.’

	‘My job is my life, stop thinking it isn’t good enough.’

	‘There’s more to life than being an agent, Agent Taylor,’ Grigori said as they stepped out into fairyland.

	‘For people like you, maybe,’ he said as they started down the road.

	‘And people like me are what?’ Grigori said as he stopped to look at the bus stop sign. ‘Bus isn’t due for half an hour, we just missed one, if we walk a bit, maybe fifteen minutes, we’ll hit an express stop, should get us into town sooner.’

	‘I don’t mind.’

	‘You sure?’ Grigori asked as he caught up. ‘You aren’t me, you haven’t been building up your strength in non-system areas. You aren’t the energizer bunny, you know.’

	‘I can do whatever you can do,’ he said.

	Grigori raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? Can you successfully integrate a tricycle as prop during a foursome?’

	He just stared at the man, then back to the road ahead.

	‘I thought as much,’ the Russian said. ‘You can’t do everything I can do.’

	‘When it comes to important things,’ he argued, ‘I can.’

	‘Doesn’t matter,’ Grigori said, ‘I can still kick your ass.’

	‘Tell me about him.’

	‘Not much to say,’ he replied, ‘he makes porn, what do you need to know?’

	‘You know the questions I need answers to.’

	‘She only did one film, the one you saw,’ Grigori said, ‘so you don’t have to worry.’

	He stared at the taller agent. ‘Do you really think I care?’

	‘If I knew what you cared about, or how much you cared, my life would be a lot easier,’ Grigori said, ‘you are so needlessly complicated.’

	‘Her life before the Agency doesn’t matter.’

	‘So you’d be ok if I had lied and had a print out of her twenty films in my pocket?’

	He stopped walking and stared at Grigori. ‘Stop it.’

	‘You said you didn’t care.’

	‘I don’t!’

	‘So what’s the difference between one and twenty?’

	‘Nothing!’

	‘It really was only one, though,’ Grigori said. ‘She wasn’t exploited that much, you don’t need to worry.’

	‘I don’t worry.’

	‘You looked worried when you thought you were dead.’

	‘A weak moment,’ he said, staring at the ground, ‘even you can forgive that.’

	‘Stop thinking,’ Grigori said, ‘that you need forgiveness, and maybe you’ll get somewhere. Come on, we don’t want to miss the bus, I’ll tell you the rest once we get into town.’

	 


12 – Voluntary Actions

	Posted on June 3, 2010 by Stormy 

	 

	‘Tell me about him,’ Taylor said as he stared out from the cafe to the building across the street.

	‘Torgon Assail,’ Grigori answered. ‘CEO and primary director. It’s not a top-tier company, solidly mid-list though, has a couple of popular franchises, but they make their money off quantity, rather than quality. They specialise in-’

	‘Do I need to know?’

	‘No,’ Grigori said, ‘I suppose not.’

	He looked away again, calculating exactly how little explosive material he would need to bring the whole building down, it would be so easy to-

	‘They do some Agent porn though,’ Grigori. ‘The “Duty” series, not bad stuff, the humour could use a little work though.’

	He added some unnecessary C4 to his calculations, then looked back to the Russian. ‘What?’

	‘Oh come on, you knew about it.’

	‘I knew nothing.’

	‘Look at yourself, look at me, tell me you can understand a fetish for Agents. We’re popular,’ Grigori said with a grin. ‘I mean, of course they don’t get real agents in, just human-seeming fae, or fairies who’ve had their wings removed. Half the time they keep most of their clothes on anyway, so no one would notice.’

	‘I think I’m misunderstanding you.’

	Grigori leaned across the table. ‘Sometimes, it’s so much hotter when your clothes stay on. There’s an element of wanting what you can’t have. Sometimes the clothes come off in the end, if not, we still get to see all the good bits anyway.’

	‘You’ve…watched these?’

	Grigori nodded. ‘I’m an Agent, aren’t I? I feel it is my solemn duty to keep a track of our portrayal in fiction.’

	‘You are-’

	‘I know. Magnolia’s video, that was more of their standard fare, just a fairy gang bang.’

	He bent his fork in half.

	‘Hey, keep your temper in check. And put that fork down, I’m going to have to pay for that now. We need answers, you can’t simply walk in there and tear his head off. It could have been a coincidence that it came to you, it could have been a wrong email address, and don’t forget – he could be completely innocent. He shot the film, yes, but that isn’t a crime. Until we know for sure, you have to treat him as innocent.’

	‘He-’

	‘All he did was film one of your recruits having sex, for money, and sold it for a great deal of profit so people could watch her, naked and exposed, and touch themselves to it. Jerk off, while watching her being exploited on video. But that’s ok, you don’t care about her, so there’s really no reason to be mad at him.’

	He stared at the Russian. He stood, pushed his chair back, and walked into the bathroom, walked across to the far wall, and put his fist through the brick. He wrenched his hand back through, washed off the dust, then went back to the table.

	Grigori popped the last small piece of quiche into his mouth, and looked at him, eyebrows raised. ‘What was that?’

	‘Nothing.’

	‘I know you didn’t have to piss.’

	‘Leave it be.’

	‘Magnolia’s video is part of a series, dedicated to our feathered friends, all of them are pretty much like you saw, but some are a lot worse. She got off easy.’

	‘Only you would say that.’

	‘People have done a lot worse for money, Taylor,’ Grigori said, ‘not everyone has the luxury of requiring whatever they want.’

	‘I don’t care.’

	There was no reason to care. No reason to take notice. No reason to consider the facts, or think about them more than the once that it took to record to memory.

	The information…it was pointless, it concerned the dead Magnolia. The old Magnolia. The one that had fought back against him, that had sworn at him, had threatened to kill him on dozens of occasions, had been…imperfect. Hadn’t been his.

	The Magnolia in the Agency now. In the infirmary. That’s what was important. She was the real Magnolia. The Magnolia in the video wasn’t her, no matter what his visual recognition system said. It wasn’t her. Not the her that counted. Not the her that was his.

	‘I don’t care,’ he said again.

	Grigori stared at him, disappointed, then looked, staring at the offices of Torgon Assail again. ‘So why is it,’ the blond asked him, ‘that you believed her when she told you that you were alive, when nothing else could convince you otherwise?’

	She’d pulled him from the fire, saved their lives. She’d been beside him as they’d waited for the magic to clear from the air. He’d thanked her. He’d nearly… He’d nearly…

	He reached across the table, and grabbed Grigori’s glass of water, chugging down the contents before slamming it down onto the table.

	‘You’re making things complicated,’ he said, unsure of if he was talking to the Russian, or to himself.

	Grigori was talking of nonsense. Magnolia was…

	Duty.

	There was generation, there was duty, there was the end of duty. Three steps. The perfect agent life. There weren’t supposed to be complications. There weren’t supposed to be complexities, or issues. There was just duty, just the rules that kept things simple. There were parameters. There were parameters, and life was supposed to exist between them.

	Outside of parameters was where problems occurred. Outside of parameters was where complications happened. Was where weakness happened. Was where des-

	Duty.

	He focused his thoughts.

	Duty.

	‘Excuse me,’ he said, leaving the table again. He went into the bathroom, again, and punched through the wall, again. He washed his hands again, but stared at himself in the mirror.

	He wasn’t how he had been generated. He’d altered his parameters – for his duty, his height, his muscles, all to serve his duty. His hair, that hadn’t been for duty, that had been from fear, from weakness. No one had ever commented. No one ever commented. Except for the waste-of-space experiment, who had likened him to a volcano whilst he’d been in the process of tearing out her spine.

	He reached up and touched it, wanting to be back in a system area so that he could change it back, so that he could give up the weakness, go back to being as he should be.

	Back where there was only duty.

	Back where it was safe.

	Back where he didn’t think about his Aide far more than he should.

	Back where he hadn’t touched her leg. Where he hadn’t caused her pleasure. Back where he hadn’t put his face close to hers to thank her, close enough to-

	Back where the be all, and end all of every thought was duty.

	As it should be.

	He made a note to investigate emotional purging – there had to be some scholarly way of degrading parts of himself back towards a newborn, uncomplicated state, methods that would not hinder his performance in any way.

	Duty.

	As it should be.

	He stared at himself in the mirror for a moment longer, then straightened his shirt, the ridiculously unarmored jacket, steeled himself and walked back out.

	The table was empty.

	There was a whistle from the door. ‘Come on,’ Grigori called. ‘Time to go.’

	They crossed the busy street, cars and buses waiting on pedestrians and flying brethren of all sizes. The building was innocuous, a simple office block, a simple sliding door affording them access – a smaller revolving doors giving access to the fairies that did not wish to change from their six-inch form.

	A receptionist greeted them, and Grigori signed them in under fake names, showing ID that matched – a precaution that he should have considered, but hadn’t. A misstep on his part. A mistake on his part. A weakness. A fault. Something he needed to move away from, become better than.

	They traveled up in the lift in silence, Grigori playing with his own jacket, before turning to him, treating him like a damned doll again, making sure he was picture perfect.

	Another receptionist greeted them, and Grigori gave the fake names again, and flirted with the woman at the counter. He sat on the hard plastic chair, posters from the various exploitative films staring back at him, bearing breasts, legs, and arses without shame.

	None, thankfully, featured his recruit.

	There was one, however, one for one of the faux-Agent exploitative films, showing two men impersonating agents, a large-breasted between them in a mocking attempt at appearing as a recruit. He stared at it, trying to understand the appeal, then simply stared at the carpet.

	The carpet was covered in penises.

	Woven into the design of the carpet were hundreds and and hundreds of phalli, endless phallus designs, repeating in endless combinations across the entire office.

	He stared at his hands. They were unlikely to erupt in phalli.

	Grigori slapped him on the shoulder. ‘He’s ready to see us now.’

	He followed the Russian into the next room, a corner office with a view over a dingy alley. Torgon Assail stood, wings flat down the back of his expensive-looking suit, portraying himself in much the manner Clarke did when trying to placate an angry contact.

	Torgon smiled at them. ‘Oh, you two are excellent,’ he said with a grin. ‘I’ll have to book a proper audition, but if you wouldn’t mind giving me a sample, I’ll pay you at normal rates. Now who is-’

	‘I may have mislead your secretary,’ Grigori said, stopping Torgon. ‘We have some questions to ask you.’

	‘Look,’ Torgon said, ‘I don’t care if you aren’t professionals, and we can give you pseudonyms if you want, maybe even organise for a glamour, if you’re worried about some reputation or the other, but that’s coming out of your pay. Ginger, be a good boy and blow blondie for me, I want to see what you two can do, I’m getting some very, very good ideas. Would you be up for more than one film? I don’t think people would get tired of you two easily. Hop to it Ginger, I don’t have all day.’

	‘Mister Assail,’ Grigori said. ‘We aren’t here to audition.’

	‘Look, Blondie, everyone has to audition, now I think you’re the hottest thing since they released lava berry pancakes, but everyone has to-’

	Grigori stepped forward. ‘We’re agents.’

	‘Yeah, yeah, everyone’s an agent. Hell, I cameoed as one in the third-’

	‘We. Are. Agents,’ he said, stepping toward the desk, ready to push his way past Grigori and dangle the fairy out of his precious corner office window until he stopped speaking.

	‘Oh, he speaks, unfortunate, mute is kind of in vogue at the moment, would you mind playing mute, Ginger?’

	Grigori held up his ID, his real ID, not the false one he’d flashed to the women behind the desks.

	Torgon sat down immediately. ‘Oh,’ the fairy said, ‘I see. Well, gentlemen, if you ever feel like a change of career, come see me, I could set you up for a comfortable few years.’ He took a drink from an open bottle. ‘What can I do for you?’

	‘We want some information on one of your films.’

	‘It’ll depend on what kind of information,’ Torgon said. ‘I’m not obligated to help the Agency.’

	‘I’ll be grateful,’ Grigori said.

	Torgon looked away from Grigori, his small eyes bearing down on him. ‘How grateful?’

	‘Don’t look at him,’ Grigori snapped. ‘Look at me. And how grateful I’ll be depends on what kind o information you give us, and how helpful you are.’

	Torgon sat back in his chair, stroked his chin, then sat up, and wriggled his computer’s mouse. ‘What movie?’

	‘Dirty Birds Nineteen,’ Grigori said.

	‘For such a quick movie, it’s getting a lot of attention lately.’ The fairy’s lips twisted into an unsettling smile. ‘Which one of you did it come to?’

	‘You sent it?’ he said, moving closer to the desk.

	‘Hey, Ginger, settle boy, only doing what I was paid to.’

	‘By whom?’ Grigori asked.

	‘How grateful?’ Torgon asked Grigori again.

	Grigori’s look didn’t falter. ‘Answer the question.’

	‘Magpie herself,’ Torgon said. ‘Paid me quite a lot.’

	‘To send one copy to one email address?’ Grigori asked.

	‘No, that was just the first step, wide, free distribution was the payday. Makes it all worthwhile, it wasn’t exactly easy working with a first-timer. Not the most desperate I’ve seen, and more than willing to open every which way I said, but it’s still hard when you’re working with untrained actors. I offered her more roles, you know, wanted to do a spin-off “Hammering the Hammond”, not that it would work, because she wanted to use a fake-name.’

	He felt his hands curl into fists, and Torgon smiled.

	Duty. He was there to find out information. Not to care. Not to give a damn. It wasn’t important.

	‘Oh,’ the fairy said, ‘it was you. Six, that’s a lot for one girl to take on, and we left a lot on the cutting room floor, I only like the best shots to go in, I may make porn, gentlemen, but I do quality work, I’m a filmmaker after all. So, Agent, there’s a lot of banging that you didn’t see, lots of takes on some of those scenes.’

	He felt his fingernails break skin.

	Duty.

	It was all about duty.

	‘And, after all was said and done,’ Torgon said, ‘I had a go myself.’ The fairy leaned forward and lit a cigarette. ‘I mean, she was exhausted, really too tired to say no, I think she said yes, I think. Made it worth her while, twenty bucks seems fair, don’t you think?’

	He was an agent.

	He was an agent.

	He had his duty.

	He had his answers, all that he needed to know.

	He was an agent.

	He had his duty.

	His duty was to-

	He reached across the desk, and snapped Torgon Assail’s neck.

	 


13 – Involuntary Reactions

	Posted on June 4, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘What did you do?’

	Taylor released the fairy’s neck and stared at the corpse. ‘It’s obvious.’

	‘Taylor, you killed him.’

	‘I know.’

	‘He deserved to die.’

	‘That wasn’t the question I asked.’

	‘It’s the answer I’m giving you.’

	Grigori waved a hand in front of his face. ‘Tell me you understand what’s going on here. You just killed a man, for no according-to-duty justifiable reason, in an area where we don’t even have jurisdiction.’

	‘I am aware.’

	‘You’re fucked.’

	He simply stared. ‘I am aware.’

	‘What do you plan on doing?’

	‘Don’t know.’

	‘Was it worth it?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘I thought she was just a recruit.’

	‘She is.’

	‘So…’ the Russian said, ‘you’d do this for any recruit?’

	It had a moment of weakness. A moment of-

	‘He deserved it.’

	‘You did this for Magnolia,’ Grigori said.

	‘This has nothing to do with her.’

	‘You’re in fairyland, in the office of a man who exploited her on video, and then fucked her, a man who was going to mass-distribute the video, made you angry enough to kill him, and this has NOTHING to do with her?’

	He just stared.

	‘Tell me how you feel about her.’

	‘I don’t feel anything.’

	Grigori swept a hand towards the director. ‘I can make all of this go away. I’ve done it before, I can do it again.’

	‘You’ve-’

	‘I generally do not inquire after your secrets, do not inquire after mine.’

	‘I don’t feel anything for her. She’s a recruit, that’s all.’

	Just a recruit. Just a recruit. Nothing more than a recruit. Nothing more than…

	‘Bullshit.’

	‘Are you going to help with this or not?’

	‘You feel for her, that much is obvious, was obvious even before you had blood on your hands in her name. Just tell me how you feel. I just want to know, do that little for me.’

	He looked to Grigori.‘She’s loyal, I appreciate that.’

	‘You’re in love.’

	He gave a quick, manic laugh. ‘You belong in Madchester.’

	Grigori sat on the desk. ‘I’m not going to save your life until I know there’s something there worth saving.’

	‘You’re supposed to be my friend.’

	‘And you mine!’ Grigori hissed. ‘So just tell me.’

	‘I don’t feel anything.’

	‘You just killed a man.’

	That much was truth.

	‘It was an…involuntary reaction.’

	‘And you don’t want to think about why you had that reaction, do you Taylor?’

	Complicated. He was making things complicated again.

	‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said, wondering what was below the window, and if the body would be discovered there. It probably would. In parts, however, there was the possibility of quiet removal.

	Grigori stood and pushed him up against the wall, his body holding him in place. ‘You feel, you just don’t want to think about it.

	‘I don’t feel.’

	‘Bullshit.’

	‘If you aren’t going to help, I have a body to dismember.’

	He stared at Grigori, then all thoughts of dismemberment left his mind.

	Grigori was kissing him.

	Strong lips moved against his, and a strong arm wrapped around his neck to keep him in place.

	Questions formed, and questions died, he didn’t know what to say, he didn’t know what to do, and nothing in his repository of contingency plans had prepared him for an eventuality like this.

	Grigori withdrew after a moment and smiled at him. ‘Listen, Taylor, you are the furthest thing from a passionless husk, well, you were before anyway. So much of you has changed, but I refuse to believe that anything, even death, could have killed that much passion.’

	Passion was a waste of time. A waste of effort. It was a weakness. It was-

	‘Do that,’ he said, ‘again.’

	Grigori grinned, grabbed a handful of his shirt, and kissed him again, lips pressing against his for another moment, before sliding across his cheek to assault his ear. There was warmth breath, and the centre of his world fell away. He was glad of Grigori being so close, holding him in place, otherwise, he would have fallen to the phalli-covered carpet.

	‘Do you trust me?’ the Russian asked, his lips against his ear.

	‘You know I do.’

	‘Then come with me after this, we need to have a conversation. A long conversation, where you talk, and it isn’t just me filling the silence.’ He pulled him away from the wall, and pushed him into the nearest chair. ‘Now sit there while I work, I have a lot to do, and very little time to do organise everything.’

	Grigori pulled a phone from his pocket, dialed a number, and held it to his ear. ‘Mario, I need you. don’t care where you are. I need you in fairytown, downtown, in twenty minutes else our deal is off for good, and I’m blacklisting you. Yes, it’s that fucking serious. Can you do it? Good. Twenty minutes, or you’re dead.’

	‘That was familiar…’ he said, as the Russian pulled the body from the chair and began to strip it.

	‘Yes,’ Grigori said. ‘It is, or at least, it should be.’

	‘Why?’

	‘You’re an intelligent man, Taylor,’ he said, ‘do I really have to explain?’

	‘What? I was one of your lovers?’

	‘No,’ Grigori said, ‘we were exactly what we are now, except a hundred times closer, and we would fuck for fun. If you were just my lover, my life would have been so much simpler, I would have let you go, I would have never attempted to be your friend again. But…you were my friend, you are my friend, and for better or worse, I love you, my friend. It’s as simple, and as complicated as that.’

	‘I-’

	‘Later, everything will come later,’ Grigori said. ‘Find me a bag or something, we need to get rid of these clothes.’

	He looked in the filing cabinet, and in the desk, and tossed Grigori a small overnight bag.

	‘This will work,’ Grigori said, pulling the body across the office. ‘Check the computer, see if there was a list of where the video was going to be sent, just in case this is bigger than it seems.’

	‘It’s Magpie,’ he said, ‘that’s big enough.’

	‘Check the computer,’ Grigori ordered. ‘You can do that, can’t you?’

	‘I’m not a scholar,’ he said.

	The Russian gave him a smile. ‘It’s simple, I know you can do it.’

	He sat on the now owner-less chair, and pulled the keyboard towards him. It was a lot different to the one that appeared when he had reason to require a computer. Sleek, slick, needlessly attractive. He pressed a hand to his mouth, and opened the fairy’s email program.

	The program stared back at him, giving him a hundred different places to look.

	On impulse, he clicked the “Sent” box.

	‘Grigori,’ he said as he stared at the screen.

	‘What?’

	‘It’s already been sent.’

	‘Where did it go?’

	He stared at the list. ‘To my entire Agency.’

	Grigori let out a low whistle. ‘Forget about that for the moment, what’s done is done, we need to concentrate on this.’

	‘But-’

	‘Unless there is a lot I don’t know about you, my friend, you can’t turn back time.’

	He stared at the screen, watching the minutes tick by as Grigori finished stripping the body, placing the bag of clothes on the desk in front of him.

	Grigori’s phone rang. ‘Ok, you’re here? Where? Ok, Applenut Road, number 379, we’re up on level six.’ Grigori slipped the phone back in his pocket, then turned to look at him. ‘You trust me?’

	‘We’ve been over that.’

	Grigori smiled. ‘Stand up.’ He did, and the Russian rounded him, pulling his jacket and his shirt off, loosening his belt and unzipping his fly. ‘Go outside, tell the girl at the desk that we Mister Assail requires lunch for three from the little place over on Redcap, and that there’s no need to hurry.’

	‘And the reason I can’t be dressed?’

	‘She likes you,’ Grigori said, ‘she kept staring at you while we were in the office. While I was flirting with her no less, so if you go out there, like this, it will put her off-balance enough not to question our request for lunch.’ Grigori grinned. ‘A bit of subterfuge, you can appreciate that, I’m sure.’

	He looked down at his half-naked self, then back at Grigori. ‘I bow to your expertise in these matters,’ he said, walking over to the door, opening it only wide enough for him to slip out without the chance of the corpse being seen.

	The receptionist sat, legs resting up on her desk. The legs were there to be seen, but they weren’t as good as-

	Duty.

	There weren’t as good as Magnolia’s.

	He underlined his mental note to investigate emotion-wiping techniques.

	He stared at them for a few seconds longer. They really weren’t as nice as Magnolia’s.

	The receptionist caught him staring, smiled, then returned the stare, eyes roaming over his exposed chest. ‘And what can I do for you, “Agent”?’ she asked with a giggle.

	He thought of Grigori in the next room and did his best to channel his friend. He leaned on the desk, and thrust his head forward, bringing it closer to hers. ‘Mr Assail requires lunch.’

	‘He already ate today, you boys getting him that riled up?’

	‘From the little place on Redcap,’ he continued, hoping he wasn’t going to have to improvise that much.

	The receptionist stood and walked around to stand in front of him. ‘That isn’t part of my job description, “Agent”,’ she said, ‘what’s to stop me from walking in there and just quitting?’

	Her temperature was raised. Her pupils weren’t at in a normal state of dilation. She was much closer to him than she had to be. She was interested. She was…aroused. A normal enough state for a fairy, but he was the cause of it.

	He panicked, and put a hand to her chest, the soft curve of her breast beneath his palm, his thumb resting on her exposed cleavage. ‘I’d be grateful,’ he said, dropping his voice to the rumble that Grigori used on wait staff to convince them to do something for him.

	She pressed herself up against him, grabbed his free hand and pushed it to her arse. ‘How grateful?’

	‘Grateful,’ he clarified, applying pressure with both of his hands, hoping it was the appropriate way to proceed.

	‘I’ll hold you to that,’ she said as she shrank to six inches, rubbing her now-tiny flying body across his cheek. ‘Lunch for three, coming up, but you’d still better want dessert afterwards.’

	‘Of course,’ he said, assuming it was the response she wanted.

	She blew him a kiss, and flitted out through a small access window. He shook himself, then returned to Torgon’s office, where Grigori said, smoking a cigar.

	‘Mario’s on his way up,’ Grigori said, ‘you get rid of her?’

	‘Yes,’ he growled as he put his shirt back on.

	‘Good, looks like we can get away with this. I’ve prepped a little email, telling her that he’ll be gone for the afternoon, so that buys us a few hours. We used fake ID, and this place doesn’t have cameras, we should be safe, if not, I know a few people to bribe.’ Grigori blew a smoke ring. ‘Congratulations, Agent Taylor, you just got away with murder.’

	He put his jacket back on, and stared out the window.

	There was a knock at the door, and Grigori stood. ‘Close your eyses.’

	‘Why?’

	‘Just do it, Taylor.’

	He did as instructed, and was led out of the office.

	‘He’s in there,’ Grigori said, ‘do you thing.’

	He was pushed into a chair.

	‘You can open your eyes now.’

	‘Keeping your contacts a secret?’

	‘The less you know, the better it is for all concerned.’

	‘What is he?’ he asked to fill the silence.

	‘He’s a cannibal. That’s all I’m telling you.’ Grigori said. ‘Let him work.’

	‘Why do you know a cannibal?’

	‘Our line of work? Haven’t you met a few?’

	‘He should be locked up.’

	‘Then how would I deal with situations like this?’

	‘You shouldn’t encourage this kind of-’

	‘He owes me,’ Grigori said. ‘I’m keeping him free, and I’m helping him recover.’

	‘By feeding him bodies?’

	Grigori turned to him and smiled. ‘I don’t love him,’ he said, ‘and understand, that I will encourage the bad habits of others, to their detriment, if it helps to protect the people I love.’

	‘You are-’

	‘This is the quickest way not to leave any evidence,’ Grigori said, ‘and his silence is guaranteed, as there’s no one else who will keep him safe, no deal he could cut that could incriminate me. And…as you said, the scum deserved to die, so focus on that.’

	‘He did.’

	‘After this, I want you to go home, tell Magnolia to stay in bed, you need to make sure she needs her rest, she’s going to need it to deal with the outpouring of shit this is going to cause. And then, we’re going to talk. You tell me when you’re done with Magnolia, then I’ll shift you in, ok?’

	‘Fine.’

	Grigori dug into his jacket, and handed him a small, brown bag. ‘And give this to her. It’s new hair, though she’ll have to supply the new feathers for her look, I couldn’t swing those.’

	‘Fine.’

	The door to the office opened. ‘I’m done,’ a voice said. ‘And I hate you, Grigori.’

	‘Give us five minutes, Mario, then you can leave.’ Grigori pulled him to his feet. ‘Come on, you’ve got a recruit to see to.’

	 


14 – Touched by an Angel

	Posted on June 7, 2010 by Stormy 

	Once they were out of fairyland, Taylor shifted back to the infirmary. A dishevelled Agent Parker sat in front of the door to the private room, looked up at him and sighed.

	‘I really, really, really hate you, you know?’

	His smaller twin returned, and pressed an ice-pack to his cheek.

	‘Your recruit is insane, and it’s not even funny anymore,’ Parker said. ‘She can barely move, and she’s fighting me tooth and claw to get out of that bed and get back to work. You really shouldn’t be allowed around people.’ His twin kissed his cheek, and the doctor relaxed a little. ‘You know you did that to her, right?’

	‘I made her strong,’ he said, hitting a key code authorisation panel as he tried to shift into his recruit’s private room.

	The taller Parker laughed. ‘No, Taylor, no. You aren’t getting in there. That girl was thiiiiis far from being…I don’t even know, a stroke is likely, but a full-on vegetative state isn’t out of the question, forcing her to use magic stresses her body out, I mean, we can fix the stab wounds, and the broken bones, and the…Christ, whatever else you do to her, we can’t fix her if she breaks her body with her own magic, you know that right? She’s as fucked-up as you are, Taylor, and if you break her, you don’t get a new toy.’

	‘I can-’

	‘No,’ Parker said as he stood. ‘If you kill her, you don’t get a chance to do this all over again. She goes in the ground, and you start pounding on another recruit for whatever gratification you get without a dick, then I’m reporting you, we’re reporting you, and they’ll be taken away, or you’ll get crunched, and we get a newborn to play with. Personally, I wouldn’t mind the second option.’

	‘I need to see my recruit.’

	‘You pull that girl out of bed now, and I’m drugging you and locking you in the morgue freezer,’ Parker said, grey eyes staring, having no trouble holding his gaze. ‘Or, are you going to make me induce a coma? You can’t do anything with her if she’s comatose!’

	He tried shifting into the private room again. Parker scowled, stepped forward and slapped him across the face.

	‘Hey, arsehole, are you even listening to me?’

	‘Not like I have a choice,’ he said, grabbing the doctor’s hand as Parker lifted his hand to slap him again. ‘Now let me in to see my recruit.’

	‘You can’t-’

	‘I’m ordering her to rest,’ he growled.

	Parker shifted back a foot, out of his grip. ‘Yeah, right.’ Parker’s twin touched his face, and the Doctor shook his head. ‘Do you know?’

	‘About what?’ he demanded.

	‘There’s an…’

	‘Someone saw it fit to distribute porn of your recruit,’ the shorter twin said. ‘And it seems real enough, from what we know, Jonesy’s have a few of his less-squeamish kids look into it. Even if it isn’t, the damage is done, because it looks like her. She can’t deal with this, and healing right now, so all the more reason to keep her locked away for another couple of days.’

	‘I said,’ he reiterated, ‘I was going to order her to rest. Now, let me in.’

	Parker grinned at his twin. ‘Isn’t that what you said an hour ago?’

	‘Let me in!’

	‘You had better not be bullshitting me,’ Parker said. ‘Gods help you if you are, Taylor.’ He turned, and opened the door to the room.

	He stepped into the room, and heard Parker slam the door behind him.

	Magnolia sat on the floor, leaning up against one of the legs of the bed, half-asleep and face contorted in pain. The ridiculous gown was gone, replaced by a pair of short, soft shorts, and a singlet-top. All of the cords still ran into her neck, and into her arm – the Parkers, to their credit, had made them unable to be removed by recruits.

	In the few hours he’d been gone, she’d managed to recover a little colour in her face, but she still looked…weak. Still looked as though she needed the suggested bed rest. Still looked-

	She raised a hand, brandishing a…small piece of a broken plate, it seemed, and turned her head towards him, the movement jerky and uneven.

	‘Let me out,’ she slurred, no force behind the words.

	‘You raise a weapon to me,’ he said, ‘and you’d better be prepared to use it.’

	She raised her head a little, and slowly opened her eyes. ‘Sir?’ She dropped the broken piece of china, and attempted to get to her feet, her legs sliding out from under her, arms shaking at the effort of attempting to pull her body up. She let herself slide back to the floor, and snapped a shaking salute. ‘Sir, how can I assist you, sir?’

	He crossed the room, bent, lifted her with very little effort, and put her back into the bed – forgoing the instinct to drop her, lest it enrage the doctor even more – some annoyances were best dealt with by avoidance. It was a valid technique.

	He grabbed the cords running into her body, and pulled the excess away, so that they didn’t become entangled around her body, and choke her in her sleep.

	‘For the meantime,’ he said, ‘this is your cell. Consider it your duty to accept the orders of your captors.’

	‘Sir?’

	‘I said get some damn rest, Magnolia,’ he said, pressing a hand to her chest to keep her down on the bed. A physical hint to follow the order. A…

	‘Yes sir,’ she said.

	He could feel he heart beating, the cotton of her top, the curve of-

	He stared at his recruit. He’d given her the order to stay put, that’s all that was necessary.

	An echo of the fairy’s chest flashed in his mind, the phantom sensation crawling across his hand.

	He could feel a small part of her breast, and it made him fe-

	He jerked his hand away, reached into his jacket, and dropped the bag Grigori had given him onto the bed. ‘From Grigori,’ he said by way of explanation.

	She looked at him for a moment, she opened the bag with shaking hands. She pulled out a handful of hair, and stared at it for a moment. ‘A wig, sir?’

	‘He didn’t explain.’

	She shook the bag, and a small card of instructions fell out. She lifted them with a slight hand, read them, placed the card back down, and tried to sit up.

	Without thinking, he reached out and helped her.

	She took the wig in both hands, and tried to slip it onto her head, but failed, as her hands shook.

	He snatched the wig away. ‘What’s wrong with your hands?’

	‘Nothing sir.’

	He stared at the instruction card. ‘I asked you a question, recruit.’ He pushed her head forward. ‘Now answer it.’

	‘Minor nerve damage,’ she said, ‘nothing they can’t fix. Result of channeling an unfamiliarly large amount of magic. I’ll be up to working in a couple of hours.’

	‘I said to follow their orders,’ he said as he slipped the short wig into place.

	‘I know sir,’ she said, ‘but I can at least work on the schedules, or organise performance reviews, or-’ She tensed as the wig dug down into her scalp, rooting the hair. ‘Or something,’ she finished weakly.

	He tugged on the hair, assuring that it had been rooted properly. ‘They’ll notice if you disappear to get the schedules.’

	‘They already did sir,’ she said as she laid back on the pillows. ‘As soon as I woke up, I tried to get back to our floor. They retrieved me and put red-magic inhibitors in the walls. I couldn’t escape if I wanted to. Sorry sir.’

	‘It’s fine, Magnolia.’

	‘Yes sir.’

	[Grigori?]

	[Ready for shifting?]

	[Yes.]

	[Sure you don’t want to stay there with her?]

	[Grigori.]

	The room blurred, and Grigori appeared.

	‘She like the new hair? It’ll grow quickly enough, and I tried to colour-match as best as I could, not bad for a rush order, having friends in medium-high places works rather well sometimes.’

	He looked around the room. A hotel room by the looks of things. That, or his friend had made his recruit dorm rooms a lot larger than standard. An open beer sat on the kitchen counter, which Grigori lifted and finished off.

	‘Talk,’ he said.

	‘Tell me you trust me,’ Grigori said.

	‘Yes.’

	Grigori grabbed his jacket, pulled him out of the kitchen, through the open area that consisted of little more than a television and a lounge, and into the next room, a bedroom.

	‘Tell me you trust me,’ Grigori said as he shut the door.

	‘I’m sick of repeating myself.’

	‘Take your clothes off.’

	‘What?’

	Grigori stared at him. ‘Take. Off. Your Clothes.’

	‘That won’t-’

	Grigori stepped forward, and did the thing to his ear again, throwing out his centre of balance, throwing out-

	‘Take. Off. Your. Clothes.’ Grigori ordered again, blowing hot breath across his neck.

	‘I can’t.’

	Grigori grabbed a handful of his shirt. ‘I can do it for you.’

	He put a hand on the Russian’s chest. ‘I-’

	Grigori kissed him again. ‘Trust me.’ The Russian put a hand to his chest, and required his shirt and jacket away. He felt the Grigori’s hand move lower, and his pants and underwear also disappeared to the ether. He was shoved, and he let himself fall to the bed.

	‘What are you doing?’

	‘I’ll make it obvious,’ Grigori said.

	He felt himself shifted back a little, so that his head rested on the pillows. The absurdly soft pillows.

	Grigori, equally as naked, climbed on top of him. The taller agent’s knees sliding over his sides, the weight making him sink further into the mattress. The absurdly soft mattress. Grigori smiled down at him. ‘I thought you would have shifted away by now.’

	‘I want to,’ he said, unconvinced of his own words.

	‘I know, but you won’t.’

	‘What-?’

	Grigori slid off him, lying beside him on the bed. ‘I said I would make it obvious,’ he said again.

	‘I don’t-’

	‘Too much of your life is “don’t”, is “won’t” and is “can’t”. You need to stop that. You need to stop being…dead. You need to start living.’

	‘I-’

	‘Can’t? Won’t?’

	‘I’m not you.’

	‘Would being me really be so terrible? I mean, you don’t have to father a hundred children, you don’t have to have five women in your bed at once, this…this is just how I choose to enjoy life. To celebrate living. You can do something else, I mean, think of how much better your life would be if you had Magnolia in your bed every night. It’s never appealed to me, but I hear there’s advantages to monogamy.’

	‘You presume-’

	‘I know,’ Grigori said. ‘But you are never going to start living until you realise a few things. I thought you would…relearn at least some things on your own, but I was wrong, so I apologise, I didn’t want to force you when you weren’t ready, but I’m your friend, and I can’t watch you go on like this any longer.’

	‘I don’t need-’

	‘No, you cover your needs, you don’t cover your wants. You don’t even think you have any wants.’ Grigori put a hand on his chest. ‘Tell me what you want, it won’t leave this room.’

	‘I don’t want anything.’

	‘How is that even possible?’

	‘It’s just how I am.’

	Grigori sighed, then smiled. ‘Do you have any idea how difficult you are?’ Grigori kissed him again. ‘If you trust me, you won’t shift away.’ He went to answer, but Grigori put a hand to his mouth. ‘Shh.’ Grigori slid a hand down his chest, and to the smooth, empty patch of skin between his legs. ‘Just make one small requirement for me.’

	His breath hitched again. ‘I can’t.’

	‘I said you can’t keep using that word,’ Grigori said, his fingers massaging the smooth area. ‘Require.’

	‘I-’

	There was breath against his ear. ‘Require.’

	He made the requirement, and it wasn’t a smooth, open area that Grigori was massaging anymore.

	‘Grigori…’

	‘All you have to do is tell me to stop,’ Grigori said, ‘that you want me to stop, or that you need me to stop, and I will.’

	Of course he wanted him-

	Grigori smiled, then moved away, sliding down the bed, his hand still-

	‘What are you doing?’

	‘To paraphrase something you said to me,’ Grigori said, ‘I’m going to bow, and use my expertise.’

	This wasn’t duty.

	He looked down the length of the bed, at a sight he hadn’t seen since his first week of rebirth, and at Grigori as the Russian bent over him. Words and pictures flashed at him, explanations and names, diagrams. All it making perfect sense. All of it making no sense at all.

	He could shift away. He could say stop. He did neither.

	This wasn’t duty.

	Grigori removed his hand, and he barely had time to protest as it was replaced with…with…

	This was far from duty. This was-

	There as warmth, there was wetness, there was pressure, there was…there was…there was pleasure.

	He put his head back on the pillows, and stared at the ceiling as the unfamiliar sensation of pleasure threatened to overwhelm his mind. It was strange, it was having trouble reconciling itself in amongst the-

	He heard himself moan, and he stopped thinking about duty.

	Pressure began to build, leaving him with an ever-changing sensation to deal with, but he didn’t move, trusting Grigori to know what to do. The pressure built, built, and then released. He barked an expletive, felt more unfamiliar sensations, then nothing as Grigori pulled away, joining him on the pillows again.

	Grigori grabbed him by the arm, and pulled him onto his side, pressing his forehead against his, their chests following suit. ‘Are you ok?’

	He stared at the Russian. ‘Yes,’ he said after a moment.

	‘Are you more than ok?’

	‘I don’t understand the question.’

	‘If you were anyone else,’ Grigori said, ‘I’d be insulted.’

	‘Why?’

	‘Because you need to know that it’s all right to feel good. That it’s good to feel good. Taylor, we are capable of emotion. Of wants of need that have nothing to do with duty, and we were designed that way. The best of us, fuck those guys, they need to be put down, they aren’t what we should be aspiring to, they should be held up as examples of what not to be.’

	‘Why now?’

	‘I realise that your life would be different, better, probably, had as soon as they reconstituted you, I’d taken you into the back and gone four rounds with you, but I couldn’t. That’s my weakness, and I apologise. I just…I just hated you too much. You were this…monstrous abomination of a joke wearing my friend’s skin. Fuck you? It took all of my self-control not to put you out of your misery.’

	‘You should have,’ he said.

	‘No, no,’ Grigori said. ‘I shouldn’t have. I was just having trouble dealing with it.’

	‘I didn’t ask to be brought back,’ he said. ‘It isn’t my fault.’

	‘It took me a long time,’ Grigori said, ‘to figure out what is old you, what’s the new you, and to talk to the both of you at the same time.’

	‘You didn’t answer my question,’ he said.

	‘Well,’ Grigori said, ‘for the first time, I can see that you’ve got a chance at something. That if you don’t pull your head out of your ass, you’re going to miss out on it, and it’ll make you miserable, whether or not you know it. And it’ll make her worse than miserable.’

	He stared at Grigori. ‘What?’

	‘Magnolia’s in love with you, Taylor.’

	‘Stop it.’

	‘Why?’ Grigori demanded. ‘Because you want people not to react to you? You can’t stop how other people feel.’

	‘She isn’t-’

	Grigori shifted on top of him again. ‘She is in love with you. Do you think she would take your abuse if you didn’t? Do you think she would push herself so hard as your Aide if she didn’t? Do you think she would have nearly killed herself today if she didn’t? She loves you! She loves you, Taylor, and you can’t see it.’

	‘Did you find this out before or after you fucked her?’ he asked, going silent, as he realised what he’d just said.

	‘Jealously!’ Grigori whooped victoriously. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere!’

	‘I’m not jealous,’ he argued.

	Duty. There was duty. Inappropriate thoughts about-

	‘Oh,’ Grigori said, interrupting his train of thought, ‘so you won’t mind me recounting every thing I did with her. How I know what every inch of her body tastes like-’

	He twitched.

	‘How I touched her everywhere, sucked on her, made her scream, made her beg.’

	He twitched again.

	‘Because, as you keep saying, you don’t care about her, so why wouldn’t she come to a substitute? Fuck me, because she can’t fuck you? Except, it doesn’t take very long to realise that I’m-’

	He felt his hands curl into fists.

	‘Stop it.’

	‘Don’t you want to know what makes her feel good? Just so you can avoid doing it while you’re beating the shit out of her, so she doesn’t get mixed messages?!’

	‘Stop it!’

	‘I thought you didn’t care, I can share the memories you like, would you like the whole thing, or just the highlights? You can see what-’

	‘She’s-’ he began, clamping his mouth shut. Duty was duty. There was nothing but duty. There was-

	‘A devil in the sack? I know. Gods, she has stamina, I guess I should be thanking you for that, I mean, I lost track of how long I was pounding in her-’

	‘She’s mine,’ he whispered.

	‘Sorry,’ Grigori said, ‘I don’t think I heard you.’

	‘Never mind.’

	‘She’s yours?’

	‘Leave it alone, Grigori.’

	Grigori leaned forward. ‘I didn’t sleep with her, Taylor.’

	He stared up his friend. ‘What?’ he demanded.

	‘That’s how much she loves you, she couldn’t go through with it.’ Grigori slid off him, lying back beside him. ‘Does that change anything?’

	He stared at the ceiling. ‘No.’

	‘Are you sure?’

	‘No.’

	Grigori kissed him. ‘It’s just something to think about,’ he said.

	‘I have my duty.’

	‘And Duty is nothing more than the name of a porno until it means something to you. You can do your duty, sure, you should do your duty, and it can define your life. However, you’ve got to have a reason for doing it, you’ve got to have a reason to get up every day to train, and fight, and win. The fact that you’re programmed for it means exactly nothing out of a theoretical environment. I do my duty for my family, for my friends, for those I love, and I do it happily. The day I die, I’ll die content with knowing I did my best for them. Doing it for the pure love of the system that birthed us? Fuck that, that’s just rhetoric, and makes us no better than machines.’

	‘I’m not like you.’

	‘You keep saying that,’ Grigori said, ‘why not try to be a little like me? Emotions don’t make you weak, they don’t make you contravene your duty, love, life, living, aren’t mutually exclusive with being a good agent, my friend.’

	‘I wouldn’t know how,’ he said, ‘I don’t feel.’

	‘Don’t start that again,’ Grigori said. ‘I know damn well that you do.’

	‘I don’t know what I feel,’ he faltered, ‘I don’t know.’

	‘Getting a blow job, what did that feel like?’

	‘Good,’ he said after a moment.

	‘Did it feel like weakness?’

	‘I wasn’t thinking about duty. I wasn’t-’

	‘Answer the question.’

	‘No.’

	‘Good,’ Grigori said, ‘I want you to keep a hold of that thought, roll onto your stomach, and trust me.’

	 


15 – Mother of Mine

	Posted on June 13, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Magnolia?’

	Magnolia rolled over, opened one eyes and stared at Jones. ‘What?’

	‘Are you awake?’

	‘I wasn’t. What do you want?’

‘Remind me to ask you one day if you act this way around other agents, or if we’re just lucky. That aside, sit up, I need to speak with you for a minute.’

	‘I doubt there’s anything of interest you could say to me.’

	‘Magnolia, something has happened, and it isn’t pleasant.’

	She sat up. ‘Is it Taylor?’

	‘No-’

	‘Then I’m not interested.’

	‘It concerns you, actually.’

	‘Am I dying?’

	‘Not so far as the Parkers have informed me.’

	‘Then I don’t care.’

	‘Magnolia…’

	‘Speak, or don’t, scholar.’

	‘Someone has been distributing a video…of a sensitive nature.’

	She stared at him. ‘How sensitive?’

	‘Pornographically so.’

	‘I assumed it was being distributed, it wasn’t being made for fun.’

	‘It was sent to the entire Agency, and copies were forwarded off our servers before I caught it.’

	‘I see.’

	‘It’s a safe assumption to think that most of the Agency personnel have seen it by now.’

	‘I extrapolated as much.’

	‘Merlin wanted me to check on you. To ask how you are.’

	‘Where’s Taylor?’

	‘Off base and incommunicado. He hasn’t seen it unless he checked his email remotely, which i’ve never known him to o. But, he can’t-’

	‘He can do whatever he wants,’ she said.

	‘He can’t hold it against you,’ Jones said. ‘Just remember that.’

	‘He can,’ she said again, ‘do whatever he wants.’

	Jones sighed. ‘Is there anything I can do?’

	‘Please let me the hell out of here. I’ve rested. I’ve got work to do. I have paperwork to do, it isn’t strenuous, just get them to release me.’

	‘I can’t, you aren’t in any condition to be-’

	She held up a shaking hand. ‘I just want to do the bloody paperwork, Jones. We don’t generate as much as your department, but we also have a lot less people working on it.’

	‘He’d be in so much trouble without you.’

	‘Is that a “yes”?’

	‘Can you promise me that-?’ he started.

	‘Yes, yes, whatever,’ she said, ‘just let me out.’

	The tech stared. ‘Fine, it’s your funeral.’ A tablet computer appeared in his hands, and he played with it for a moment. ‘Barriers are down,’ he said, ‘so you can fade away, or walk out the door, your choice.’

	She stared at the wall, and let herself fade through it, leaving the tech, and the doctors behind. Two minutes later, she was back in her room. She stood for a moment, assessing the damage, her weak spots, and her relative battle-readiness, and deemed herself a risk. This was no condition to be picking fights in, to be seeking them out, or even actively engaging them if there was a valid chance of a coward’s escape.

	She was weak.

	Her head pounded as she stood, and she stepped into her bathroom. One thought replaced the shower with a bathtub, another filled it with hot water, and stepped in, hissing in pain as the hot water touched her cool limbs. She lowered herself into the tub, letting the water cover her. A small requirement had a pillow for her neck, and she rested her head back, closing her eyes, and willing the pain to flee her body.

	‘Magnolia.’

	The voice was soft, low, barely loud enough to rouse her.

	‘Magnolia.’

	Recognition slipped in, and she opened her eyes, grasping for a weapon that wasn’t there. She tried to require her gun, but nothing appeared in her hands.

	A magpie sat on the end of the bath.

	‘Oh, really daughter,’ Magpie said. ‘Don’t try any of your tricks here, this isn’t even your dream.’

	She lunged forward, trying to grab for Magpie, but the bath simply seemed to extend, putting her mother far out of her reach.

	‘I just want to talk, Magnolia.’

	She slumped, but didn’t let the confusion show on her face as the bath disappeared, replaced with a staircase. ‘No,’ she argued, staring down at her formal-uniform, then up at her mother. ‘You want to gloat.’

	‘Well, of course I do,’ Magpie said. ‘But the past isn’t the only thing I want to discuss with you, daughter, it’s the future. The future is very important, and so are you.’

	‘Of course I am,’ she said, ‘I need to-’

	‘I’m not talking about your pretend-job in your dress-up world, I’m talking about the real world, something the Agency doesn’t qualify for.’

	‘Leave me alone, mother,’ she demanded as her mother slipped from her bird form, into her human-seeming form, wrapped in a black and white gown.

	‘I can’t do that, Magnolia, you’re my daughter.’

	‘Your children mean nothing to you,’ she said. ‘You…exploded Ben Thomas.’

	‘Yes,’ Magpie said, ‘I love my children.’

	‘That isn’t love, mother!’

	‘I really don’t understand you position, Magnolia,’ Magpie said, ‘you are acting blameless.’

	‘You killed him.’

	‘No, daughter, you did. You couldn’t keep your beak out of it. You acted as an agent, and in doing so, brought them together again. The only reason he died, is because of you.’

	‘That isn’t an excuse that would hold up in court.’

	‘Stop thinking like a human!’ he mother snapped. ‘It would hold up to the Kings, and that is the only Court, other than my own, that I care about.’

	‘And his father? He has equal claim over his life.’

	Magpie gave a one-shouldered shrug, and the stairs beneath them began to move. ‘That’s why I killed him,’ she said as she stepped up into air, her black gown crawling up her back and turning into wings. ‘I need for some of my children to just be mine. I need to be able to use them as I need.’

	She stared up at her mother. ‘Let me out of this dream, mother, I have a life to get back to.’

	‘A life where you nearly crippled yourself for an oafish pile of ash? I watched you, Magnolia, very impressive. For something nearly human anyway.’ Magpie laughed, and wrapped her wings around herself. ‘If you would just come home, you’d be able to do as much without thought, much less without chancing visiting the Lady’s realm.’

	‘Never,’ she said.

	‘You don’t have a choice, Magnolia,’ Magpie said. ‘I am your mother, you have no choice but to come with me.’

	‘I have plenty of choice, you can’t steal me from within the Agency. And this dream-state, you can’t sustain it forever, it traps you here as well, not to mention there are a dozen easy ways for anyone in the waking world to bring me out of it. This is-’

	‘I may not be able to steal you from their nest, child, but I can poison it against you, I can compell you to come to me, lest face…a worse fate.’

	‘You sent the video,’ she said, ‘I’m not even surprised. You think-’

	‘I know, and you think,’ Magpie said. ‘Tell me, do you really think they will let you stay? A whore in their midsts?’

	‘It won’t make them fantasise about me anymore than they do already, if they do,’ she said.

	‘You don’t believe that. The Agency are quick to expel unworthy chicks from their nest, and I think that-’

	‘Even if that comes to pass,’ she said, ‘what makes you think I will come to you? You aren’t the only other choice in this world. You are the last choice.’

	‘This is your second order, Magnolia, come with me.’

	‘No. I’m not part of your Court, I’m not someone you get to control, mother.’

	‘There are many fates worse than death. There are few fates worse than defying me.’

	She laughed. ‘You really believe that, don’t you?’

	‘And are you are going to tempt fate?’

	‘Order me again,’ she said, ‘and we’ll see.’

	‘I order you, Magnolia Hammond, my daughter, to renounce the Agency, and to attend to your warden immediately. This is an order made on your blood. Accept, or suffer the consequences.’

	‘Then I guess I’m going to suffer,’ she said.

	‘Yes,’ Magpie said, ‘it will start with-’

	There was a sharp pain and she fell to her knees, the stairs disappearing out from under her, leaving her falling into darkness. There was pressure against her chest again, and she felt wet. There was pressure again and-

	She opened her eyes and spat up water. A strong hand pressed against her back, pulling her up, and she coughed another lungful of water.

	‘I didn’t give you permission to drown yourself,’ Taylor said, a hand still on her chest, over her heart.

	‘Sir?’ she said, trying to focus on him.

	He stood, lifting her as he did, his hand sliding from her chest to wrap around her legs. He carried her back to her bed for the second time in a day, and placed her face down. She coughed again, her throat feeling raw.

	The bed moved as he climbed on, and on top of her. He straddled her, carefully putting almost no weight on her, slid his hands up her back, and began to pull at the bandages.

	‘Why were you trying to drown yourself?’ he said as she heard a bandage hit the carpet with a wet sound.

	‘Magpie pulled me into a dream-state sir,’ she said, ‘it wasn’t intentional.’

	‘What did she have to say?’

	‘She wanted to gloat, sir,’ she said, ‘about killing Ben Thomas, and try to shift blame to us.’

	‘Expected,’ he said, as the second bandage was tossed away. ‘What else?’

	She stared at her quilt, unwilling to speak.

	‘What else?’ he asked again, thumbs moving over the skin he’d exposed.

	‘She wanted to gloat, sir.’

	‘You already said that, recruit.’

	‘Not only about Ben Thomas, sir.’

	‘Say it, Magnolia,’ he ordered.

	She took a deep breath, prepared for whatever, prepared for- ‘She distributed a pornographic video of me, sir. It should be in your inbox now, unless the scholars recalled copies that hadn’t been viewed, but a copy wouldn’t be too hard to-’

	He grabbed her shoulders and turned her over, so that she was on her back, leaving her in a position where it would be easy for him to-

	‘Torgon Assail is dead.’

	 


16 – Without Pretense

	Posted on June 17, 2010 by Stormy 

	Magnolia stared up at Taylor. ‘Dead?’

	‘Don’t make me repeat myself, Magnolia.’

	She took in a deep breath, trying to balance her calm, her resolve, her want to- She stared at him, swallowed and marshaled her thoughts. ‘How, sir? Why? How do you even know?’

	He stared down at her for a moment, and for a moment she let herself fantasise that it wasn’t the disinterested look of an agent, of a commander looking at his lieutenant, that it wasn’t- He lifted himself from her, moving back to sit on the end of the bed. She lay on her back for a moment more, then sat up, requiring herself into clothes.

	‘Because I killed him, Magnolia.’

	Her heart skipped a beat. ‘Sir?’

	‘Truth for truth,’ he said. ‘Agreed?’

	‘Any secrets I have are yours to know, sir,’ she said, ‘you know that. I don’t keep anything from you.’

	His expression became unreadable for a moment. ‘I don’t have to tell you that this is sensitive information.’

	‘What crime was-’

	‘There isn’t a file to read on this, Magnolia.’

	‘Sir?’

	‘He deserved to die,’ he said, ‘so I killed him, it’s as simple as that.’

	‘But if you didn’t have jurisdiction-’

	‘Sensitive information,’ he said again.

	She stared at the bed for a moment. ‘So you’ve seen the video then?’

	‘Yes,’ he said.

	‘But Jones said-’

	‘I saw it a week ago. It took Grigori that long to track down who made it. We didn’t know it was going to be mass-distributed. We were too late.’

	‘Thank you for even trying, sir,’ she said. ‘But it was my mistake, they’re my consequences to deal with.’

	‘It was from before,’ he said. ‘Before you had duty, before you had purpose, it means nothing, and there won’t be any consequences.’

	‘Respectfully sir, you can’t predict how the rest of the department, or the rest of the Agency will react.’

	‘I know how I’ll react.’

	The alarm on her bedside table rang, and she reached across to turn it off. ‘Training,’ she said, ‘I’m not sure how much help I’ll be tonight.’

	‘Do you want to assist?’

	‘Of course.’

	‘Then get up and assist.’

	She stood, dull pain still in her legs, her strength still gone. A thought had her in a new set of clothes as she took a step towards the door.

	‘What the hell do you think you’re wearing?’ Taylor said, standing between her and the door.

	‘It’s a uniform sir, you should recognise it,’ she said, staring at his chest, unwilling to look him in the eye.

	‘Take it off.’

	‘Sir, I-’

	‘You walk out there like that, and I’ll make you strip.’

	‘It’s my uniform sir, I can-’

	‘It isn’t you.’

	‘It’s going to be hard enough for them to take me seriously after having seen that video, without dressing the way I normally do.’

	He pressed a hand to her chest, took a step forward, and pushed her against the wall – though more gently than normal, as if taking her injuries into account, as if-

	‘You aren’t that weak,’ he said, ‘you aren’t going to give into them.’

	‘I just want to be as effective as I can.’

	‘Consider it an order, Magnolia.’

	‘Yes sir,’ she said, replacing her uniform with a dress and long boots.

	‘Better,’ he said as he stepped back. ‘Fall in.’

	She let herself smile, and fell into step behind him as he pulled open the door her dorm room and walked down the hall towards the gym. Without a word, he moved to the left, and she moved to the right, knocking on the doors as they went, alerting anyone running late. Routine. Just routine. It felt nice.

	Most of the department was already there, lounging on the bleachers, helping each other warm up or simply standing and waiting.

	They were all staring at her.

	She let her expression drop into one of neutrality, and stood behind Taylor as he began to bark orders, getting the recruits into line, lamenting their slowness, the usual. The routine. A few of the recruits focused on him, but most kept looking at her. Staring at her.

	Dawson raised a hand.

	‘What?’ Taylor snapped.

	‘Sir, there’s something that has to be said. Everyone’s thinking it, but no one is saying anything.’

	‘That being?’

	‘The video, everyone’s seen it, even the fag watched it,’ Dawson said, jutting his head backward. ‘Is it normal to recruit porn stars for Agency work, or is that w-’

	‘Do you really think that finishing that question is a good idea, recruit?’

	‘Fine, sir,’ Dawson said, ‘then let me ask this,’ he said, turning his gaze to her, ‘when are we filming the sequel?’

	This got laughter from the assembled recruits.

	‘You’re dismissed.’

	Dawson smiled. ‘Fine, I didn’t feel-’

	‘From the Agency,’ Taylor said.

	She kept her gaze forward, unemotional, impassive.

	‘You can’t dismiss me for making a comment about your 2IC sucking cock on camera, when it’s the truth!’

	‘All of you,’ Taylor said, ‘five minutes to get your gear, and get out.’

	There was a chorus of “what” and “why” and “no fair”, with more than a few dirty looks flashed in her direction, until Taylor drew his gun – this silenced them, and they turned and ran for the door, obviously desperate to get their stuff before their rooms were collapsed.

	‘Sir,’ she said, ‘they can’t just leave, they’ve- they’ve got to sign certain things on their dismissal paperwork, and provide us with certain details.’

	Taylor turned to her. ‘I want them out, now.’

	She swallowed. ‘Have them meet in the conference room on level one, they can sign what they need to and leave immediately.’

	‘Fine, meet me in my office,’ he said. He took a step forward and grabbed the one remaining recruit. ‘Four minutes thirty,’ he said, shoving Hewitt to the ground, before walking out the door of the gym.

	She stared down at Hewitt as he slowly pulled himself back up. ‘You wanted something?’

	Hewitt flashed an embarrassed smiled, then nodded. ‘I can’t lose this job, ma’am.’

	‘You just did, Hewitt.’

	‘I’m screwed if I lose this job, me and my partner both. I need this job, please.’

	‘Why should I care?’

	‘Because I didn’t get any pleasure out of watching the video, I don’t think my orientation is any secret, I only watched it to see if I could recognise who made it. I’ve watched a lot of fairy porn, and my partner was in one video, before we met, so I know some of the trademarks. I didn’t recognise the director, or the company, so, sorry on that front.’

	‘Hewitt-’

	‘My ability to require goes into covering our living expenses, so to speak,’ he said. ‘Caipe lives here with me, you know that, you did the paperwork for me, to get us a double room. He works too, all his pay goes into saving for his castration treatments. I was only going to stay a recruit for, at most another year or so.’

	‘What do you expect me to do? I can’t countermand Taylor.’

	‘Let me transfer, just up to tech, you know, let me use my degree. I’ve got the test scores to go up, you guys grabbed me because the department was low on recruits, but I can be of just as much use up there as I was here. And if I’m tech, you won’t even see me, it will be like I was dismissed.’

	‘Get your stuff.’

	‘Ma’am, please…’

	She sighed. ‘I’ll ask. But if he says no, you’d better have all your stuff together, or it’s disappearing.’

	‘Thank you, I really mean it, thank you.’

	‘Move, Hewitt.’

	‘Yes ma’am,’ he said as he ran for the door.

	She focused and faded her way through the department to Taylor’s office. She didn’t bother to knock upon reaching the door – it was open a quarter of an inch – an invitation for her to come in. She closed the door, and saw an unusual sight: paperwork piled high on Taylor’s desk – twenty-seven simultaneous dismissals amounted to a lot of paperwork.

	It also amounted to insanity.

	‘You can’t do this, sir.’

	He looked up at her. ‘I can do whatever I want.’

	‘You can’t dismiss the entire department, sir, you really can’t.’

	‘Recruit, don’t presume to tell me what to do.’

	She stepped forward and placed her hands on his desk, steadying herself. ‘As your Aide, it’s my job to advise you on the best course of action. This is not the-’

	‘I didn’t ask for your opinion, Magnolia.’

	‘You excise the tumor, you don’t kill the patient. You scrap a faulty gun, you don’t get rid of the armory. You deal with the troublesome element, you don’t dismiss the rest of the department. Sir, if you dismiss me, the disruptions go away. I’m the source of-’

	‘I reject your advise.’

	She lifted her leg, jerked the knife from her boot and laid it on the desk. ‘Then I quit, sir.’

	Require: MACRO End-Paperwork

	She placed completed paperwork on the desk beside her knife. ‘It’s all there sir. All finished bar your signature.’

	He rose from his chair. ‘You expect me to sign this?’

	She kept her gaze steady. ‘Yes sir, I do.’

	He stared at the paperwork, tore it in half, and dropped it into a freshly-required bin. ‘No.’

	‘You can’t say no, sir.’

	‘You’re my recruit, I can say whatever I want.’

	‘I can’t be here,’ she said, ‘You need two dozen recruits more than your need-’

	‘Bullshit.’

	‘Duty rosters for the next-’

	‘You aren’t leaving.’

	‘You don’t have a choice, sir, quitting is a choice.’

	‘Not one you have.’

	She turned and walked toward the door. ‘Then I’ll go to the director, sir.’

	Her knife flew past her head and embedded itself in the door. ‘You wouldn’t do that.’

	She turned. ‘The greater gain to you is to keep your current group of recruits, and to simply get a new Aide. I can consult if you wish, but it will be too disruptive if I stay.’

	‘Not if they leave.’

	She put a hand to the door handle, but he grabbed her, spun her towards him, and pinned her against the door.

	‘I need you.’

	The bottom of her world fell away. ‘What?’

	‘You can’t leave. I need you.’

	Need. Need. He’d said “need”. He’d been looking at her when he’d said it. He-

	She shook her head slightly. ‘You can get another Aide.’

	‘I wasn’t aware you had a functional clone.’

	‘Sir, you-’

	‘Dammit Magnolia, don’t make me repeat myself.’

	‘Sir-’

	‘Truth for truth, Magnolia. There are precisely two people I trust – you, and Grigori. He told me something, I want you to tell me if it’s true.’

	‘I don’t think Grigori would have any reason for lying to you.’

	‘Then tell me if it’s true or not.’

	‘I don’t know what you’re-’

	There was a hand on her leg. ‘Guess.’

	Her breath caught, and she fought the urge to fade away, to slip out of the Agency forever, to- She swallowed. ‘He promised not to say anything.’

	‘So it’s true?’

	‘Yes sir. Sorry sir.’

	‘Say it.’

	She looked up at him, fighting the urge to shake. ‘I love you, sir.’ There wasn’t a bullet, or a snapped neck, there was no knife sliding across her throat, or spilling her guts. No death of any kind. ‘I’m sorry sir,’ she said, ‘I know it’s weakness.’

	‘Grigori,’ he said, his hand still on her leg. ‘Is always trying to tell me that I’m the weak one. Maybe it’s true.’

	‘You still want me to stay?’

	‘Yes, Magnolia, I want you.’

	She was dead. It was the only sensible explanation. The explosion had killed her, killed him, killed Ben and the Matriarch, and she was in heaven. There was no chance that this was reality, no chance that he was really pinning her against a wall, telling her he wanted her, that he needed her. No chance.

	If she was dead, then there was no harm in pushing the illusion of heaven, or the dream before death a little further, to get something more before all became blackness. She pushed against the wall, pressing herself against him, slid a hand around his neck, and kissed him.

	Somewhere, fireworks exploded. Somewhere, triumphant classical music played. Somewhere, angels sang; here, the angel kissed back. The hand pressed against her chest dropped, wrapped around her lower half and lifted her, making the continuing kiss easier.

	She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him close, feeling as much as she could before it ended. Before there was nothing more. Or, before he came to his senses and killed her.

	The hand on her leg slid up and down, taking in every inch, and slid up skirt to feel her thigh before he pulled it away and pressed it against the wall, bracing him as he broke the kiss. ‘To repeat myself: You’re mine. I need you. Don’t leave.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Please.’

	 


17 – Bare
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	Taylor stared at Magnolia. His Magnolia. He’d posed the option to stay, not to quit not to leave him.

	Stay.

	Stay.

	Stay.

	A full second had passed and she hadn’t agreed. She was staring at him, in shock. She was shocked. Shocked at the offer, or shocked that he’d been stupid enough to ask, he didn’t know. Stupid. It was a stupid idea. He never should have-

There was something else. Something other than the shock. Her vitals were like that of the fairy woman, she was aroused. By him.

	Unlike with the fairy woman, he didn’t mind.

	Stay.

	Stay.

	Stay.

	Two seconds had passed. She still hadn’t agree. It was a trick. Nothing but a trick. They were in it together, for no other net gain than his humiliation. He’d opened up – chanced showing weakness. Chanced being less than perfect. Chanced showing desire. All of it. All of it just so they could ridicule him for it.

	He couldn’t trust either of them anymore. But, at least he could-

	‘Of course,’ she whispered, smiling. ‘I’ll stay, sir.’

	Maybe it wasn’t to humiliate him. Maybe it was real. Maybe it wasn’t weakness. It didn’t feel like weakness.

	It felt…good.

	There were recruits to dismiss. There was paperwork to be done. There was the problem of replacing twenty-seven recruits. There were legs wrapped his waist.

	He kissed her again. And slid his hands up under the folds of the skirt. Feeling her.

	Wanting her.

	He easily found the edges of her panties, but stopped himself before removing them.

	‘Say yes,’ he said, ‘and it’s not an order.’

	He felt her smile against his cheek. ‘Yes,’ she said, moving to whisper into his ear. ‘Yes, sir, I want you. In every unimaginably dirty and unprofessional way I want you.’ She bit his ear. ‘Fuck. Me.’

	He fought an urge to say “yes ma’am”. A joke. Another bad habit from spending too much time around Grigori. The reaction could have been amusing though – but not this time. Next time. If there was a next time. She started to play with his ear like Grigori had done, and he hoped there was going to be a next time.

	He snapped the seams of her panties, and pulled them away, dropping them behind him.

	‘On the desk,’ she said haltingly as he slid a hand onto her newly-exposed arse. ‘Would be easier.’

	Suggestions. He liked suggestions when they made things easier. He wrapped one hand around her, pulled her away from the wall, and carried her the three steps to his desk, easing her onto the edge.

	Rough calculations flitted through his head, and he made a requirement, his bed appearing behind his desk like at the beginning of each sleep cycle. It was a better choice. It was a traditional choice. And this time, the calculations didn’t predict collapse.

	He lifted her down onto the bed, and she let herself lie back, legs spread, and as prone as when he bested her in a spar.

	Ideas formed, and he filed them away. Too much. There were too many new ideas. Too many new sensations. Everything had to be slow, had to be paced, else chance confusion, or complications, or-

	He stared at her. Complications could come later.

	He knelt over her. Removal of clothing was the obvious next step. Removal of the rest of her clothing. It could all be required away, that was easiest. But there was the chance it was too quick.

	Skirt. Her skirt was closest. It was the obvious choice. There was no complicated buckles or straps, just a simple elastic band. He grabbed it and pulled it away, tossing it to the side. With her panties already gone, it left her bottom half nude. His breath hitched, wanting to touch, to explore, to touch more of her skin, but logic dictated that he should get rid of her top first, lest distraction occur.

	Her top was more complicated. Buckles and ribbons crisscrossed to keep it in place. There was a simple way to remove it, and simple was best. He grabbed a handful of the material with each hand and ripped it down the centre, and she sat up to wriggle herself out of the remnants, bare skin brushing against his hands. He dropped her top, and laid a hand on her chest.

	He’d touched her before, both by accident, and on purpose. He knew what her breasts felt like. He’d felt them before, they’d laid across his arm not twelve hours ago when everything had begun. One day. So much significance, all in one day. It was too much. It was ludicrous. It was- They were soft.

	It was different to be touching them with intent. Everything was different with…this kind of intent.

	She pushed herself down the bed, not taking her out of his reach, just so she was low enough to grab his belt. As his belt came loose, she slipped a hand into his pants, and he felt the shock ripple through her as she touched his…requirement.

	‘Sir…’

	One requirement had him free of all of his clothes, free for her to touch him, and left so much skin touching skin.

	Logic, want, and need all aligned, giving him one course of action. He let the hand on her chest, on her breast, slide lower-

	There was a knock at the door.

	He turned his head to see the intruder. Ryan.

	[Go away.]

	[Open the door or I’m shifting in,] Ryan replied.

	He stood, requiring his uniform back on. Magnolia followed suit after one quick look, another dress appearing over her naked form, and she stood, grabbing the top file, pen at the ready. Another thought made the bed disappear. Everything was normal. Nothing looked out of place.

	‘Enter,’ he growled, and Ryan walked in.

	‘I’m going to ask you a very simple question, and I want a very simple answer.’

	He stared at the other agent, shrugged, and sat at his desk.

	Ryan took a step forward, then a strange look crossed his face. He looked down, then looked across the floor. He followed the other agent’s gaze, and saw what Ryan was seeing: Magnolia’s clothes, torn away and discarded.

	‘I’m going to make an assumption,’ Ryan said as he took a step to the left, so that he was no longer standing on the torn panties. ‘And say that it’s about damn time. That aside, you cannot dismiss your entire department.’

	He ignored the assumption. ‘I can do whatever I want.’

	‘No, Taylor, you can’t,’ Ryan said as he crossed the room, and placed his hands on the desk. ‘As hard as it is to work with people you don’t like, you cannot just summarily get rid of that many recruits.’

	‘This department has been empty before,’ he growled. ‘And we still did our duty.’

	‘Why?’ Ryan asked.

	‘Take a wild guess,’ Magnolia said.

	‘Commentary about the video is…unavoidable. Is the situation with them really that untenable?’

	‘Yes,’ he said without hesitation.

	Ryan sighed. ‘At least think about it until morning. You can’t process all of these tonights. Keep them restricted and on-base. If you want to do this, then you at least have to do individual exit interviews. I would really, really appreciate you managing to keep a few of them. Seven would be nice. And you’ll have to pull in favours getting the outposts to offer up anyone they can for the meantime if you do let all of them go.’

	‘I-’

	‘Accept,’ Ryan said, ‘or I’ll just convert them all to field.’

	‘Fine,’ he said after a long moment.

	‘I’ll inform them to come back up to their rooms. Until tomorrow, just make damn sure you think about this.’

	‘You finished?’

	Ryan sighed. ‘Yes.’ He took one more look at the clothes on the floor, then turned, and left without another word.

	‘There’s something I have to ask you, sir,’ Magnolia said as she crossed in front of his desk. ‘If I can be so bold as to assume that you’d like more than a one-night stand?’

	‘Yes, more,’ he said.

	‘You’ve seen the video, and you know my reputation, you’ve seen me with people, you know what they say, you know what they call me when they think we can’t hear. I don’t want to reflect on you, if you want to-’

	‘Consider my best friend,’ he said. ‘And your line of thought.’

	She leaned against his desk. ‘What now, sir?’

	A simple answer for a simple question. ‘Take off your clothes.’

	 


18 – Feelings and Intent

	Posted on June 19, 2010 by Stormy 

	Magnolia let herself smile. Take off her clothes? That was an order she’d happily follow. She touched his desk, requiring it to disappear, leaving no obstructions between them. Thoughts flashed through her mind on how best to proceed – she was tired, and sore, so a energetic striptease was out of the question, it was going to be hard enough performing to please him without stressing herself for the foreplay.

	That, and he’d wanted her clothes off, he hadn’t asked for a show. Shows could come later.

	Later, there was going to be a later. She had him. He wanted her. A wish had come true, and it hadn’t cost a world to bring to fruition.

	She shimmied out of her skirt, and his eyes went to her legs. She grinned – happy at finding his weakness, it was something to keep in mind, something to use. Something to please him with.

	A requirement removed her panties as she swung a leg over him, straddling him on his chair. She pulled her purposely-simple top away, and leaned in to kiss him. Kiss him, she had the right to kiss him. It was-

	He touched her, and she felt her heart flutter again. He was touching her, and not in a professional way, not in the gym, and not to win another spar, but as one lover touched another.

	‘I’m…inexperienced,’ he said, in a quiet voice she’d heard so few times. Hesitation. He didn’t want to admit weakness. It was the same look he’d had on his face after fights they’d barely walked away from. Fear.

	‘You’re doing fine, sir,’ she said. ‘But I think we need the bed back.’

	He held onto her as the chair melded and warped, becoming his sensible, no-frills bed. There was a sliding sensation under her hands as his clothes disappeared. Skin made contact with skin, and some of the uncertainty disappeared from his eyes.

	She held her breath, letting him take the next step – if the uncertainty returned, she could take charge, but there no need to rush him, to frighten him, to make him regret his decision to- A hand slipped between her spread legs, fingers searching like heat-seeker missiles before finding their target.

	She pressed her forehead against his shoulder as he slipped a finger inside, hands pressed against his chest to keep herself from falling backward, from falling off the bed, from- She bit his neck as a second finger made its way in, feeling all thoughts going blank, replaced with a lusty haze. The Agency, the world, the universe, anything outside of the room, anything outside of the bed had ceased to exist. She moved against his fingers, trying not to moan, trying not to scream, but failed in both endeavors as she sank down on his fingers again, and felt herself climax.

	She stopped moving for a moment, content to breathe against his neck, to take in his familiar smell for new reasons, to enjoy the feeling of his skin, of the faint beat of his heart. His hand moved away, pressing down on the mattress, helping to keep his top half vertical.

	After a few more deep breaths, she let her own hand slide down, touching what had been just an empty area the the last time they’d sparred, just the area where his legs met, no significance, no…hardness.

	‘Sir, I-’ she began as she wrapped a hand around him. ‘I can-’

	‘I trust you,’ he said, his words blowing hot breath against her chest.

	She pushed on his chest. ‘Lie back.’

	He gave no complaint at being given an order, no sign of resistance. He laid back, his head resting on the hard-looking pillow.

	She adjusted herself, lifting herself over him, and gently used one hand to maneuver him into place as she slowly lowered herself, slowly took him in. He shivered as she settled into place, looking at her with an expression that was far more lustful than it was uncertain.

	‘Are you all right sir?’ she said, pressing her hands to his stomach.

	There was a strange look on his face for a moment. ‘More than ok,’ he said after a moment. His hands slid up her legs, moving across her thighs.

	She smiled down at him, placed her hands over his, and began to move.

	His grip tightened as she increased speed, and his breaths became more audible. He was feeling pleasure, and she was cause of it. She bucked the rhythm, and he made a delicious noise halfway between a grunt and a moan. His hands slid from her thighs up onto her hips, and one reached higher, and she pushed herself forward a little, putting her breasts within his grasp.

	He grunted again, and she felt him drawing close. She grabbed the hand fondling her, and brought it to her mouth, sucking on his fingers as she brought him to orgasm. His hands dropped away, falling to his sides as he shuddered and came.

	She moved slowly, deliberately, easing off him carefully. He slowly rolled onto his side, and reached for her as she knelt beside him on the bed. She lowered herself, lying beside him, his lover, his equal, not just his aide, not just his recruit.

	‘Are you-’ she began to ask, but was silenced as he kissed her. Again. He was quickly getting the hang of kisses.

	He wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close. ‘I need you to understand,’ he said, ‘I’m not Grigori. Flowers. Dating. I don’t get any of that.’

	‘I know sir,’ she said, ‘I love you, you’re who I want.’

	‘You-’

	She put a hand to his mouth. ‘If I wanted Grigori, I’d be in his bed, I’m not there, am I?’ she lifted her hand away from his mouth, and pointed the knife sunk into the door frame. ‘And if I’m to pick one over the other, I prefer enchanted weapons to roses, sir. I want you, sir, if that’s all right with you.’

	‘It’s acceptable,’ he said, sliding a hand over her hip to rest on her arse. ‘It’s acceptable.’

	Silence filled the air, and she opened her mouth to speak, but he shook his head.

	‘Roll over, Magnolia.’

	She expelled a short breath, excited that he was still in command, that he was taking initiative, and at the possibilities brought up by lying prone beside him, or beneath him.

	‘Your back, it’s healed,’ he said as he knelt over her.

	‘They were replacing so much skin that it wasn’t any effort to cover the holes from…’ Thoughts raced. ‘Was that only this morning?’

	‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I’ve checked. Today has been…complicated. And long.’ He put his hands on her back, thumbs running along her shoulder blades. ‘Did you lie to me, Magnolia?’

	‘When, sir?’

	He rubbed his thumbs, and she heard herself moan. ‘When I did that this morning, you made that noise, you said it was because the pain was subsiding.’

	She moaned again. He was good with his hands. He was very good with his hands. ‘Yes sir,’ she said. ‘I did. I lied.’

	‘It feels good?’

	She nodded furiously. ‘It does.’

	‘Then why did you lie?’

	She stared at the blue sheets. ‘Because I didn’t want you to think I was weak, sir.’

	He leaned over her, hands on her shoulders, face against her cheek. ‘I don’t think you’re weak, Magnolia.’

	She stared at the bed. ‘Thank you, sir.’

	He removed his hands, and laid on the bed beside her. ‘You aren’t weak, but you are exhausted, and in pain. You need your sleep, and that’s an order.’

	‘Yes sir,’ she said, as she sat up and swung her legs off the bed.

	He grabbed her arm, and stared at it. ‘Grigori suggested…You don’t have to leave. You can stay. Here. If you want. Do you?’

	‘Spend the night?’ Her heart fluttered again. ‘But won’t that disturb you, sir?’

	‘Not if you don’t move too much,’ he said. ‘And you have to stay naked,’ he added. ‘I sleep naked, it would be distracting if you wore clothes.’

	‘I don’t mind, sir.’

	‘And…show me how,’ he said.

	‘Yes sir,’ she said, smiling. She pulled him onto his side, backed up against him, and wrapped his arms around her. ‘This is spooning,’ she said as she rested her head on his arm. ‘Is it suitable?’

	‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Good night.’

	‘I love you,’ she whispered again. ‘I love you sir.’

	He kissed her shoulder. ‘Sleep, Magnolia.’

	‘Yes sir,’ she said, and closed her eyes.

	 


19 – [Not Quite] The Morning After

	Posted on June 24, 2010 by Stormy 

	Taylor opened his eyes. She was still there, still naked and pressed up against his body. His naked body. Her naked, soft body. He could hear her breathing, and feel it, the small rises and falls of her sleeping chest under his hand. She was completely vulnerable. Completely unaware that he was watching her. She was-

	Her scent went up his nose. Familiar, no different to any time when he’d bent over her sweating body during a training session, or during a spar. Different, so different, because she was naked. Because she was his. Everything was different. Too different. Too fast.

	He pulled his hand away from her, off her chest, away from her breasts. He looked at her, reading all of her vitals, taking note of the healing wounds, the disappearing bruises and the disappearing scars.

	It would be so simple to kill her.

Snap her neck. Slit her throat. Require a gun, press it to her scented her and pull the trigger. A hundred opportunities presented themselves, and none would give her enough time or warning to even wake up.

	So simple to kill her. So many reasons to kill her. So many reasons to close his eyes and start another sleep cycle.

	Killing her would let him keep the other recruits, or the majority at least. It would take away the complications. It would take away the feelings. It would take away the fear of weakness. It would take away thoughts of the future. It would let him go back to normal. There was no reason to go back to normal. There was every reason to go back to normal.

	She moved, stretching out an arm, and turning over to face him, her face brushing against his chest.

	He revised his options, and most of the ways of killing her were still viable with her new position.

	She kissed him, an unconscious movement, her lips making contact with his chest.

	It felt good.

	He slid a hand up against her neck, his thumb against her throat. One simple movement would render her nothing more than some simple paperwork and a sharp reprimand. One movement would reset everything, let him go back to being…safe. Back inside parameters. Back where he belonged. Back where he was alone. Back where he should be. Back where he didn’t have a naked woman in his bed.

	She opened her eyes and black eyes focused on him. ‘Did I wake you, sir?’

	He shook his head, and moved his hand to tilt her face toward his. He kissed her, and buried thoughts of kill her. It could be a back-up plan. It could be a never-used plan. He could do it if he- He kissed her again. He liked it. He liked her.

	‘My sleep cycle’s finished,’ he said.

	She rubbed a slim hand across her face. ‘Of course sir, I can go back to my own room if you want to get some-’

	He pressed a hand to her mouth. Leaving seemed to be against the concept of “staying the night” if it was only staying for a couple of hours. It was obviously an idea for people who needed to sleep the whole night, or who could sleep by choice. Sleeping by choice wasn’t easy. A regimented, controlled, timed sleep cycle was so much better.

	He could try. Trying seemed like an idea. It seemed like a path that wouldn’t have Grigori lambasting him for getting it wrong. He fought a sigh.

	‘No, stay,’ he said, and removed his hand.

	‘What time is it?’

	‘Eleven thirty.’

	She smiled. ‘Is that all?’

	‘I’m still…new at this, Magnolia, I didn’t expect perfection out of you when I recruited you, so don’t expect-’ He shut his mouth as the he processed the new sensation. Magnolia’s hand was wrapped around…his requirement, moving, stimulating, sparking pleasure.

	‘I only expect what you’re willing to give, sir,’ she said, laying a light kiss on his upper lip.

	‘You’re…’ he began, unsure of what the rest of the sentence had been.

	She smiled, changed hands, and slid lower, the sheet disappearing as she did so. At a touch, he spread his legs so that she could kneel between them. It wasn’t hard to extrapolate what was coming. All signs pointed to one likely outcome.

	Her tongue flicked across the top, a strange, brief sensation. Her hand continued to move, working in tandem with her tongue. He tried to keep track of everything happening. Mouth. Hand. Tongue. Sensations rose and fell, and every contact made him more sensitive.

	Every movement was maddening. Her tongue running up the length. Moving around the head. Every touch a step closer to madness. A step closer to Madchester. He wasn’t sure he cared.

	He didn’t want her to stop.

	Her hand moved away, but before he could mourn the loss, her mouth covered him, and he felt himself grip the mattress, his fingers digging into the foam, ripping through the fabric as she sucked on him. Sensation. Too much sensation.

	And then there was release.

	He heard himself panting as rational thought and coherency returned to his mind. He heard her spit, before she looked up and smiled at him. He leaned forward, grabbed her, and pulled her up to lie beside him, his arms wrapped around her, her soft body pressed against his.

	Words. He was probably supposed to be speaking. Saying something.

	‘Are you all right, sir?’

	‘Yes, Magnolia,’ he said, ‘I am.’

	‘I’m not tired,’ she said, ‘we can get some work done if you want.’

	‘It’s too late for paperwork.’

	‘When do you think I normally do it, sir? I get a lot done this time of night, presuming I’m not on a mission, on patrol, or sorting out some petty dispute, and if you’re dismissing the entire department, there’s a lot of paperwork to do, we can’t get all of done during an exit interview.’

	‘If you want.’

	She smiled. ‘It’s my duty sir, and I’m not about to slack on my duty.’

	He considered Grigori’s words. ‘Why do you do your duty?’

	‘For you, sir,’ she said. ‘My duty isn’t to the system, it’s to you. I probably…I would have been dead, or worse, if I didn’t have my duty, sir. You know what I was like when you recruited me. I’m better than that now, and I you to thank for making me stronger, so doing my duty is my gratitude for that.’

	‘I was going to execute you,’ he said, telling her information she already knew. ‘The first day. The first week. The first month. The first year.’

	She nodded. ‘I would have deserved it.’ She pressed her body closer to his. ‘Do I now?’

	‘You already know the answer to that.’

	She smiled at sat up, wrapping her legs beneath her, clearing a space on the bed. A list of the other recruits in the department appeared. ‘There’s twenty-seven of them. Some of which I have strong opinions about-’

	‘Dawson.’

	She gave a nod. ‘But I don’t think we have to dismiss the entire department. I think we can salvage something. One thing first, sir. Hewitt – he wants to transfer up to be with the scholars, opinion?’

	‘Let him go,’ he said. ‘We can always transfer him back.’

	She made a note. ‘Unless his field rating goes down from spending too much time up there.’

	Fifty-two minutes later, they had a preliminary work-up for the exit interviews – lists of who to keep, who to throw to the mundane world, and who to transfer to the weaker departments. ‘What now, sir?’ Magnolia asked, head on his chest, paperwork abandoned to the floor.

	‘I want to train.’

	She nodded. ‘We could run a blind test, sir, I’m not up to a spar, but at least this way I’m of some assistance.’

	‘I’m not scheduled-’

	‘To run one of those for another fortnight, sir, I know,’ she said as she looked up at him. ‘It was only a suggestion.’

	‘It’s acceptable,’ he said.

	She stood, clothes appearing on her naked body, and he felt…disappointed. ‘We can start with-’ she said, pausing to cough. ‘A standard run-’ She coughed again, then required a glass of water and drank half of it. ‘But then-’

	She coughed again, then collapsed to the floor screaming.

	 


20 – Consequences

	Posted on July 5, 2010 by Stormy 

	Come to me, Magnolia. 

	‘NO!’

	Feathers tore out of her back, and sprouted along her arms.

	I’m asking nicely, Magnolia.

	‘Go to hell!’

	She felt her feet twitching, stretching, turning into talons and tearing their way out of her shoes.

	One way or the other-

‘I’m not coming!’ she screamed again, feeling her legs begin to morph to match her feet.

	Would you rather die?

	‘Yes!’

	So be it.

	Red magic sparked from her fingertips.

	‘Oh gods…’

	Explode. She was going to explode and die, just like Ben Thomas. She was going to- She could hear Taylor saying something, talking to her, but she couldn’t make it out. Run. She had to run. Run, or he was going to die. Just like the death they’d avoided not even twelve hours ago. Such a long day. Such a good day. The best day. The last day.

	There was another spark, and she focused on the street outside the Agency. Her vision tunneled, she saw blood, then Taylor, his office, and the bed disappeared.

	She hit the cold street with a hard thud, and felt something break. Safe. She had to keep him safe. There was another spark of energy, and she saw cracks run along her skin, and felt the magic in her give way, boil over, and…explode.

	The street cracked, a car across from the Agency’s front door caught on fire, its windows shattering, and all of the small pieces of trash in the gutters disappeared in small showers of sparks.

	She let her head hit the ground, and struggled to breathe. She was still alive. Still alive.

	Her mother circled in the night sky above her. I’m asking you again.

	‘No!’ she screamed, tasting blood.

	There was a hiss, a trail of smoke, and an explosion.

	I’m sick of playing games, Magnolia. 

	The street began to turn slick, its surface turning to a sucking pool of black, pulling her under. Limbs failed to move, and the pain in her head told her that attempting another fade would be a very painful way to die.

	Someone grabbed her head, jerked it forward, and jammed a needle into her neck. Everything hurt as whatever it was rushed around her bloodstream. Her skin burnt, her muscles hurt and the pain in her head increased, but the street began to lose hold on her. A second shot was administered, and the street relented, giving her back to the world.

	She lay on her back on the cold street – the major threat gone, it was much easier to realise how hard it was to breathe, how everything was-

	A slap hit her across the face, and she tried to focus. One of the Parkers was on top of her. ‘When I say breathe, breathe.’ His lips moved as he counted to three. ‘Breathe!’

	She sucked in a breath, and felt the relief of oxygen. There was something wrong with her lungs though, something that-

	‘Breathe.’

	Another breath.

	‘Breathe.’

	‘Ready?’ the Parker’s duplicate said from somewhere behind her.

	‘Breathe, Mags.’ the Parker on top of her said, then looked up. ‘Careful. One more breath, then do it. Breathe.’

	The street disappeared, replaced with the bright, sterile lights of the infirmary.

	‘Breathe.’

	A bed materialised beneath them, and she closed her eyes, trying to catalogue all of the damage. She couldn’t feel her mother trying to hurt her more, she couldn’t-

	‘Breathe.’

	‘What’s wr-’

	‘I didn’t say speak,’ Parker said. ‘I know this is hard for you, but just lie there and take instruction. Breathe.’

	She felt a needle slide into her neck, and another one into her arm.

	‘Breathe.’

	‘Your lungs are…way too small right now,’ Parker said. ‘No way of getting enough oxygen to your body. Breathe. We can keep you stable, for now, but – breathe – it’s only temporary, we’re going to have to find a more permanent solution, and hopefully before someone notices. Breathe.’

	‘No-’

	‘I said don’t speak,’ he said, his voice getting a cold edge to it. ‘Your lungs are like a bird’s, you put too much strain on them, and they might just explode, and we can’t bring you back if you’re dead. Breathe. If you were going to ask what they might notice, well, how about us extraordinarily overstepping our bounds to keep you alive right now? Breathe.’

	‘What my wonderful partner is trying to say,’ the other Parker said as he slid some equipment into place beside the bed, ‘is STFU and we all win. But, if we had one of your lungs on ice, we could do a transplant. See? This is why I like organ donations.’

	‘Breathe.’

	The freestanding Parker kissed his partner on the cheek. ‘You need to breathe too, come on, take a breath for me.’

	The Parker on top of her gave a weak smile. ‘Breathing is a bad habit.’

	‘Should I make you pant instead?’

	‘Breathe, Mags. And, I’m fine, set up the-’

	‘Already on it,’ Parker said as he moved away.

	‘Breathe.’

	‘What’s her condition?’

	Taylor’s voice. He was there. He wasn’t dead, and he was checking on her.

	‘Not sure you want to know.’

	She heard him growl.

	‘Why?’ he asked.

	‘Because you’re the kind of guy to take a horse out to the back paddock and shoot them, that’s why, now get the fuck out of my infirmary.’

	‘What’s her condition?’

	‘Don’t tempt me-’

	The Parker on top of her tapped her cheek, turning her attention back to him. ‘Breathe.’

	‘Parker,’ Taylor said, ‘I just want to know how she is.’

	‘Oh fucking fine,’ Parker said. ‘But you aren’t going to like it.’

	‘You can see most of what’s wrong with her, he’s doing most of her breathing for her, getting the oxygen where it needs to go, but we need a better solution ASAP otherwise we’re all screwed.’

	‘Breathe.’

	‘What did you do to her, in the street?’

	‘…that’s the part you aren’t going to like,’ Parker said.

	‘Tell me,’ he said, his voice still calm.

	‘We pumped her full of blue.’

	She turned her head to look at the standing Parker, and her commander.

	Parker raised a hand. ‘Let me explain before you do or say anything stupid.’

	‘Breathe.’

	‘It’s inhibiting Magpie,’ Taylor said.

	‘Yeah,’ Parker said.

	‘It’s not sustainable.’

	‘Of course not, not unless you’re going to petition Jonesy into lining her up to be an experiment, Agent Mags, she would have to give up her loli look. Not gonna happen. It’s unsustainable, especially because it’s not refreshing itself. There’s enough to keep mummy dearest off her for as long as the blue lasts, we’ll keep it topped up after that.’

	‘Breathe.’

	‘How long?’

	‘Nine hours.’

	Taylor made a disappointed noise. ‘You used Mimosa’s blue.’

	Parker nodded. ‘It’s already formatted to work with human biology a bit, so it’s less rough on her system than any other we could use. It doesn’t mean anything, so don’t read anything more into it than there is.’

	‘Breathe.’

	Taylor was quiet for a moment. ‘Fix her.’

	‘No, really? I was going to sit down and work on a decade’s worth of crossword puzzles, of course we’re going to do our fucking job. As to what we can actually do for her…I don’t know. We’re already…bending the rules. Giving the rules a green stick fracture. Breaking the rules. But only a little. Funnily enough, you seem ok with that.’

	‘Say what you mean, Parker.’

	‘Breathe.’

	‘Her being in my infirmary is her implicit consent that she wants to live, and that we should do everything in our power to try. Are you going to be a pain in my ass if we do?’

	‘Fix her.’

	‘Even if we break the rules to do it?’

	‘Fix her.’

	‘I only promise minor miracles,’ Parker said. ‘But some of this damage, I don’t know what I can do. We’ll try, is what I’m saying.’

	 


21 – The Application of Force

	Posted on July 9, 2010 by Stormy 

	Taylor stared as the Parker on his recruit slowly removed himself, the instruction to breathe still coming at regular intervals, though she seemed to have gotten used to the rhythm herself. Acting on instruction, she was good at that. She was-

	Mutated and halfway to magpie form. A wreck. Compromised. Alive at the whim of the doctors.

	The Parker stared at him, then at his twin for a moment, and the taller twin put a hand to his shoulder. ‘Taylor. My office. Now.’ The doctor’s fingers dug into his shoulder, leaving aside any doubt that it was an order. As much of an order as medical could give.

	He followed the taller twin into the next room, and the door was slammed shut with the doctor’s requirement. Parker leaned against his desk, and indicated to the spare chair with a finger. ‘Sit.’

‘No.’

	‘Sit, or I’ll remove your legs.’

	He sat.

	‘Very simple enquiry, and the answers had better be to my liking, otherwise…even gods won’t be able to help you.’

	He stared at the doctor. ‘Ask.’

	The doctor took a step forward, brought his leg up, then slammed his foot down. He grimaced as pain flooded his lower half, the unusual, unfamiliar pain of his requirement being assaulted.

	‘You’ve got balls, and not the kind that make you reckless.’

	‘I fail to see your point.’

	Parker stared at him. ‘You’ve got a dick for the first time since…forever, she’s had sex in the last few hours-’

	‘You-’

	‘Shut the fuck up while I’m talking.’

	He glared, but closed his mouth.

	‘And she’s got ash in places that it only gets to because of one type of activity. Excluding the possibility of course, that she’s dipping her hand in your blood and fingering herself, but I’m leaving that as a back-up explanation right now, considering your new growth.’

	‘Your point?’

	‘Did you fuck her, Taylor?’

	‘None of your damn-’

	Parker took a step forward, and pressed his hand against his forehead. ‘Don’t make me pull the truth out of you. I won’t even bother filling in the paperwork before jumping into your brain, and I’ll make it as painful as I can, even if you let me in.’

	‘She’s-’

	‘In very, very good hands right now. Answer the question.’

	‘It has no relevance!’

	‘Don’t raise your voice to me, Agent Taylor,’ Parker said, pressing the flat of his palm across his temple. ‘Don’t make me do this, I hate it so much, so just answer the question.’

	He swallowed. ‘Yes.’

	Parker removed his hand, and let it drop to his side for the moment. ‘Why?’

	‘What-?’

	‘Why did you have sex with her Taylor?’

	He stared at the doctor. ‘I don’t-’ He shook his head. ‘It was consensual. It was-’

	‘She also consents to you beating the shit out of her. She consents to everything you want to do to her, whether it’s bruises, or broken limbs, or stitches, she consents to it all. And this is you.’ The doctor swallowed. ‘I don’t think it’s beyond you to…force the issue.’

	A feeling like being snap-kicked in the head washed over him. ‘What?’ he said, feeling the plastic of the chair’s arms warping in his grip. ‘You-’

	‘Did you fucking rape her, Taylor? Is this your new way of controlling her, or punishing her, or whatever it is that you two do behind closed doors that gives us so much work?’

	He stood, and punched the doctor. Parker went flying across his desk, and slammed into the filing cabinet. There was a string of profanity from the next room, as the twin reacted to the pain. He shoved the desk out of the way, and grabbed for the doctor, who snarled, and disappeared from sight, shifting behind him, the prick of a needle appearing a second later.

	‘You move, you shift, or you do anything, I press this plunger. I do, and you die, it’s as simple as that. You manage to shake it off for a few seconds, and we will grab one of another of the hundred things in these two rooms that can kill any one of us.’

	‘You-’

	The shorter of the doctors appeared in the doorway. ‘A right hook isn’t an answer.’

	‘You can’t expect that I-’

	The shorter twin stared at him. ‘We stopped making reasonable assumptions about you a long time ago. You aren’t a reasonable man. You don’t act in reasonable ways. For everything you have done to her, this isn’t a stretch, now speak, or die.’

	‘It was consensual,’ he said again.

	‘So was that porn tape, presumably,’ the shorter twin said. ‘Is that what this is about? Porn stars are some sort of hidden fetish? Or you just-’

	‘It has nothing to do with that!’ he said, feeling the needle dig deeper into his skin.

	‘So why did you fuck her?’

	He could hear her heart beating. See her vitals going haywire again.

	‘You aren’t breathing for her.’

	‘She crawls back to you like the worst of beaten wives. If you assaulted her like this, then we would rather let her die, than heal her just so you can do this again.’

	‘I didn’t,’ he said again.

	‘Then give me the memory,’ the taller twin said as he slid a hand onto his neck. ‘Just give it over.’

	‘No.’

	‘Then you’re lying.’

	‘No,’ he said, ‘she’s already had her privacy violated. You know where the video is if you want to see something similar.’

	‘Why? You couldn’t just pull up a holo-form, or go to a brothel like a normal guy?’

	Her heart rate bounced, and he glared at the shorter of the doctors. Simple words. Simple explanations. ‘Wouldn’t do,’ he said, ‘wouldn’t be her.’

	‘Say what you mean,’ the taller Parker said. ‘Say what you mean.’

	‘I think you can extrapolate my meaning,’ he said. ‘And if it makes a damn scrap of difference, she fu- Fu- Fu- She fucked me. It was consensual. It was wanted. It wasn’t punishment.’

	This seemed to shock the shorter of the twins. ‘No shit? You two are like…together? You like-like each other?’

	‘You are such a child,’ the taller said as the needle was pulled from his neck.

	The shorter twin excused himself, and went back to Magnolia’s side.

	‘So you’re finally acting like a normal person and fucking to work out some of your emotional turmoil? Or at least to have a bit of fun? It was fun, right? Does everything still work after this long? Do you even know how it works?’ The doctor stood back and stared down. ‘I always thought you’d be bigger. You know, random conversations you have post-coitus. You’ll get used to those, assuming you just don’t get your rocks off, kick her out of bed, then fall asleep by yourself.’

	He stared at the doctor. Silence would end the conversation. Conversations couldn’t occur with only one party speaking. Unless it was Mimosa. The unstable could carry on conversations with no outside help. Whether Parker was unstable as-

	‘I mean, considering the the rest of you, would have figured-’

	‘Stop staring at me.’

	Parker grinned. ‘I’m a doctor, it’s purely medical.’

	‘Stop staring at me.’

	‘For what it’s worth, I’m…happy for you? I guess? I mean, you two pretty much are the most fucked up people I know, so I guess you belong together.’

	‘When are you going to fix her?’

	‘Even if any of this stuff we do works, it isn’t going to be easy. First, I’m going to use a couple of samples of lung tissue that I may or may not have harvested at previous points, and grow her some new lungs. Major infraction there. You might need to blow Clarke or Jonesy to get them to help get some bullshit on your, her, our, side for this. Worked for Ryan’s favourite pet. Even if this works though, it’s going to take a couple of hours, I don’t get to do this all that often, and so it’s not an exact science. He’ll keep breathing for her, least till we get something automated set up, but automation brings danger, less easy to hide. We need eyes off this till we get a head start on whatever it is we’re going to do. If we’re already done, it’s a lot harder to say no than it is if they get to us before we switch out her lungs.’

	He stared at the doctor for a moment. ‘Is there…’

	‘Yeah, if you want to help out, you can. Think you can handle breathing for her? He can copy over the macro.’

	It was a simple task. Simple requirement. ‘I can do that,’ he said.

	‘Then come on, if I’ve got a second pair of hands, my job will be easier.’

	 


22 – All Fragile Detail

	Posted on July 14, 2010 by Stormy 

	Taylor looked away from her for a moment, his hand still on her chest, making sure that she was breathing on time. He tapped a finger, felt her breathe, and ran the macro again. The Parkers were busy in their back room, the one full of scholar-like equipment. Science, medicine and magic, all working to make her normal again. To fix her.

	Fix her.

	Fix her.

	He tapped a finger again, and she drew in another breath. The macro ran, and he relaxed for a moment.

	She kicked the blanket away, exposing her half-mutated legs. Exposing Magpie’s vindictive attack. He’d tried to kill the warden, and failed. He’d failed. There’d been too much failure. Too much-

	Too much of everything in the last twenty-four hours.

	To rewind it- No, wishes were for frail mortal minds. Frail minds of any kind. What had happened, had happened.

	Wishes couldn’t change anything. Wishes could change everything.

	No. It was a weakness.

	He tapped her chest again, and reminded himself to be gentle. The bones were far more hollow than they should have been.

	If the Parkers had been another minute. Another thirty seconds. Another-

	‘Breathe,’ he said, filling the uncomfortable silence.

	She wasn’t even looking at him anymore, content to lay there with her eyes closed, half-hidden beneath feathers. Feathers that were still slowly growing – so much slower than when they had sprouted, but it was a slow, constant reminder that the blue wasn’t good enough.

	If they added more. Dangerous. It was already dangerous. They were combat, danger was expected.

	But a heart attack in such a frail form. A form that had been forced on her.

	‘You could try talking to her,’ the shorter of the Parker said, laying a bloody hand on his shoulder. ‘She needs to calm down a bit, so do something to relax her. I don’t care if it’s reciting the phone book, but don’t just sit there like a useless lump. If you like-like the girl, act like it, dammit.’

	He turned to look at the doctor. ‘She knows I’m here.’

	The Parker stared at him. ‘Talk to her, Taylor.’ He stood uncomfortably for a moment. ‘Besides, if this doesn’t work, or if we’re found out, it might be the last time you get to talk to her, so make it worth while hey?’

	‘You-’

	[We have every chance of failing, or being unable to make a damn bit of difference. We’re going to try for this transplant in about an hour, if that doesn’t work, I don’t know what we’re going to do.] ‘So, doctor’s orders, talk to her.’

	[She’s stronger than-]

	The short Parker took a step away. [Strength has got nothing to do with it.]

	[She could die?]

	[Yeah. She could.]

	He looked away from the doctor, and back down at her. Die? She couldn’t- Not in an infirmary. Not without a fight. Not weak. Not- Not like this. It was unworthy. An unworthy death. She was better than it. Better than-

	She couldn’t die.

	She wasn’t allowed to die. Not until he said so. And he didn’t say so. He would never-

	He ran the macro again and again and again, the necessary oxygen flooding the extremities that her tiny lungs couldn’t push their payload to.

	She wasn’t going to die. It just wasn’t going to happen. It was stupid to ponder the possibility. It was a waste of time. An inefficiency.

	Everything would-

	No.

	He gripped the underside of his chair and slid closer to her head, further from the prying eyes and ears of the doctors, from anyone. Her mouth stayed open – helped by its partway transformation towards a beak, stiffened lips protruded from her face, far from the shape and texture that he’d kissed less than an hour before.

	‘Magnolia.’

	She tapped a single finger on the sheet. She could still hear him. She could still respond.

	‘I want you to let me in. It’s going to hurt, but if you resist, it’ll hurt more. Do you trust me?’

	She lifted her hand a little, and brushed a finger against his arm. One finger. Yes.

	He pressed a hand lightly against her forehead, and began to second-guess himself, it was- He hadn’t even- He shouted down his thoughts, and made the connection with her mind.

	Connecting with a mortal mind was always chaos. Bad chaos. Pathways opened and shut, connections were made, then were severed without warning. It was always tenuous, and it was always painful.

	For her part, she wasn’t screaming as most did – training had done its part this time, she was taking the pain without complaint. And she was letting him in – there was no resistance, no attempts to block his entry.

	He set the macro to run automatically, and closed his eyes, blocking off the view of her contorted, mutated face, and her now-bloody nose. He made the jump across the connection, and closed his eyes. He waited a disorientating moment as his consciousness reconciled being out of his body, and he opened his eyes, finding himself – as always – in a crouch.

	There was a wall of doors to his left, and a large, darkened room to his right. He ignored the doors – most of them were locked – and entered the room. White spotlights appeared beneath his feet as he walked across the black floor, the lights slowly moving and spreading, illuminating the centre of the room.

	And Magnolia.

	She was nearly naked – a black slip was all that covered her body. A black slip, and hundreds of feathers. She was kneeling, her face pressed to the ground, her hands bracing her from falling even further.

	‘Magnolia.’

	Speaking. In this place, it was so wrong. So odd. More like communication mode – speech within a mind, but- Thoughts. Thoughts for others and other times.

	‘Magnolia.’

	Her kneeling form shuddered, and she looked up. A face far more magpie than human stared back at him, red eyes staring uncomprehending, a beak open and squawking. He crouched in front of her, grabbed the beak, and pulled it. Nothing was real. Nothing was what was it seemed. It was all…thought and metaphor. Things for thinking men.

	Things were to be simple. There was something impeding his Magnolia. Removing the impediment.

	The magpie form covering her sloughed off like rotting flesh, and he let it fall somewhere behind him, to be eaten by the lights, or absorbed by the floor, or simply to disappear, when thoughts no longer came to it.

	She looked up at him, her face unmarred by her mother’s sadism. ‘Sir?’

	‘They suggested I…talk to you. I’m not-’

	She pushed herself up, then leaned against him. ‘You have no expectations to meet, sir, only what you want to do.’

	He listened to her words, then did what he wanted to do.

	After a moment, he pulled his lips from hers.

	She crawled up onto his lap, resting herself against his chest, her breaths coming out in little hot puffs against his neck. All fragile detail. All false detail. All psychosomatic. All expected. All wanted.

	‘Where are we, sir?’

	‘Your mind,’ he said.

	‘…and are you a figment, sir?’

	He slid a hand across her leg. ‘Do you think I am?’

	She let her legs splay a little wider across his. ‘No sir, I don’t think you’re imaginary.’

	‘I didn’t want to talk in front of them, not when…I’ve got nothing to say. We both- You’re stronger than this. Your mother be damned, you’ve ignored her before this. You aren’t allowed to die, and that’s an order, Magnolia.’

	‘The doctors often predict my death, sir, it’s their job. Death isn’t something I intend to do. I have paperwork to do. I have reports to do.’

	His hand found its way between her legs, and to her convenient lack of underwear. ‘You,’ he said, as one finger traced the area, ‘have a reprieve from paperwork. They wanted you calmer,’ he said, slipping the scouting finger inside, ‘and there is a connection between sex and relaxation.’

	‘So this is-’ her breath caught for a moment as he moved his finger, ‘medically mandated?’

	‘Extrapolation from a suggestion,’ he said, nearly withdrawing the finger, feeling her body move to follow him, to keep the connection.

	‘As you say, sir,’ she said, the slip simply melting from her body. ‘But you have me at a disadvantage,’ she said, brushing her hand over his clothed body.

	Letting his finger sink back in seemed to stop all thoughts of being at a disadvantage. Disadvantage. He was at the disadvantage. She wasn’t the broken one. The one with sections of self missing. The one who- Her tongue swirled around his throat, and he let himself breathe hard, letting himself make contact with her. Warm contact. Soft contact. Wanted contact.

	She wasn’t going to die. It was as simple as that.

	She wanted him. It was as simple as that.

	He-

	No.

	She loved him. For however much that was worth. For so much that it was worth. For everything that it was worth.

	Two had worked better than one the previous time, so he let another finger join the first. It was an easy rhythm to maintain. It was pleasing to her. It was good.

	Here, in her mind, she was breathing easily. Faster and deeper than normal, but still easily. If a tenth of that translated to the waking world, it was worth it. If a hundredth of it translated. If it only brought her comfort in her mind.

	‘You are still wearing clothes,’ she said as she bit his ear. Two days ago, it would have been an affront, an attack, a worthless way of trying to injure him. Now, it was something different, and it was good.

	The ground began to shift, the spotlights melting into sheets through dream-logic, the wall of locked doors disappearing, and a bed that was little more than an over sized pillow appearing beneath them. His clothes, by virtue of her mindscape, had also disappeared. She was no longer at her perceived disadvantage. Skin touched skin, and he felt himself react to her.

	A wealth of suggestions were presented. Obvious things to do. Suggestions that Grigori had made. Things to do, things not to do. Things that she might like, things that he couldn’t do, things that were-

	His hands. She liked his hands. Only one was being used. Two was better than one.

	He slid his other hand up over her hip, and onto her bare ass. Grigori could talk at length about asses, ironic, given the relative shortness of them when compared to – for example – legs, but the Russian seemed to be under the impression they were one of the best assets of a woman. It was nice. It had nice shape. It was pleasant to touch, as much as her breasts were, but it wasn’t captivating, not like her legs were.

	She let out a moan – just as when he’d massaged her back – as he continued to caress her exposed cheeks, her body joining the rhythm of the fingers inside her, her breath streaking across his face as she snatched kisses wherever her mouth fell.

	He slipped a finger between her cheeks, and she stopped moving for a moment. She wrapped her arms around his neck, grinned, and began to move again – albeit slower this time. Entry for his finger was slower, but she seemed to enjoy it – even as she met his pace again, he could hear the difference in her voice, in her moans, and in her breathing with the addition.

	He felt her convulse against his two fingers, and heard the sharp exhalation of breath next to his ear, and felt her slowly stop moving, though she let one hand slide from his neck to touch his arm, a voiceless asking to keep his hand in place.

	There was no complaint to be had, and he was happy to give whatever vestiges of pleasure she could get from the presence of his hand.

	The rhythm in his other hand was slower, but seemed to be having no less of an effect on her. She slowly pushed on his hand, releasing the two fingers from her grip, and leaned back, hands resting on his shoulders, giving over control to him.

	Being in control – this was familiar. The situation wasn’t, the action wasn’t, but the feeling was. The situation was….arousing, and the action was…a learning experience.

	She wasn’t going to die.

	She wasn’t going to die.

	They would fix her.

	He would burn the world before he let her die.

	He dipped his face forward and kissed the closest breast. Another new sensation. Another pleasurable sensation.

	Another thing he would not give up.

	There were words. Words she’d said to him. Words he hadn’t-

	‘There’s something I-’ She looked at him, and took his mouth moving for an invitation to kiss him. He reciprocated, then pressed his forehead against hers, preventing further kissing, further delay of the words. ‘I want to say,’ he said.

	‘You have,’ she said as she tensed and relaxed the muscles in her legs, ‘my attention, sir.’

	‘I respect you,’ he said, ‘the other-’

	‘Nothing you aren’t ready to give, sir,’ she said quickly.

	‘I don’t understand the concept enough, I don’t have a frame of reference for it. If it feels like duty, I think I am feeling it, but-’

	‘Sir, do not-’

	She wasn’t going to die.

	She wasn’t going to die.

	‘If you can give me the time, I’ll say “I love you”. For-’

	She raised herself, and pulled herself away from his hand. ‘I just want you sir. Whatever, and whenever, you’re willing to give to me, I will take. It’s enough that you didn’t reject me.’ A sly smile played out on her face. ‘And that you seem to enjoy fucking me.’ She wrapped a hand around him. ‘And I want you. In me. Now. If that’s all right with you.’

	He attempted a smile. ‘Yes ma’am.’ He pushed on her shoulders, pushing her down onto the bed – that thanks to the dream logic her mind scape had turned into something resembling his own bed – and felt her guide him as she spread her legs beneath him.

	A new position, new sensations.

	She. Wasn’t. Going. To. Die.

	He lowered himself to his elbows and pushed deeper into her.

	She. Wasn’t. Going. To. Die.

	It was mortal. It was frail. It was weakness.

	It made him as flawed as everyone around him.

	If it-

	She wrapped her hands around his neck again, drawing him in for another kiss.

	It wasn’t frailty. It wasn’t weakness.

	She wasn’t weak. He wasn’t weak.

	It was merely logic. Merely using a resource at hand.

	Logic. They would have to agree with the outcome.

	She said the words again, and he felt compelled the parrot them, to say the thing he wasn’t ready for. There hadn’t been time. He hadn’t had time.

	And if she died, there wouldn’t be time.

	There would only be-

	Alone.

	He’d be alone again.

	He didn’t want that.

	He wanted her.

	He wanted her.

	And she was going to live.

	He kissed her again, and felt himself come as he slid the kiss down onto her neck.

	[Taylor?]

	An intrusion. The outside.

	He put a hand to her face. ‘I’m going to break the connection now, it’s going to hurt again.’

	She kissed him. ‘I understand, sir.’

	He closed his eyes, and rushed back across the connection, making the break as clean as possible. He blinked, and looked around the infirmary.

	‘Unusual,’ the taller Parker said, ‘but did the job, whatever you did. We’re going to try surgery now, the better half is looking after her oxygen, so clear out for a while? Or watch from behind the glass.’

	He took stock of himself for a moment, required new pants, then stood. ‘I have something to look into, I’ll leave her in your hands.’

	23 – Logic and Resource

	Posted on July 17, 2010 by Stormy 

	[Taylor.]

	He looked up from his weapons cabinet, and all of the extremely useful, sharp tools inside. [What?]

	In his HUD, Parker rubbed his forehead. [It didn’t work. We opened her up, transplanted the first of the lungs, no problem, but as soon as it was all hooked up, it shrank down to match the removed one.]

	He kept his expression neutral. [So try something else.]

	[If it did this, it’s on her blood, and her mother is the only one who can “fix her”.]

	No. Not the only one.

	There was-

	[Her condition?] he asked.

	Parker shrugged. [More or less where she was before we tried this. You need a Plan B.]

	He gave a nod and broke off communication. Plan B. The phrasing was simple, but accurate. It was certainly as logical as his plan. His gaze went back to the weapons cache, and after a moment, he pocketed a few items, closed the section of the wall, closed his jacket, then shifted.

	[ACCESS DENIED]

	He was shunted to the location nearest his destination – outside the office of the “agent”. He tried shifting in again.

	[ACCESS DENIED]

	He tried his universal password, the one that should have been able to override anything at her security level.

	[ACCESS DENIED]

	He cleared his HUD, and grimaced as the door was pulled open.

	Mimosa stepped out, quickly shutting the door behind her. She was, for once, in her uniform, and managed to look clean – again, an uncommon occurrence.

	‘You wanted something?’

	He took a step toward her, and she shifted a few feet down the hall, her gaze met his, and stayed on him – instead of looking away after a few seconds as was normal. He took another step forward, and she held up a hand.

	‘You’ve got four fae weapons on you, an unusual number, even for you. If you do want to talk to me, I’d ask that you remove them.’ She brushed at her vest. ‘Or would there be nothing to “talk” about if you weren’t armed?’

	Tear her heart out. Right there. Right then. Not let her say another word. Just…put an end to the useless experiment. If he was quick enough, she wouldn’t even have the time to-

	‘Agent Taylor?’

	It was a logical plan. The heart was an Agency resource. He was going to use it for Agency reasons. Spend the contraband on someone far more worthwhile. Someone actually worth something.

	‘What would you wish for?’

	He snapped himself from thoughts of snapping her neck, of drawing a blade across pale flesh, of watching the life drain from her, knowing that it wasn’t going to come back again.

	‘What?’ he demanded.

	‘Magnolia is in the infirmary. You didn’t even bother to knock on the door. You’re carrying weapons that can kill an agent.’

	‘Careful what you’re saying, recruit.’

	She kept her gaze level. She wasn’t quaking. She wasn’t hiding behind something. She wasn’t…afraid. She wasn’t afraid of him. There was something wrong with her.

	Stupid experiment.

	‘Agent,’ she corrected. ‘Agent, and it’s an extrapolation.’

	He thrust out an arm, but she caught his wrist, stopping it from collapsing in her over-sized head. She wrapped both of her tiny hands around his wrist, and held it still.

	Something she shouldn’t have been able to do.

	‘So I’m right?’

	‘I’ll-’

	She shifted again, this time, to lean against her door. ‘What would you wish for, just tell me that.’

	‘It’s none of your damn business.’

	‘It’s my heart. It’s magic you didn’t want here. You were happy to watch executions performed for the crime of using it, and you come to use it yourself? You damn hypocrite.’

	He punched her, but she disappeared, and his fist went through the door – though thanks to the security restrictions, there was nothing but a blank void for the pieces of wood to fall into.

	‘It belongs to the Agency.’

	‘There’s a seventy-five page document you have to request, with authorisation, to begin the process of using it for something other than its current usage. The current usage being, me, my life.’

	‘The current wastage.’

	‘The first question on that document, asked in many different ways, is the use. What do you want to use it for. So, if you are intent on this, do me the courtesy of answering the question: What would you wish for?’

	‘I owe you no courtesy.’

	He shifted forward, grabbed her by the neck, and slammed her against the wall.

	‘And the side effects?’ she asked, prying a finger free.

	‘You’re-’

	‘Mirror magic,’ she said, shifting out of his grip, ‘is far from an exact science, so to speak. It doesn’t ask for details, and gives you what you want, but that lack of precision leaves it open for side effects that you cannot imagine.’

	‘You-’

	‘It’s her mother? Correct?’

	‘You don’t even-’

	‘If you wish for her to be free of her magpie blood, and aren’t mindful, you could end up with a dried husk instead of living recruit. Or, she could become human, weak, and useless to you.’

	‘You’re the useless one, Mimosa.’

	She stared at him. ‘And your opinion means so much to me.’

	‘Shut up.’

	‘This wish,’ she said, ‘to bring someone back to life, is elegant in its simplicity. It’s simple. Even then, there were so many chances for failure, and its success took a month. The later side effects are worse, and show no sign of disappearing. You deserve no detail, but suffice to say, nightmares on a near daily basis, worse than glitches, with no tech division solution.’

	‘I don’t care.’

	‘Using mirror could give you a worse outcome than trusting to the Parker’s care. Taking that route also avoids your execution.’

	‘Don’t threaten me.’

	‘Don’t try to shift into my office and murder me. Again.’ She stared at him. ‘Consider the implications of any wish you would make, then try again, without weapons, imagine this office is a Court, come humble.’

	He punched at her again, but again, she shifted out of his reach. He growled, and shifted away.

	***

	The office door opened, and the agent turned. A sleepy hacker in rumpled clothes peeked a head of messy hair out, stared, then padded down the hall to stare.

	‘I had this dream once,’ Stef said. ‘But we were naked. And on a boat.’ She paused for a moment. ‘And then there were dinosaurs.’

	It was amusing that even sharing the same physical form, she was shorter. Bent in slightly on herself, hiding, protecting herself. Protecting herself because there wasn’t always someone there to do it.

	And sometimes there was.

	‘You need to go back to sleep.’

	She stared, and slowly reached up a hand to poke at the uniform. ‘…that is you, right, Ryan?’

	He nodded, and dropped the glamour, gaining over a foot in height, and seeing the world from a proper perspective again, not one where everything seemed so much larger, and more terrifying. He turned her slowly by the shoulders and guided her back towards her office.

	‘I dun wanna go back to sleep,’ she said with a yawn as they stepped back into her office.

	‘Do I really have to give you a bedtime? My last experience was doing that with a child of seven, so you might be disappointed at the lack of evening activities you’ll be able to take in if I can’t scale it up properly. Jones will have to reschedule all that time-wasting you do.’

	She sat down on the wide couch. ‘I slept. I’m awake. And it’s like…’ she waved a hand, ‘three, that’s a good time to wake up. I can…be up with the crows and all that. Cows. Some type of creature associated with good behaviour.’

	‘You only went to sleep an hour ago,’ he said as he sat beside her and pulled the blanket up over her knees. ‘A couple more hours at least, you haven’t even gotten an agent’s amount of sleep, let alone a hacker’s.’

	‘HACKER NEEDS ONLY COFFEE I AM-’ she yawned. ‘Damn stupid secret mind powers.’ She pouted, and let herself fall back onto the pillow. Her face pinched as she rolled to her side and pulled the blanket up to her chin. ‘Please, I don’t want to. I didn’t…I didn’t have a nightmare. If I stay awake, that’s two days in a row.’

	‘You’ll be useless tomorrow,’ he said, ‘and you’ll feel horrible.’

	‘And if it’s the one I don’t wake up from?’

	‘I’m here, Stef, I won’t let anything bad happen.’

	‘You can’t protect me from things in my head.’

	He stroked her hair. ‘Sleep.’ He moved up the couch, and laid beside her, so that she could lean against his side. ‘Just a couple more hours, if that’s what you want.’

	‘Just enough to let whatever cachey stuff needs doing. Sorry.’

	‘Stop apologising,’ he said as he pulled the blanket up on her a little more. ‘Part of what we do is protect, one child or one city, the principle is pretty much the same.’

	‘But I’m supposed to-’

	‘You’re supposed to sleep,’ he said. ‘Now sleep, or I’ll take away your ability to-’

	‘I’m sleeping!’ she said quickly, making a few snoring sounds. ‘I’m sleeping.’

	She closed her eyes, and without another argument, began to settle down, and was asleep soon enough. He flicked her vitals into the lower-right hand corner of his HUD, and opened up some paperwork.

	Forty minutes later, the nightmares came, and so did her screams.

	 


24 – On Blood and Water

	Posted on July 21, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Three more.’

	‘But my arms are tired.’

	‘Come on, Maggie, three more then we can have ice-cream, so long as you don’t tell your dad.’

	‘He won’t mind.’

	‘Is that why he said “no sweets”? And if he asks, it was a milkshake that somehow got frozen.’

	Magnolia grinned up at Katie. ‘…and had sprinkles spilled on it?’

	Katie nodded after a moment. ‘I suppose it’s possible I’m that clumsy.’

	Punch!

	Punch!

	Punch!

	‘See?’ Katie said. ‘That wasn’t so hard.’

	‘But now my arms are ex-tra tired.’

	‘Why don’t you go upstairs, and wait on the roof, I’ll bring the ice-cream up. I’ve just got to call my idiot first.’ She paused. ‘I can call him an idiot, because he is, and because he doesn’t mind, I don’t want you-’

	‘I know, I know, I know,’ she said, ‘I heard you the first zillion times.’

	Kate smiled. ‘Go on, I’ll only be a minute.’

	She looked down at her karate uniform. ‘Want me to take this off?’

	‘Not unless you want to chance spilling ice-cream on your school clothes.’

	‘Fine…’

	She turned and walked up the stairs, opening the door to the roof with a kick, and a small yell, imagining that it was one of the girls that had broken her arm. The sun hit her eyes as she stepped out, making her blink. It was like a giant orange, surrounded by tiny, pink, fluffy clouds. It was pretty, but it was always pretty, unless it was raining, and then it was “too dangerous” to go up to the roof. Not that it really mattered. Broken bones healed easily enough, especially with Addy’s help, or at least his help when he wasn’t too busy talking about science and numbers and things that didn’t sound magical at all.

	No one talked about magic. No one. Darren teleported everywhere, even France – but only once, and only to prove he could, and only long enough to buy her a cake and a hat – but even so he didn’t act like it was magic. It was just “shifting”. It was just normal. He didn’t even think it was cool.

	Katie was the same. Make a karate uniform appear from nowhere? Nothing special. Make ice-cream appear? Yummy, but not special. It was just so normal to them.

	Normal, even a little boring.

	Magic was supposed to be-

	A magpie landed on the rail in front of her. It squawked, and she squawked back. ‘Sorry if I said something rude, I don’t speak bird.’

	The magpie turned its head to the side, then opened its beak. ‘You didn’t say anything, you just opened your mouth and made noise.’

	‘You’re a …talking bird? Cooool.’

	The magpie fluttered down from the railing and landed on the roof in front of her, then slowly transformed into a woman.

	‘…that’s even cooler,’ she said.

	The woman knelt, and smiled. ‘You’re very pretty, Magnolia.’

	She took a step back. ‘Do I know you?’

	The woman smiled. ‘I’m your mother, Magnolia.’

	She backed away towards the door. ‘What?’

	‘Your mother,’ the woman said.

	She heard the door open, and then the sound of two bowls of ice-cream – and hopefully sprinkles – being dropped onto concrete. She felt Katie grab her shoulder and draw her back.

	‘Maggie, get behind me.’ Katie stepped in front of her, hand to her ear. ‘You get home this instant.’

	‘I have the right to speak to my daughter,’ the woman…her mother, said.

	Katie put a hand behind her, and pushed her back further towards the stairs, mostly blocking the view of her mother. ‘She’s in my charge, Magpie Warden, and I don’t give you permission.’

	‘I hear nothing but air when the Agency speaks.’

	‘You are grey-listed, Warden, don’t overstep your bounds.’

	‘Shut your mouth, you glass-eyed bitch.’

	‘I like her glass eye,’ Darren said as he stepped into view. ‘I think it’s sexy.’

	She looked up at the agent, watched him squeeze Katie’s hand before turning to her mother. ‘You are trespassing. I would suggest you leave before-’

	‘You think I care about your laws or your boundaries? You are nothing to me.’

	Darren turned, and looked down at her, his large body blocking out the sun. ‘This might hurt you a little, so just close your eyes, ok?’

	She closed her eyes and-

	‘Maggie?’

	Daddy’s voice.

	‘Maggie?’

	She opened her eyes, blinked and saw her dad sitting beside…well, it wasn’t her bed, it was too big, and it wasn’t her room – there weren’t any stuffed unicorns.

	‘You alright, sweetheart?’

	She shook her head. ‘Headache.’

	He passed her a glass of water.

	She drank the water. ‘What…what hap-’

	‘Darren explained it to me,’ he said, ‘but I didn’t understand most of it. Suffice to say that it gave that woman a headache and made her go away.’

	‘My mother.’

	He nodded. ‘Your mother.’

	‘Why couldn’t I-?’

	‘She’s dangerous Maggie, very dangerous. I don’t want you talking to her.’

	‘But-’

	‘Talk to her Donald, explain what you can to her. You can’t just say not to touch a flame, you have to explain that it’s hot.’ Darren walked around the far side of the big bed and laid down a teddy that was nearly as big as she was. ‘Sorry for hurting you, but I didn’t want to take the chance of getting into a fight.’

	‘It’s just a headache.’

	‘Like how your arm was just a little broken?’ he asked with a wink.

	‘I wanted to talk to her,’ she said quietly, I mean, she’s my mother-’

	‘I’ll tell you everything, Maggie, then you’ll know.’

	‘Katie’s outside,’ Darren said. ‘She’s set out plates and stuff, and dinner, she thought this might go down better with food.’

	Her dad offered his hands, and she grabbed them, pulling herself out of the big bed.

	‘Oh,’ Darren said, as he saw her karate uniform, ‘you’re still in those. Here, let me fix it,’ he said as he snapped his fingers. A blue t-shirt and matching shorts appeared as her uniform disappeared.

	‘Ooh, cool,’ she said.

	‘That…still amazes me,’ here dad said.

	Her dad took her hand and they went through to what was the rec room during the day – a dining table was covered in food, and four settings were laid out, waiting.

	‘Addy isn’t coming,’ Darren said. ‘You may have picked up by now that he prefers to eat alone. Probably listening to some reconstructed lecture. Geek.’

	She sat opposite Katie, and her dad slid into the seat beside her.

	‘Dig in,’ Darren said as he picked up a big knife and began to cut into the roast. ‘And pre-emptive compliments to the chef.’

	‘Just remember,’ Katie said as she held up her plate. ‘To tell me if you don’t like something like last time, no more-’

	‘Yes ma’am,’ Darren said, ‘I’ll ask you for the salt this time.’

	‘Good,’ Katie said as she poured him a drink.

	Darren lifted a hand. ‘Don, I think the floor is yours.’

	‘Maggie,’ her dad said, ‘your mother, she’s…let’s just call her the queen, she probably calls herself that on occasion. She came into the store one day, and bought shoes. Not good shoes, not even pretty shoes, but she seemed to like them. She was nice, and polite, and pretty. I thought she was wonderful. She came in the next day and bought another, then another, then another, then another. On the Friday, she came in just before closing, and I asked her out. It was like I was Prince Charming or something, she said yes.’

	‘So if she’s so great then…’

	‘You’ve got to listen to the whole story,’ Katie said, ‘you can’t know anything until you know the whole story.’

	‘Ok.’

	‘I fell in love with her,’ her dad said, ‘I felt like I’d found the woman I was going to spend the rest of my life with, and that was after one date. The second time we went out, she started to show me magic. Little things at first. Sparkles, singing nymphs, fairies dancing on a pond. I mean, I read books when I was younger, but I never thought magic was real.’

	She looked up at him. ‘But it is.’

	‘Yes, it is, of course it is. I was still new to it though, so I was a little scared, mostly excited, but still a little scared. I kept going out with her though, and I thought it was sweet when she would come into the store and buy another pair of horrible shoes just so she could talk to me.’

	‘She doesn’t sound so bad,’ she said.

	‘Then she left. I never saw her again. She just…disappeared, and I had no way of contacting her.’

	‘Oh.’

	‘I started to think that it was just a dream, that I’d just imagined her or something. Then…then one day, there was a knock at my door, and an egg.’

	‘Me?’ she asked.

	He nodded. ‘Yes, Maggie, you.’

	‘You didn’t want me?’

	‘Oh, Maggie,’ he said, taking a hold of her hand. ‘You were unexpected, but you weren’t unwanted. You were a surprise, but my life is better for having you in it.’

	‘Freaks can make things better?’

	‘Freaks can definitely do that,’ Darren said with a grin, before blowing on a spoon and pressing it to his nose.

	‘Ok, she left, what else is bad about her?’

	‘That’s the part of the story,’ her dad said, ‘that I don’t know.’

	‘I can take it from here,’ Katie said. ‘Your mother – Magpie is the only name she’s known by – is, like your dad said, basically the queen.’

	‘So I’m a princess?’

	‘In a manner of speaking.’ Katie gave her a sad smile. ‘But so are a dozen other girls, and a dozen boys are princes.’

	She sat for a moment, Katie’s words running around and around in her head. ‘I’ve got sisters?’ she grinned, but it slid into a frown. ‘And I’ve got brothers. Ew. Boys are smelly.’

	‘Yes,’ Darren said, ‘we are, it’s our lot in life.’

	‘Half-brothers,’ Katie said, ‘and half-sisters.’

	‘Where are they?’

	‘I don’t know, Maggie,’ Katie said, ‘all over the world, probably.’

	‘You still didn’t-’

	‘She gets into fights, Maggie, lots of them. And she hurts people. Sometimes she… kills them.’

	She squirmed in her seat. ‘Oh.’

	‘That’s why I had to make her go away quickly,’ Darren said, ‘I didn’t want the chance of anyone getting hurt. You might know who she is, but all that stranger danger stuff still applies, ok?’

	‘She said I was pretty.’

	‘Well, your dad will just have to say it more to make up for it.’

	‘Is she going to come back?’

	Her dad sighed. ‘I don’t know honey, I just don’t know. She’s never come to see you before, so I’m not even sure what she wanted.’

	‘Hopefully,’ Katie said, ‘it was just an idle curiosity. Best to be safe though, we’ll have our snacks inside for the next few weeks.’

	‘Or you could just go to Paris,’ Darren said.

	‘No,’ Katie said firmly. ‘I’ve got enough to deal with, with Ryan complaining every time you decide to submit an incomplete report instead of letting me go over it first. The last thing I need is thirty Agents calling me up and wondering why you’re invading their territory on a regular basis.’

	‘I could probably make a joke about Agents and invading, but given there’s a K-I-D in the room, I’ll abstain from double-entendres.’ He stared down at his plate. ‘Not that I care who they invade, so long as it isn’t you, and you never leave me, and you keep washing my underwear, and you never die.’

	Katie kissed him. ‘You are an idiot, and I love you, and I might just have to marry you.’

	‘And mother the seventeen Chesters,’ he said.

	‘When you grow up a little, darling.’

	She heard her dad sniffle, and she looked away from the others. ‘Daddy?’

	‘Don?’ Darren asked.

	‘I’m fine,’ he said, ‘just a cold, or-’

	‘I’m not Addy,’ Darren said, ‘but you don’t have a cold, what’s wrong?’

	‘It’s nothing more than arrogance and presumption, but it’s- This is- We’re-’ he swallowed. ‘I’m starting to feel like we’re family.’

	Darren raised his glass. ‘Then I guess we’re family.’

	 


25 – Plan C
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	Taylor stood and stared at the door. All in all, it was a simple door. Agency standard. It was just a door. There had been iron gates guarding enemy strongholds that had caused less trepidation, time-locked safes easier to breach.

	Explosives wouldn’t work. They would open the door – probably – but they would make him fail the more important part of this self-driven mission – what was to happen once on the other side of the door.

	It wasn’t simply a case of breaching the sanctum and making a demand. Demanding would have him knocked back, ridiculed, cast out.

	Unacceptable.

They already knew he was invading. He could hear the denizens’ titters and high-pitched giggles from behind the walls of the adjoining rooms. Hidden like goblins in the walls or not, they knew he was there, so there was no turning back.

	Not that he would. The mission was too important.

	…the mission was too important.

	She was too important.

	He lifted a hand, curled it into a fist, and knocked.

	The door opened, and the master of the realm stared back at him. The blond stared at him, hands steepled in front of him. ‘You were standing there for ten minutes,’ Jones said, ‘I was going to start charging you rent.’

	He took a step into the scholar’s office. Small talk, he couldn’t do small talk, he wasn’t programmed for small talk. He was programmed to snap necks, cut throats, and do his duty in the most violently efficient way possible.

	That left him nothing to say.

	‘Is your internal navigation in need of calibration again?’ the scholar asked. ‘Or did you mean to be down here?’

	Words.

	Words, words, words.

	Explanation.

	Eloquence he didn’t have. A particular type of bravado he did not possess.

	‘Taylor?’ There was a beep from one of the computers, and Jones spun on his chair to look at the screen for a moment. The tech grimaced, and shut off the screen. ‘Really, what do you want? That just put me in a foul mood and I was already having a bad night.’

	Opportunity. An opening for attack.

	He moved his head to make it obvious he was looking at the computer. ‘What did?’

	‘Streaming feed from the Tomlin Project. Sometimes I-’ the tech shook his head. ‘Not that you care. Oh, thanks by the way, one of my kids took a photo of that hole in the wall, and it put me in the top twenty of the lol!agents for the day, I like it when that happens. What do you want, Taylor?’

	‘Magnolia.’

	‘She’s still up with the Parkers, so you are lost.’

	Words.

	Words were-

	‘Jones.’

	The scholar folded his arms across his chest. ‘What?’

	‘Magnolia.’

	‘Yes, Magnolia, I know her.’

	‘Jones.’

	Words, words, words.

	‘Yes?’

	‘Magnolia.’

	The scholar stood. ‘Have a conversation with me, or leave.’

	‘She’s dying.’

	‘I know,’ Jones said. ‘And there isn’t anything I can do. Half a pint of Stef’s blue in her system doesn’t magically put her in my jurisdiction. I can’t do anything.’

	Words.

	Words. So much harder than actions.

	‘Fix her?’

	‘I can’t.’

	‘You fixed Mimosa.’

	‘Stef wasn’t broken, she just got an upgrade. Mags…if I’m reading the updates right, this is right down her bloodline – can you tell me how far that extends? Even if I generated her a new body, and transferred her consciousness over, who can say whether or not the warden can still get to her? What if her thought patterns are enough to constitute still being part of the family? There’s no guarantee that it would work.’

	‘I’m sick of hearing that.’

	‘She’s of no use to you now, want me to organise a temp aide?’

	‘You do and I’ll-’

	The scholar shook his head. ‘There’s no basis for me to even begin requisitioning the paperwork.’

	‘There was no basis for Whitman!’

	‘Sure there was,’ Jones said as he walked to the other side of the lab and retrieved a bowl from a refrigerator. ‘Ryan was in love, it’s all the justification that was needed.’

	He stared at the scholar. ‘Then use that justification.’

	Jones picked at the pieces of fruit in the bowl. ‘It’s not that simple, Taylor, you can’t just…’ The scholar paused for a moment. ‘What… precisely are you saying?’

	‘If it’s something that can be used as-’

	Jones placed the bowl of fruit down. ‘Stef isn’t even six months old yet, they’re not going to give the go-ahead to have two experiments of that caliber in the one Agency, we’re not zoned for that, so to speak. And you’re missing the fact that it might not even work. If it’s her mother doing this, then you have to deal with her. My suggestion would be to kill Magpie, but that’s only the opinion of a scholar.’

	‘Killing a warden is not the easiest of tasks.’

	‘I’m sorry,’ the scholar said. ‘More so if you are in love with her.’

	‘If you can’t do anything, it has no bearing on the situation.’

	‘If you say so.’

	He shifted to the gym, placed his weapons down, picked up a small, innocuous sphere and slipped it into his pocket. He concentrated on the infirmary, and shifted. The doctors left the main room as he walked in, the taller of the twins merely stopping to state that the macro was running automatically, that there was no need to breathe for her, the system was doing it.

	Traitor.

	He was a damn traitor.

	Love.

	He was her lover.

	Duty first.

	Duty first.

	Duty first.

	It was the only rule that made any damn sense, it was the one command that was there from generation to recycling.

	Duty first.

	Duty for the sake of duty, that had always been good enough.

	He sat in the small chair beside the bed, and she didn’t even stir to recognise his presence. She was dying. She was going to slip away without a fight, and that was unacceptable. It was a worse betrayal than what he was considering. It was unacceptable.

	She wasn’t going to die.

	Duty for a reason. Duty first. Duty for her. Duty for the system. Duty to his being. Duty to the end.

	The scholars were useless and, temptation or no, the mirror was out of reach – even if he could get his hands on it, they would stop him before he could use it, or kill Magnolia as the wish’s product, for being made without paperwork. The doctors couldn’t do anything. No one could do anything.

	There was no other option.

	‘Magnolia.’ She flexed her fingers. He lifted her hand and put it on his. ‘Do you trust me?’

	She moved a single finger, tapped it, then let it lie still.

	He stood, lifted her, and shifted to the roof. He easily held her with one hand, required a knife, and ran it across her palm, spilling blood on the concrete roof. He grabbed her arm, pulled a handful of feathers free, and crushed them in his hand and felt the magic tingle against his hand.

	Another shift had them atop the building opposite the Agency. He spilled more of her blood, tore out another bunch of feathers, and drew a rough shape in the spilled blood with his shoe.

	Spilling her blood was enough to get the warden’s attention – pain of their kind always was, especially when it was so close, and the blood so thick. It would only take a moment. Whether the moment was long enough to let them avoid being shifted back was another.

	‘Give her to me.’

	He spun, and saw Magpie standing there – beak out of place on a human-seeming face, wings that were more fabric than instruments of flight were wrapped around her, shielding her from the chill.

	‘Heal her.’

	Magpie scoffed at him. ‘So you can take her back?’

	He pulled the small, silver sphere from his pocket, and dropped it. The calm, mirror-like surface shattered, and green liquid spilled out. Time. The smallest of amounts, but enough to render him inert. Enough to stop an escape shift, or an attempted rescue.

	Enough to put them at a dangerous disadvantage.

	‘Heal her,’ he said again.

	‘If I let her live,’ the warden said, ‘she’s coming with me.’

	‘I assumed as much, Magpie. I will be going with her.’

	The magpie warden stared at him, her emotions unreadable. ‘Put her down,’ Magpie said.

	He did as instructed, and stepped back. Close enough to come to her aid, if needed, not so close as to appear… compromised.

	He was compromised.

	He was a fool.

	He was a traitor.

	Magpie knelt, and ran a hand over Magnolia’s mutated body. Immediately, and with screams of pain, she began to transform back to her normal self.

	‘Sir?’ she said, blinking up at him.

	The stars blinked out, the concrete below his feet became foggy, and the city disappeared as Magpie faded them away.
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	Posted on July 24, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Your agent will go with them,’ Magpie said as she pointed to two armed guards.

	Magnolia stared, then gave a nod, too tired to argue, in too much pain to fight her mother, and too unsure of the situation to attempt to remedy it.

	Too much of everything, and everything was wrong.

Another two guards gently lifted her, and carried her as they trailed her mother into a large, open room. The couch they placed her on was soft, rich, something out of a palace or the den of a crime lord. Too nice for someone like her mother.

	Magpie handed her a glass of water, which she immediately placed on the floor. She didn’t want charity from her, not when-

	‘Do you really think I would poison you, Magnolia? So soon after you finally come home?’ Magpie lifted the glass.

	‘I don’t want anything from you,’ she said. ‘You are-’

	‘I would compel you to drink it, were it in my power.’

	She glared at her mother. ‘You have enough power over me.’

	‘There’s no such thing,’ Magpie said as she sat beside her, grabbed the sides of her mouth and forced it open, ‘as too much power.’ The water was poured down her throat. ‘This is the first time you’ve come home to me, Magnolia, don’t knock back my hospitality.’

	She began to choke, but still her mother held her still, pouring more water down her burning throat. She pushed her away, coughing up water over herself, over the expensive couch, and over the carpeted floor.

	‘Say you’re sorry,’ Magpie instructed.

	She looked away. ‘You’ve got my attention now, mother, what do you want?’

	‘I have what I want,’ Magpie said, ‘you are home, at last.’

	‘What do you want with me, mother?’

	Her mother stood, and crossed to the red chaise lounge. ‘Why is it not possible for you to be pleasant to me? Being the bitch of a proxy has only worsened your attitude. I should not have allowed you to stay there.’

	‘Not that it was your choice.’

	‘Of course it was. I’m your mother. I own you.’

	‘No one owns me.’

	‘I do.’

	She sat up, feeling entirely too weak for the simple action. ‘Tell me why I’m here, usually you aren’t so persistent.’

	‘Do we really have to rush into this? Unpleasant as you’ve been to me, I did want to show you around the Court, around your home.’

	She tried to stand, then reconsidered the action, instead settling for staring at her mother. ‘I want you to release myself and Agent Taylor.’

	‘The agent is free to leave at any point. He’s a guest at the moment, and being treated as such, however, I have no intention of keeping one of them here for the long-term, you know how I feel about them.’

	‘Don’t make me ask again, mother, why am I here?’

	‘You really don’t know?’

	‘Personally, I think you just want to fuck with me.’

	‘Daughter, it isn’t I that will be fucking you.’

	‘…what?’

	Magpie stood. ‘You are going to be the mother of my heir.’

	Several words came to mind. Phrases – in English, in a few of the low fae languages, all perfectly suited for what she wanted to say. Simple was best though. ‘Like hell.’

	‘Again, I’m your mother, you don’t have a choice.’

	‘What are you doing to do, tie me down and-’

	‘I’m sure your brother would quite enjoy that.’

	‘You cannot be serious.’

	Her mother simply nodded.

	‘Give birth to your own heir. You’re mother to all, do it yourself.’

	‘I can’t. I choose not to. And…I designed you for the task.’

	‘You didn’t design me for anything. You fucked my father, you left an egg on the doorstep and you disappeared.’

	‘You were one of several. One is dying, one is a strung-out crack whore, two are dead and one is a recruit proxy bitch.’

	‘You make me out to be the worst of them.’

	‘Agents are nothing more than ghosts in the skins of dead men, playing with their fathers’ guns and deluding themselves with grandeur. They purport to have power that they do not, and force rules upon the fae. They disgust me.’

	‘No wonder you’re black-listed.’

	‘Conversation changes nothing. You have a task to perform.’

	‘I owe you nothing, mother.’

	‘I gave you life, you owe me a life.’

	‘No such obligation exists between us.’

	‘You’re talking like a proxy.’

	‘Recruit Magnolia Hammond. Aide. ID-827694. I have limited authority to negotiate for my release, should my delegations not be enough, you can contact the Brisbane Agency under the direction of Agent Ryan, or our liaison, Agent Clarke. With an “e”. I can furnish you with phone numbers. Beware that your current actions, and any further actions against either myself or Agent Taylor may bring your entire court into conflict with the Agency.’

	‘Do you think your words mean anything?’

	‘I don’t care, they’re what I’m saying.’

	‘Then I have something of my own to say. Sleep, Magnolia.’

	Her eyes closed and consciousness fled her body before she had a chance to argue.

	She knew one thing: she wasn’t in bed alone.

	Unconsciousness still pervaded her body, the fog in her brain making it impossible to remember anything. She turned her mind away from unreliable memory and focused on her present situation – the bed was not her own, the sheets were unfamiliar, and the mattress far too soft, and-

	Teeth raked over her nipple, pulling her further awake, but not enough to open her eyes, those stayed shut no matter what. The pain continued for a moment, then there was just hot breath.

	She tried to lift a hand to fight her attacker, to smack them away, or to snap their neck if she caught them by an opportune spot. Her hand stayed still and dead, her body far less awake than her mind.

	A hand slid down her chest, over her exposed stomach and over the ruffles of her short skirt – at least that was still in place. Another hand joined it, and began to lift her skirt.

	She kicked, wildly and without a target, forcing her body to bend to her will. She felt her knee make contact with another body, and the pressure left her for a second, then returned as she was pounced and straddled, one strong, firm hand pressing down on her chest, another roughly grabbing her chin.

	‘You should open your eyes, lover,’ her attacker said.

	She still couldn’t, it was still as though they were glued shut, keeping her just this side of sleep.

	‘Oh,’ he said, ‘my apologies, wake.’

	His voice shook through her as surely as an orgasm would, and she felt her eyes open. The first thing she saw was the young man on top of her, his eyes as black as hers, his hair a shock of black-tipped white spikes, his expression a contorted mix of hate and lust.

	Though, at least he was wearing clothes.

	‘Get. Off. Me.’

	He dipped his face and ran his tongue up the side of her face. ‘We really are getting off on the wrong foot. How about you start again, by greeting me as your master.’

	‘Oh, I am going to choke you with your own intestines.’

	‘Try it, sis.’

	She reached to grab him, but her arm didn’t make it very far, stopped by the short chain attached to the bed. She twisted her head and saw the cuffs around her wrists, and for the first time, felt the metal biting into her pale skin.

	She focused on a spot across the room, her vision tunneling, but as she tried to race down the tunnel, and fade away from the cuffs, from the bed and from her brother, she felt herself slam back into place, and the familiar feeling of blood leaking from her nose.

	‘Yeah,’ he said, wiping her face with a corner of the sheet, ‘don’t try that.’ He ran a hand up her arm and tapped the cuffs. ‘They’re designed to keep you in place.’

	She yanked on her arm, trying to slip her thin wrists through the metal restraint, but he pushed down on her hands. ‘This isn’t helping the situation, sis, accept it, and the cuffs might go away. I do like a woman in chains, though, so they might come back.’

	‘You have no idea-’

	He slapped her. ‘I wasn’t finished talking. You should know my name at least.’

	‘When I have to bury the dead, the sites are unmarked. Unnamed. Forgotten.’

	He slapped her again, and she wished that she was her mother, that she could explode him with a thought.

	‘I didn’t think you would be like this,’ he said, ‘mother said you were disagreeable, but I didn’t think you’d be this much of a bitch. You were a lot nicer in your video.’

	‘Porn isn’t real life.’

	He thrust a hand up her skirt, laying his hand where her legs met, caressing the lace of her panties. ‘So you’re telling me that in real life you don’t fuck like a well-paid whore, that you don’t scream, don’t take on six guys at once and don’t swallow everything put in your mouth.’

	She stared at him. Conversation was pointless. Answers were pointless.

	‘I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve watched your video. How many times I’ve jerked off to it. How many times I’ve come in one of our sisters while watching you. It’s the best preparation I could do for this, for our union. Mother may own you, Magnolia, but she’s loaning you to me for as long as I want.’

	‘Bring her in here.’

	‘What?’

	‘Get off me and go get mother. I need to discuss this with her.’

	‘Whatever you say, sis, I can be generous.’

	 


27 – The Way Things Are

	Posted on July 31, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Your recruit is dead.’

	Taylor turned, stopped his calculation of the security system, resistance of the walls, and lack of scenery through the fake windows to see Magpie. He stared at the warden. ‘You’re lying.’

	‘I had stressed her too much, it’s unfortunate, but I suppose I can wait another twenty years.’

	Information was power. ‘For what?’

	‘It’s no concern of yours, agent, it’s my business.’

	‘You’re lying,’ he said, his face still neutral, ‘now bring me my recruit.’

	‘You are a guest in my court and you see it fit to give me orders?’

‘I want to see my recruit, Magpie.’

	‘If that is your wish, agent, but it isn’t pretty…then again, I’m sure you’re used to that kind of thing.’

	He took a step forward. ‘Now.’

	She turned to the door, and it opened as if on queue. Two attendants – obviously her children, but without the trappings of the guards who had escorted him to the guest room – stood silent in their grey uniforms. There was a body on the trolley they had wheeled in, hidden just beneath a thin sheet.

	Body on a trolley. A common sight. A sight that didn’t bother him. She wasn’t dead, therefore the body wasn’t Magnolia, therefore there was no need to worry. She wasn’t dead. It wasn’t her. She’d been cured as he’d been pulled away, trapped in her mother’s Court, but cured.

	Magpie tore the sheet away, revealing what looked a lot like Magnolia. A lot like, but not her. The same height. The same build. The same face.

	It wasn’t her.

	He stared at the body, then up to Magpie, wondering if he was supposed to take the fake seriously. If he was perceived as so simple that he’d be duped this easily. An assumption he could use to his advantages.

	It was a very poor simulacrum.

	‘Where is my recruit?’

	‘She’s in front of you, Agent.’

	He felt pity for the corpse – it was of Magpie’s blood sure enough, another of her children, another pawn destroyed for her plans. There was the obvious argument that children were a renewable resource, but a needless death was a needless death.

	It was, however, dead, and barring a change in the universe’s rule – of the interference of someone like Ryan – there was nothing he could do for her, she was nothing but the Exhibit A for Magpie’s point.

	He, however, could make a point of his own.

	It was easy enough to flip the body – it was as light as his recruit, and bore all of the same scars – the glamour was perfect, and it was recently dead – by touch it was easy enough to tell that it had only been dead a short while – tactile proof in favour of what Magpie was saying. Tactile proof, had he believed her, of course.

	He brushed aside the white hair – white hair that smelt like neither her usual scent or the infirmary, more proof that he was right – to reveal the nap of her neck.

	He dug his fingers into the cooling skin, and pulled away a section, exposing the flesh inside. ‘There is no tracking chip,’ he said in a calm voice, ‘this is not my recruit.’ He looked to Magpie again, his point made.

	‘Leave well enough alone, agent,’ she said, her usual tone taking over.

	‘Magpie…’ he said, itching to attack her, but knowing it was useless to do so in her own Court – he was weak, and he was helpless.

	The warden sighed and shooed the attendants and their trolley outside.

	‘Your recruit lives, though her title does not. She is here, and she is staying here.’

	‘You have no-’

	‘Think, if it is within your capacity to do so, before you speak. I am her mother, by law, I own her. I am her warden, by law, I own her. Trust me when I say that I am well within my rights to do as I please.’ She smiled. ‘I even consulted a lawyer, just to be sure that I am in the clear. Whatever claim you think you have is superseded by my rights.’

	‘She is my recruit.’

	‘Is it frustrating, agent, to be so limited in your reasoning, in your speech, in your capacity as a sentient being?’ She gave him a slow smile. ‘Or am I giving you far too much credit in assuming that you are sentient?’

	‘She is an aide, and as such-’

	Magpie raised a hand. ‘Do you really think you have anything to bargain with that I could want?’

	He didn’t. The Agency did.

	They had the mirror, and the mirror could be whatever she wanted, so unless she wanted nothing, he – by proxy – had something she wanted.

	‘I thought not.’

	‘I do.’

	Give up the mirror. Get rid of both problems. Two…two birds with one stone.

	No.

	It was a bad idea.

	Magpie was already too powerful, with the mirror, even with the admittedly small piece that resided in the abomination’s chest, it was too much of a risk to take. Mimosa at least was incompetent. A weapon, a danger, without question, but one with a decent chance of remaining a dud.

	‘And what do you have?’

	‘Your life,’ he said, ‘release us, and for today at least, you live. You keep us here and I make no such promise.’

	She moved – almost faster than he could track, and slapped him across the face, clawed nails cutting deep grooves across his cheek and nose, barely missing his right eye.

	‘You dare,’ she said, slapping him again, ‘speak to me that way in my own Court?’

	‘I do.’

	‘Try my patience more, agent, and it will be only ashes that will be leaving my Court.’ She retreated to the chaise lounge across from him. ‘I want you out, now.’

	‘Not without my recruit.’

	‘You will leave.’

	He stared at her. ‘Then kill me, Magpie.’

	‘Do not tell me what I already want to do. I think though, it would make my daughter even more difficult. If you choose to leave-’

	‘I will not.’

	She clapped her hands, and the door opened again. Two young women walked into the room – another two of her children, another two of Magnolia’s half-siblings obviously enough. As much skin as Magnolia exposed with her choice of clothes, they were modest in comparison to the young women in front of him.

	Both wore skirts that may as well have been belts, their lack of underwear obvious as they walked across the room. Their shirts were thinner than the gauze that the scholar placed over healing wounds – he saw their pale skin as readily as if they were topless.

	Magpie gave them a sharp look, and they nodded. The girl to his left went to her knees, and the other turned, knelt, and went down on her hands and knees, presenting herself to him.

	He looked back to the warden, not dignifying the situation with one word.

	‘You fuck my daughter, agent, but for you that’s no longer an option – I’m being generous and providing an alternate, two, if you want both.’

	The magpie on her knees reached for her his pants. On instinct, he gripped her wrist and squeezed – a quick second thought stopped him from breaking it: she was nothing more than another of Magpie’s pawns. Another innocent.

	The warden shrugged. ‘Break it if you want, agent, she’s yours to do with as you please. They both are. For a year anyway. Though, I would like them back in a reasonable condition.’

	‘I am not a reasonable man.’

	She laughed at him. ‘You aren’t a man at all. And if you can’t return them in a reasonable condition, at least return them breathing. Breathing, I can always find a use for them.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Even if it’s selling them by the pound.’

	‘Please,’ the girl whose wrist he held, said, ‘let me suck your cock. Mordred says my technique is adequate at least. Hit me after, but give me a chance first.’

	He squeezed her wrist tighter, shook his head, then pushed her away.

	‘What do you want with Magnolia?’

	‘I don’t want Magnolia, I want an heir.’

	‘And you’re barren, Magpie?’

	‘Every warden,’ she said, ‘can choose the method of the next warden’s ascension. I did not want my children fighting for the position, it would leave too many corpses on the ground than I could use for my own designs. There is only one mechanic by which I can be replaced: one of my chosen sons impregnating one of my chosen daughters. Come on, tell me why you haven’t been curious about why she is so…fast and loose with who she fucks. Sex is hard-wired into her genes.’

	‘And you think she’ll agree?’

	‘I think,’ Magpie said with a smile, ‘that handcuffs and sedatives have been invented. Her consent isn’t required.’

	‘I will kill you,’ he said, perfectly calmly, ‘if you hurt my recruit.’

	Magpie stood. ‘Enjoy my daughters, agent, name them as you want, they have none.’

	‘Magpie-’

	She left the room without turning to look at him again.

	 


28 – The Cost

	Posted on August 4, 2010 by Stormy 

	Magnolia stared at her mother as she entered the room. ‘You-’

	‘Before you speak, daughter, let me remind you that if I find you annoying, I will simply make you sleep again.’

	‘Take these fucking cuffs off me.’

	‘Don’t tire your mouth out, daughter, you’re going to need it later.’

‘You’re serious, aren’t you? You expect me to fuck one of my siblings and bear your heir?’

	‘At the least.’

	‘And that’s what it will take for you to release me?’

	‘This is your duty, Magnolia.’

	‘My duty is to Agent Taylor and to the Agency, not to you, no matter what you say.’

	‘I had hoped this would be when you joined the flock. You will be one of the most important figures in recent history, the mother of the new beginning.’

	‘Yeah, that’s me, the virgin fucking Mary.’

	‘Do you have no interest in your child?’

	She stared at her mother. ‘It won’t be my child.’

	‘You’ve always disappointed me, Magnolia.’

	‘I’m glad.’

	‘If it is what you want, I will cut you off once the egg is laid. Do as your brother wishes without complaint, conceive my heir, and your obligation to me will be over, I won’t bother you again.’

	‘Do you promise?’

	‘My interest in you begins and ends with what you can create. If you wish to throw your life away as a recruit, then do, I will no longer care.’

	‘Swear it on blood,’ she hissed.

	‘Consider it sworn. You will be free to continue to be my biggest disappointment and fuck that sub-sentient oaf.’

	She froze, there was no way that-

	‘Good to see that you aren’t denying it.’

	She glared at her mother, there was no way that she could know, there was no way that anyone could have known – aside from possibly the Parkers. She’d only had him for a night, not even that, so little time, and somehow her mother knew-

	No.

	Her mother didn’t know, her mother assumed. It was a correct assumption, so no need to deny, but there was no need to sprout poetry either. Poetry would be dangerous.

	‘Agents do tend,’ she said noncommittally, ‘to take advantage.’

	‘And you would go back to that?’

	‘Warm food, warm bed, carte blanche to declare myself the law?’ she forced a pragmatic grin onto her face. ‘Yes mother, the perks make up for sucking his tiny cock and declaring him a god.’

	‘You are confusing, daughter. You will be the mother of the new warden, accept your family and you’ll be treated as royalty.’

	She rattled her cuffs. ‘I’d rather be his bitch.’

	‘As you wish,’ Magpie said. ‘Yes. Do as I say and as your brother says, and I will release you.’

	‘Forever.’

	‘Already sworn on blood, Magnolia.’

	‘Then I need to speak with the agent. If you are depriving him of his aide, then I need five minutes to-’

	‘Suck him off once more to assure him of your fealty?’

	‘Discuss paperwork,’ she said, ‘he’s all brawn, no brain, his department will fall apart without me.’

	‘All the more reason to do as I wish.’

	‘So let me see him.’

	Magpie touched the cuffs and they popped open. She stared at her mother as she sat up. Tear out her mother’s throat, it would be so easy to-

	‘Daughter,’ Magpie said, claws digging into her upper arm, ‘when you are this close, I can tell when you intend me harm.’

	‘How could you think that I intend you anything else?’

	‘I am being more than reasonable,’ her mother said, ‘with you and with your agent. I’m gifting two of your sisters to him for a year, just so that he doesn’t miss you.’

	‘That is generous mother,’ she said, ‘especially for you who hates Agents so much.’

	‘They are unimportant, expendable,’ Magpie said, ‘I will not miss them.’

	‘Make one of them the heir’s mother!’

	‘No, they aren’t good enough. They were good enough to stand in and sate Mordred in your stead, but not good enough to birth the new warden.’

	‘You see nothing wrong with your actions, do you?’

	‘I am the warden of this family, my actions are beyond contestation.’

	‘And if the new warden was to question you?’

	‘It won’t.’

	‘You seem sure of yourself.’ She sighed. ‘How long should I tell the agent that I’ll be away?’

	Magpie seemed to consider this for a moment. ‘What method of contraception do you use, Magnolia?’

	‘Everyone I fuck wears a rubber.’

	‘Be assured that Mordred will make no such sacrifice, and other than that, obviously.’

	‘I’m on the pill, mother.’

	‘Then my doctor will have to spend some time with you and flush that from your system.’

	‘How long?’ she asked again.

	‘A week at least to do that, then however long it takes you to conceive. We can do a surgical extraction after a few weeks, then about three months for it to hatch. Plan for a six-month sabbatical from your beloved Agency.’

	‘Six months? I hope I’ll still have a job when I go back. I assume I can expect a similar quality of life to what I’m used to?’

	‘You will be Mordred’s plaything, daughter, his…and whatever pecking order he wishes to establish with your brothers. Other than that, you won’t be mistreated. I need my heir’s mother to be healthy.’

	‘Yes mother, of course.’

	Her mother motioned to the door. ‘You can see your agent now.’

	As soon as they were in the hall, three guards joined them – keeping a respectful distance, but still close enough to stop her if she broke into a run, or did turn to tear out her mother’s throat.

	She had expected the guest room to be close, it wasn’t, and it was a lot further than she had thought – the Court was far bigger than she had suspected. The walk though, was good, after being so weak and incapacitated for so much of the last day, it felt good to be moving.

	And being conscious and alert let her play the counting game.

	Her mother finally stopped walking, and pushed open a door to a large room. Taylor was there. Harmed. Bleeding from the face. He sat across the room in a large, red chair with one of her sisters pawing at him, the twitch in his right eye telling her he was very close to committing violence to calm himself. Another of her sisters sat on a chaise lounge, slowly masturbating, her eyes focused on nothing.

	Taylor’s eyes flicked to look at her, but he made no move to stand, his only movement was to slap away the advances of her sister when she came too close.

	‘Sir.’

	‘Recruit.’

	She turned to her mother. ‘Get those whores out of here, and bring us some food, and something to drink. I’ll also need a pen and paper, you want what you want, I need the time to organise my real life.’

	‘As you wish, daughter, I can be reasonable.’

	‘Really mother? When have you ever proved that?’

	‘You two,’ Magpie snapped at her sisters, ‘out.’

	The door was closed as they left, but that was nothing but a false sense of security, of seclusion. They were alone, but she couldn’t believe that they were unobserved.

	‘Reasonable?’ Taylor said. ‘Your mother is anything but.’

	‘Reasonable, sir,’ she said, ‘is in the eyes of the beholder. You thought it was a reasonable recruitment test to see how loud I could scream while you fucked me up the ass.’

	A lie. A clue. A trigger to set the tone of the conversation.

	‘And you were disappointing,’ he said as she sat down across from him, careful to avoid any residue left by her sister.

	‘Six months, sir,’ she said, ‘is how long she expects this to take.’

	He lifted a hand to wipe at the bleeding cuts. ‘Unacceptable.’

	‘The sooner I conceive, the sooner I am allowed to leave.’

	He scratched his cheek with two fingers. Two fingers. No.

	She pushed at the hem of her skirt with two fingers, agreeing with him.

	‘She’s sworn on blood to release me after I do this.’

	‘And you trust her?’

	She brushed her hair back with two fingers, but didn’t let her doubt show. ‘She will have what she wants,’ she said, ‘I won’t be of any more use to her.’

	‘And if she just kills you, recruit, once you’ve outlived your usefulness?’

	‘She wouldn’t,’ she said, ‘she’s not you.’

	She hated herself for saying it. It was the truth of the matter, but it was so far from the real truth. He was going to kill her, assuredly, but for a purpose…for her purpose, and she loved him for that. Uselessness was not a state she would allow herself to return to.

	Honour came and honour went, honour didn’t allow you to stab your enemies in the back as she enjoyed so much. Purpose, on the other hand, kept you getting up in the morning, kept you breathing when your body had given up on you, and kept you glaring at a man when you wanted nothing more than to kiss him.

	‘The point remains,’ she said.

	‘Six months,’ he said flatly. ‘You expect to come back then?’

	‘I could try civilian life again,’ she said, ‘and wait for you to beg me to come back.’

	He stood, closed the distance and slapped her across the face. ‘Don’t talk to me like that.’

	‘You’ll beg,’ she said as he raised his hand to hit her again. ‘Your department would fall apart without me.’

	The department would – and by proxy, he would. Her new capacity as his lover, that wasn’t important. Love was for after duty, after the work was done. Sex was the reward for a job well done.

	Without him, he wouldn’t even be able to file a AS-1338 – a request for a new aide. It had been a miracle that he’d been able to find the right combination of paperwork to promote her in the first place – though she did suspect it had been a case of stalking through the tech department late at night, finding one of the geeks that had been separated from the herd, trapping them in a corner and intimidating them into requiring the right forms.

	If she wasn’t there, he would have to ask for help, and that was far from his strong suit. The rest of the department, the recruits that were probably just beginning to wake up, not sure if they still had jobs, would be kept by default – just so that there was a chance that he could attempt to use one of them to replace her.

	Worry about that, though, was highly situational, and not worth her time or energy just yet.

	He slapped her again, and retreated back to his chair.

	There was a knock at the door, and a young man walked in, dropped a pad of paper on the table, along with a few pens, and left, muttering about the food being on its way.

	She moved up to the table, taking up the pen, idly processing its viability to be repurposed as a weapon. She pulled the paper towards her and began to write. Duty rosters and notes, reminders and schedules, normal aide work that would go into her workbook.

	He joined her, giving his usual look of disinterest that came with any discussion of paperwork. Well, any discussion of paperwork that wasn’t a discussion of her leaving the Agency.

	Part of her wanted to know what would have happened had the conversation happened any sooner, or if it had been the stress and near-death experiences that had made him…made him…

	Made him chance being labeled a traitor. Made him ignore his duty for her. Unthinkable, un-Taylor-like actions.

	And the sex hadn’t even been that great. Not in terms of technique. Emotionally…emotionally it had been the best fuck of her life, but technically he was…unadventurous, more like an informed virgin than anything else. It was understandable, but still objectively, technically, not that great.

	And by the gods, they were going to escape, so that he could practice, so that he could work on his technique, and so that-

	Focus.

	She needed to focus.

	She still wanted to kiss him.

	‘Regarding my remuneration-’ she began.

	‘The month expires on the seventeenth.’

	Seventeen? Not quite right.

	‘No sir,’ she said, ‘the twenty-third.’

	He stared across at her. ‘You’re sure?’

	‘Yes sir, the twenty-third.’

	He accepted this without further argument.

	‘That of course,’ she said, ‘is separate from my allotted holidays.’

	‘I assumed,’ he said with a growl.

	The door opened as a large trolley was pushed in. The attendant, whose green hair spoke either of a non-human father or a poor choice in dye colour, lifted the lid from a large silver platter, bowed, and left without a word.

	A disgusting smell hit her nose. A familiar smell. Something she had smelled the day before, in Ben Thomas’ apartment: the smell of cooked human flesh.

	‘Gods.’ She stood and stared at the platter.

	It was an arm.

	She lifted the platter, carried it to the corner, dropping it without skill, and stared at it for a moment, before pulling a half dozen feathers from her arm and dropping them.

	She had done it before. Once. She could do it again. Hate, hate had been the trigger, if only an accidental one. Hatred for Mimosa, hatred for an abomination that they dared give rank and privilege. The explosion had been powerful enough to make an agent bleed, so surely it was powerful enough for this.

	She focused on her hatred of her mother, and the feathers exploded – likely ripping themselves apart with the same force that had blown Ben Thomas apart. The “meal” and its tray were reduced to a pile of much smaller pieces, and ash – it was as much of a burial as she could give, and at least it would stop anyone from eating it.

	Taylor grunted as she turned. ‘One of the missing salmon?’

	‘I would assume so, sir.’

	‘You were right then, they’re dead.’

	‘Whatever remains is probably hung on hooks in a freezer.’

	She inspected the rest of the trolley’s content. ‘The bread is probably safe,’ she said, ‘looks store-bought, same for the butter. The tea is suspect though.’

	‘You’re telling me things I already know.’

	‘Sorry sir,’ she said as she pulled the items from the tray – the plastic butter knife speaking of her mother’s lack of trust. ‘Want some?’

	‘The tea.’ She passed across a paper cup and the pot.

	She cautiously buttered herself a slice of bread. It was silly to eat, especially now. Silly to trust food from her mother. Silly to be waylaid by frailties…but facts were what they were, and aside from what she’d eaten of the obligated-to-be-horrible infirmary food, it had been far too long since her last meal.

	She pulled the crusts from the bread, and slowly ate it whilst her commander stared at the pot of tea.

	She finished the piece of bread, and read his face: he was ready.

	‘If that’s everything, then, Agent Taylor?’

	He gave another grunt, and she pushed the pad of notes across to him, then stood and banged on the door.

	A guard pulled the door open, and she pointed to Taylor. ‘I’m done with him now, if you want to escort him to the exit of this godsforsaken place?’

	The guard stepped into room. ‘If you’ll-’

	‘Yes,’ Taylor said, interrupting as he stood, ‘I’m coming.’

	‘Do you need to take a piss first?’

	Taylor reached out, and snapped the guard’s neck. She felt the tiniest bit of pity – they’d been terrible last words.

	She knelt and stripped him of his weapons – one gun with no spare clip and a pitiful, short knife that had likely come from an army disposal store. Taylor returned to the table and grabbed the pot of tea.

	‘One,’ he said.

	‘Twenty-two more,’ she confirmed, ‘at least by my count.’

	‘Your mother-’

	‘Can go fuck, sir, I am not her damn property, I don’t care what fae law says.’

	Another magpie – a guard, though judging by the sandwich in his hand, one on his break – came out of the room to their right. He stared for a moment, then began to shout, and earned a pot of scalding tea to the face for his efforts.

	Taylor swung the pot and slammed it across the man’s face, the shards of ceramic digging into his burnt face. He collapsed, screaming, but a kick from Taylor’s boot silenced him.

	‘Two,’ he said, ‘which way?’

	She looked, then pointed to the comforting light of the green exit sign. She passed him the gun, silently willed the knife to become a better weapon, then followed her commander towards the exit.

	 


29 – Parameters

	Posted on September 22, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Sir?’

	‘You already know the answer, Magnolia.’

	‘Yes sir.’

	Any exit that they would have directed Taylor to could have been an execution, a dead end, or another cell. Any exit sign they followed could be leading them the same way. At this point though, any direction was as good as another – there was only the vague hope that the Courts had to adhere to some sort of building code, and provide proper exit signage. The Agency did, but the Agency liked its employees; she wasn’t so sure of how well Magpie wanted to treat the majority of her children.

	She kept an eye on each door they passed – waiting for one to open and for a flock of her siblings to exit and attack them.

	There had been so many guards that she’d seen on the way there, and surely they knew they were missing by now. It had been five minutes – definitely enough time for a prisoner check to have been performed. It was unprofessional to let prisoners go unsighted for more than five minutes.

	Five minutes was more than enough time to enact an escape, or use a suicide pill, should they be inclined to do that – as too many of the Solstice she’d arrested had done.

	‘Can you get us out yet?’ He still wasn’t looking at her, and she was glad of it. It meant that he was focused on his work, focused on escape, that he wasn’t being affected by her. That she hadn’t made him weak. She had made him weak.

	She had made him weak.

	He was in her mother’s Court because of her.

	He was chancing trial and execution because of her.

	He’d had sex because of her.

	Until today, he’d been perfect. He’d been…all about his duty, all about his tasks, his missions, he had no personal life to speak of. He’d had no partners, no hobbies that weren’t work-related, and no pieces of fluff sharing his hard bed.

	Until her.

	Until she’d been weak enough to admit her feelings, arrogant enough to believe she had the right to push herself on him. She had corrupted him, to his detriment.

	He stopped and turned. ‘Yet, Magnolia?’

	She tried to fade them out again, felt the pressure building up in her skull again, stopped trying, then shook her head. ‘No, sir, not yet.’

	He went right at the next turn – there were far less turns than she expected – not that she had spent much time imagining what her mother’s Court was like – in less content moments, she had imagined fire and brimstone, befitting her mother’s adversarial personality.

	Then again, long corridors with no turns made better killing funnels – no escape to the side other than locked rooms left those unlucky enough to be on her mother’s bad side with very little chance of hiding, or of escape.

	They were going to escape.

	They were going to get back to the Agency.

	They were going to go back to normal.

	One more kiss. One more fuck if he insisted. Only once more, then back to how they had been. It was better that way. Everything was better that way.

	What she wanted didn’t matter. What she wanted wasn’t for the best.

	What she wanted wasn’t in the best interest of their duty.

	Things were better when they were within expected parameters, and that’s where they needed to be.

	He stopped, pushed her against the wall, and shushed her. She went still, and listened. One set of footsteps. Two sets of footsteps. Three sets of footsteps. Five sets of footsteps.

	He looked down at her, and nodded.

	She returned the nod – five against two, hardly a fair fight. Her siblings were going to be nothing but stains on the wood, and possible sources of more weapons.

	He held up three fingers, a countdown. They stayed still – there was no need to announce their presence until they were closer, a few more seconds at the least.

	He shushed her again, and gave her a quick kiss.

	 


30 – Making a Point

	Posted on September 27, 2010 by Stormy 

	Five of them.

	They were all so close now, he could hear their conversations, their breathing, their hearts. He ignored their conversations, only listening for key words. Only a few things mattered, otherwise, it was pointless to listen to them. It was only useless data that would be purged whilst he slept.

	Five of them, hardly a warm up. Hardly a challenge. Hardly worthy of him. Hardly worthy of them.

	He could hear her breathing as well, her heart beat. A lesser man would think that she was scared – she wasn’t scared, she was…cautious. Caution was good, it was a good time for caution – they were in a blackout zone, a Court no less, with no idea of where the exits were, or even what it meant if they did escape.

	They were in a better position than they had been though – she was healed, she as no longer dying, no longer appearing weak, lying pale in a bed whilst her body betrayed her.

	All they had to do was get out of the Court, get out of the inhibiting field, and shift back. The doctors could use more blue this time, enough to block Magpie while Magnolia was still strong.

	And then all he had to do was make a wish.

	They were so close, his fists itched to reach out and attack, but they needed every inch of surprise, if there was a runner, their position would be revealed even sooner.

	One wish, two, three, however many the experiment’s heart contained. All put to much better use than its current usage, her life. It was a life with inherently no value, unlike his, unlike Magnolia’s. It had been a worthless recruit, one with a predictably short lifespan, one that had been cut short by its own actions, its own stupidity. As an Agent, there was even less value, even less worth, even less contribution. If she was gone, then meetings would go back to normal. Everything would go back to normal.

	Humans weren’t supposed to become agents, and there were only dire consequences when it happened.

	Whitman, Mimosa, the ones that had before, at other Agencies, the ones that would come after. All versions of the experiment, all forms that the new fake Agents could take. And the ones that survived to be recycled were even worse, they diluted the resource pool, chancing the possibility of human weakness in each successive generation.

	Occasionally, there were benefits to recycled humans – particularly those that hadn’t been agents first – those with brains full of information that they needed, or skills that could be adapted. Most of the time it wasn’t worth the negative consequences, but it wasn’t as though anyone listened to his opinion.

	Fight. Escape. Shift. Find the experiment. Hurt the experiment. It was all the better if she was scared, it lessened the chance that she would fight back, or try to make a wish before he did – not that it was possible. It would be especially impossible if he removed her hands first, or her arms – they came away easily enough, as repeated demonstrations had proven.

	Find her. Knock her down. Tear out her arms. Cut her chest open – the same knife as before would work, but this time, no hesitation. Watch her cry. Listen to her whimper for mercy. Deny her mercy.

	He stepped out of the shadows and punched the first magpie in the throat. As an opening move, it was decent, and the man went down, gasping for breath. He leaped over him, and heard Magnolia sweep in behind him, and the familiar sound of a throat being cut.

	One down.

	There were four, but it was a relatively narrow hallway – and this was to his advantage. One tried to get to his fallen brother, one turned and ran, leaving only two attacking him.

	‘Sir, left!’

	He grabbed the closest magpie, and swung him to the left, letting her sprint past towards the runner. He slammed the magpie into the wall again, then swung him back, aiming for the remaining one, who ducked out of the way. He dropped the dazed magpie, and swung his fist towards the other.

	The magpie man dodged the blow, smiled, and leaped back a few feet, getting some distance. His face went grey as it began to reshape itself, a beak pushing out from his mouth.

	He closed the distance, but the guard dodged the blows again, attempting a head-butt at every opening.

	The grey beak sliced the air beside his head, and he grabbed for it, his hand coming back bloody as the magpie wrenched his head to the side.

	The pain was immediately ignored, but the gun in his pocket wasn’t as easy to ignore – it would make everything easier, but it would also surely give their position away, assuming that their fight hadn’t already. It was also a limited resource, and not one he wanted to waste to protect himself.

	The magpie took flight, floating a few feet above the ground, gaining the height advantage. The new dynamic made the beak harder to dodge. His new relative height did give him an advantage though.

	He forced himself still, biting back a grunt of pain as the magpie’s beak sliced open the side of his arm.

	He grabbed the magpie’s genitals with his right hand, and wrenched them. The guard made a sick, pathetic noise, and lost the will to fight, collapsing to the ground, holding his bloody crotch and incoherently begging.

	One step forward, then he lifted his foot, and brought it down on the man’s throat, crushing his windpipe with little effort.

	He looked to the other magpie – the one he had slammed down, and found him missing. He looked to Magnolia, and found her fighting two of the siblings, with another dead on the ground.

	They were losing their advantage, their location was surely given away. Surprise gone, time was all they had now, time until they were found, time until they were overtaken by more guards, time until Magpie made her next move.

	He pulled the gun from his pocket, and took down the other two magpies with two shots each.

	She turned to him, and this time, she was afraid.

	He opened his mouth to admonish her – this was no time for fear, no time for-

	He heard breathing.

	Magnolia shouted something, and began to sprint towards him.

	There was pain in his back, and then the sudden, and all-consuming urge to collapse.

	 


31 – All The Things Unsaid

	Posted on October 14, 2010 by Stormy 

	There was the sound of a body hitting the floor. A familiar sound. A sound she had trained herself to notice, to hear above everything else. The sound of Taylor hitting the floor. It wasn’t the sound made by a good landing, or a dodge to duck a low blow, it wasn’t anything associated with a fight going well. 

	She drove her thumb into her opponent’s eye, and spun to assess her commander’s situation. 

	Mordred stood over him, a short sword spinning in his hand. Taylor lay on the ground, blood spilling from his back, over his jacket, over the carpeted floor, his face determined, but going pale. His legs twitched, the pain was obvious on his face. He stared at her for another moment, then his eyes closed. 

	Her brother lifted the sword and brought it down again. 

	No.

	The sword drove into her chest an inch below her collarbone. She saw the shock on Mordred’s face, and was sure that her expression was much the same. Blood gushed from her nose, and her hands were numb, almost without sensation. The short, broad sword did not plunge any deeper into her chest, but he made no move to remove it. 

	Feeling returned to the rest of her body, and she could feel Taylor beneath her, feel the blood soaking through her clothes, feel the unnatural twitches in his body. He was hurt, badly, and he was going to die if he did not leave the Court, and get back to a system area. 

	Taylor shuddered beneath her and some of the tension left his body – unconsciousness. Probably only unconsciousness. She could still feel his heart beat, despite the uneven beat, he was still alive. 

	‘Get out of the way, sister.’

	‘No.’

	He twisted the blade just a little, more as punctuation than to tear the whole open further and shook his head. ‘Move, Magnolia.’

	Taylor was going to die. He was going to die, because of her. He was going to die, weak, and unconscious, his life bleeding out without a fight. 

	It was an unacceptable fate. 

	She wrapped a hand around the blade and forced it from her flesh. ‘I’ll stay, Mordred.’ 

	‘You were escaping,’ he said, flicking the blood from the blade. 

	‘Let him go,’ she said, ‘and I’ll stay.’ 

	Black eyes stared down at her, and somehow they contained less of a soul than the holoform shark they had used against Mimosa. ‘Get on your knees,’ Mordred said, ‘and I’ll think about it.’

	Without thinking, she pushed a hand down to steady herself, and felt something shift, felt blood and exposed tissue, and felt her heart stop for a moment. She fell forward, wiping the blood on her face away with the back of her hand, savouring the coppery taste for a moment, knowing it was going to be the best taste in her mouth for a while. 

	‘I’m not a patient man, Magnolia.’

	‘Do you want blood all over your cock?’ she said as she righted herself. 

	‘It’s never bothered me before.’

	She reached for his pants and went on auto-pilot. Simple actions were simple enough, nothing about this required a lot of thought. She pulled on his pants and they fell to the floor, his boxers joining them a moment later.

	He was already shamelessly erect – and he stood proud, half-naked for the remaining siblings and guards to see. He set one hand on his hip and let the sword hand beside her face, a threat for what would happen if she refused, or if she did not do a good enough job.

	She licked her lips, then let her auto-pilot take over. 

	Thirty seconds later, Mordred dropped the sword, drove both hands into her hair, and pushed himself deeper inside. She coughed, pushing on his belly a little as he threw off her rhythm, steeled herself and adjusted herself. 

	She could feel the blood on the carpet under her knees. So much blood. Too much blood. He was injured, and she was sure that he would not have bothered to bring any emergency supplies on his unplanned trip into madness. This unplanned trip to save her life. 

	Mordred began to grunt – most of which she was sure was for show – he was used to being an exhibitionist, that much was clear. It was pathetic, and made the cheapest of Johns look like high-class customers in comparison. 

	He clamped her head in place with strong hands, and finished at his own pace, the taste of blood well and truly replaced. 

	‘Swallow.’

	One more auto-pilot action.

	‘Swallow it all,’ he said, his fingers scraping against her skull. ‘I told you I could be generous.’ 

	One more action. 

	He pushed her away, and she pushed on the ground, unwilling to land on Taylor again, to injure him further, to kill him faster. 

	‘Now let him go, no tricks.’ 

	‘No.’ 

	‘Mordred-’

	‘Shut your mouth.’

	She stood, careful to keep her eyes from Taylor and took a step toward her brother. ‘He goes, I stay.’

	Mordred wiped his sword with a cloth, his pants still pooled around his ankles. ‘If I let him leave, you’ve got no cause to be reasonable.’ 

	‘Then what?’ she demanded. 

	‘You both stay. You want him alive so badly, you can nursemaid him while I sleep.’ 

	She let her glance slide down onto Taylor. ‘Give me two hours to stabilize him, then I’ll fuck your brains out.’ 

	He slammed her against the wall. ‘Don’t push your luck, sis. One hour.’ 

	‘I need-’

	He wrapped a hand around her throat. ‘You’ll take what I give you.’ A knee pushed between her legs. ‘And you’ll thank me. One hour.’

	‘If that’s all you’ll give me.’

	‘Say thank you, sister.’

	‘Thank you,’ she spat. 

	He pulled back from her and she slumped against the wall.

	‘What do you need?’

	‘Surgical supplies, bandages, and a blender.’ 

	‘Planning on making drinks while you watch it die?’ Mordred said, but he waved a hand at a few of their siblings, and the most of the rest of the magpies dispersed after a minute. 

	She went to her knees beside Taylor, trying to assess the damage without touching him too much – his breathing was worse, his pulse was worse, he was still bleeding, and field medic skills were not enough to deal with damage like this. 

	‘On my status as a recruit,’ she said, wiping her bloody hand on her skirt. ‘Let him back into a system area, and I’ll stay long enough to conceive two heirs for you, that way you can pit them against each other and pick your favourite.’ 

	He crouched behind her, and it was more than obvious that he was hard again. ‘The only guarantee I have of you behaving is if we keep him here.’ 

	‘On my-’

	He hit her in the back of the head, grabbed a handful of hair and forced her head back. ‘Promises against the Agency mean nothing to me, and neither does your agent. This is the way it’s going to be, Mags, take it or leave it.’ 

	‘If he dies-’

	He shook her. ‘If he dies, nothing. This is a courtesy I don’t need to extend to you.’ 

	Three of their siblings returned with a stretcher. 

	‘Careful,’ she ordered. 

	‘We know,’ the tallest said. The tallest put his hands under Taylor’s head, the others put their hands under the bloody agent’s feet and middle. As one they rose, Taylor floating between them. He was placed face down onto the stretcher with all the care of a mother with a newborn. 

	‘Do you love him?’ Mordred asked as she rose to follow the stretcher. 

	She turned to face him, denial ready. 

	‘Oh,’ he said, ‘I guess you do. Don’t bother denying it, it’s all over your face. I won’t treat him any differently,’ he said with a casual wave, but I might enjoy fucking you just a little bit more. Let me ask you this, what’s there to love? He’s not a real thing, after all.’ 

	‘He’s a good fuck,’ she said, ‘and he pays me well.’ 

	‘One hour.’ 

	She turned and hurried after the stretcher. 

	The room was smaller than the guest room they’d given him, an empty storage room most probably – the walls painted dull brown, shelves sat empty and dusty, and there was a wide tub at the far end of the room, slowly dripping water. It was clean, it was bright, it would do. 

	She ushered the stretcher bearers out, closed the door, choked on an aborted attempt to cry, then went to his side. She tore the sterile covers from the trays, pulled forth a bone saw and set it to one side, slipped the safety glasses over her eyes, lifted the scissors, then cut away his clothes. 

	Every piece of bloody rag went into a bucket, then she propped up both of his feet, and went to work. 

	Sawing through bone was never fun. 

	Blood splattered her safety glasses, her cheek and her shirt, but after an exceedingly long thirty seconds, it fell loose on the stretcher, and she turned to her next target. Another very long rather short period of time passed and both feet lay loose on the stretcher. 

	She laid a strip of gauze over each bleeding stump, letting the blood flow into the trays, and moved the feet over onto a larger tray and she set to her next task. 

	Monday, Monday was the next round of intermediate and advanced training.

	The scalpel moved as she stripped away each piece of skin and flesh, dropping each into the blender in turn. 

	Tuesday – revision of schedules due to illness, injury or death.

	Her hands were red, but at least they were stable.

	Wednesday, observation on six potential new recruits.

	The blender reached half-full, and she hit puree. 

	Anger roiled as she felt her body betray her, felt the urge to puke rising, felt disgust even beyond what she felt for Mordred, for her mother, for her blood. 

	She hit the stop button and poured the mess into a beaker, and turned, and slowly poured it down the length of his wound, pausing to scrape the loose chunks back towards the slash. It oozed and spilt down his sides, tearing away the rest of his dignity, removing any chance that anyone could view him as threatening. 

	She slammed the beaker onto the bench, continued to mutilate the foot and half-filled the blender again. This time, she rounded him, pushed him onto his back, grabbed hold of his short red hair and forced his head up, and the beaker to his lips. 

	He swallowed then began to choke. 

	‘Sir,’ she said through gritted teeth as consciousness ran through his body like a spasm. ‘Swallow.’ 

	Terrified eyes opened and stared at her, and he choked again.

	‘Swallow!’ she demanded, and he chugged down the contents of the beaker. 

	She pulled the beaker away from his mouth when it was nearly empty, wiped his mouth with her fingers, then drove them into his mouth, forcing him to suck the pureed flesh from them. She released his head, gently putting it back down on the stretcher.

	Another half-filled beaker. Another half beaker forced down his throat. 

	He grabbed her wrist as she pulled away, and she felt her heart leap – glad that he had some movement below his neck. 

	‘I died alone last time,’ he slurred. 

	She slapped him away. ‘Let me work,’ she said sharply. He let his hand drop to the stretcher, and closed his eyes. She slapped him again, ordered him to stay awake, filled the blender again, and set it to puree as she went to his feet. 

	The stumps had stopped bleeding, mostly, and were a lot better than they would have been if he were human. 

	She pulled the trays of blood, tipped them into a spare bucket, then placed it into the sink, and the bucket full of rags beside it, then half-filled both with water. 

	‘Roll onto your side,’ she said as she poured the last portion into the beaker, then the contents over his healing back and feet. 

	Contents distributed, and the beaker dropped into the bucket of bloody water, she went to his side, and pulled up the small stool. 

	‘That’s all I can do right now,’ she said. ‘Condition?’

	‘I died alone last time. I don’t know.’

	‘Flex your fingers sir.’ 

	He flexed his fingers.

	‘Move your arms.’

	He did, but the movement was stiff, unnatural, pained. 

	‘Move your feet.’

	‘I can’t feel my feet.’

	‘Move your legs.’

	‘I can’t feel anything,’ he said, voice distant. ‘I think I’m paralysed. 

	‘How long will your blue last in a blackout zone, sir?’

	He looked at the ceiling for a moment. ‘Should have…twenty-six, twenty-seven hours left.’

	‘But less than two for the blood you’ve lost. I’ll need you to drink as much as you can, I’ll soak the rest into bandages, for whatever good that will do.’ 

	‘Magnolia?’

	‘Yes sir?’

	He focused on her. ‘You’re my constant.’ 

	They were three words, and the meaning behind them were three other, very important words. Words he didn’t have to say, words he was only saying because he felt pressured, felt like he was dying. 

	‘Yes sir,’ she said, and grasped his hand. ‘And you aren’t dying if I can help it. And when we get home, I get to go to the advanced medic courses.’ 

	‘You do the schedules,’ he said with a grunt. 

	In her mind, she kissed him, in reality, she stood, and began soaking bandages in his blood and preparing pointless escape plans. 

	 


32 – Down For the Count

	Posted on October 22, 2010 by Stormy 

	[BROADCAST]

	Stef blinked and waved a hand in front of her face, in an attempt to see past the flashing warning in her HUD.

	[BROADCAST]

	She peered around it, closed Frankie’s lid and tried to stand.

	‘Uh, is this normal?’

	‘Shush.’

	[BROADCAST]

	Clarke appeared in her HUD. [Taylor took Mags.]

	Ryan’s face appeared beside Clarke’s. [When?]

	[They’re gone, boss. Just now. Blackout. No trace.]

	[Magpie,] Ryan said, the distaste obvious in his voice. [We need to-]

	[We need to discuss this in person. Agents and Aides, ten minutes.]

	The faces disappeared. ‘This is bad, right?’ she asked. 

	‘I hoped this wouldn’t happen,’ Ryan said as he lifted his jacket from the back of his chair and put it on, ‘But I thought it might. He wasn’t left with many avenues.’ 

	She swung her legs off his couch and slipped her sneakers back on. ‘You don’t sound mad. Not…as mad as you should be, anyway.’ 

	‘I wasn’t about to let him tear your heart out, we couldn’t do anything, and sensible negotiations with the Magpies aren’t possible. I’ve done worse for love, so I can’t be a hypocrite and judge him.’

	‘What’s love got to do with this? It’s Taylor.’

	‘Stef.’

	‘It’s Taylor.’

	He gave her a small nod.

	‘It’s Taylor.’

	‘I saw some compelling evidence this afternoon, and the Parkers are nothing if not gossip-mongers.’

	‘It’s Taylor.’

	‘Could you please go wake Curt?’

	‘It’s. Taylor. TAYLOR. Terminators have more emotions than he does!’ 

	He spun her towards the door. ‘Quickly.’

	‘Taylor? And scary loli girl? I can…No, I can’t see that. I don’t want to see that. I don’t want to think about that. I mean…physics…AGH.’ The door opened and he gently pushed her out. ‘I need brain bleach.’ 

	‘Go.’

	‘I’m gone,’ she said as she shifted. 

	Curt’s door, labelled twenty-four in the small, sensible nameplates that adorned every Agency door, stared back at her, and didn’t even have the courtesy to vibrate as she knocked. Four knocks yielded no response. 

	She stared at the door, then through the door, the vague outlines of the shapes inside the dorm room showing up in her HUD like an odd x-ray. His lifesign pulsed within his ghostly outline – he was there, alive, but asleep.

	‘Geez,’ she muttered and shifted inside. 

	His pillows were on the floor, and the quilt covered his entire body, which made deciding a place to poke him awake hard. She required a long stick, stepped back and took a stab at him. 

	‘Fuck!’ 

	‘lolhi,’ she said, letting the stick disappear.

	The quilt was thrown back, revealing his nearly-naked body. She closed her eyes, took a breath, then opened them again, and focused on his face. ‘Wakey, wakey.’

	He ran a hand over his face and stared blearily up at her. ‘What the fuck are you doing in my room?’

	‘Emergency, sorry, I tried knocking.’ 

	He hung his head. ‘And I’m on painkillers,’ he said, ‘Doc must have given me a strong dose.’

	‘You need painkillers?’

	He made a vague motion toward the bandage on his arm. ‘I got clipped yesterday. Nothing serious.’ He pulled a glass of water from thin air. ‘What’s up?’

	‘So much as I know, Mags got hit by bad magic, then Taylor kidnapped her, and now they’re both missing. We’re all meeting. And also…’ 

	‘What?’

	‘They’re um…’

	‘What?!’

	‘Fleshing?’ she squeaked. 

	He gave a shrug and climbed out of his bed. ‘People have been assuming that for ages. People just figured they weren’t exclusive.’

	‘Put clothes on!’ 

	He looked down at himself. ‘I’m in boxers, newbie, settle.’

	‘It’s your underwear, you may as well be naked.’ 

	He sighed, and his suit appeared. ‘So who’s showing up?’

	‘Everyone apparently,’ she said, grabbing hold of his suit and shifting to the conference room. 

	‘Yeah, but, everyone,’ he said, ‘or everyone, everyone, if you know what I mean. Room hasn’t been reconfigured for the outposts to be included.’ He nodded at each of the chairs, counting in a barely audible voice. ‘But there’s room for both doctors.’ 

	‘You just woke up,’ she said, staring at him, ‘how are you functioning right now?’

	‘Just because you need eighteen cups of coffee to be alert doesn’t mean I do.’

	Jones appeared, his labcoat and glasses gone, a loose black-shirt-with-white-writing on it that declared him sane helping him blend in with the relatively low light of the conference room. ‘Morning.’

	‘Where’s Merlin?’ she asked. 

	‘Agents and Aides only,’ Jones said, ‘and he’s asleep. I knew that stupid bastard was going to do this. There wasn’t anything I could do.’ Jones looked at her. ‘You, I could scrape together some reasoning for. There was nothing I could do for Magnolia.’

	Curt required another glass of water, and gulped it down as Ryan and Clarke entered the room. 

	The doctors appeared and took their seats, holding hands beneath the table. 

	‘Take your seats, but not too far,’ Clarke said humourlessly as he stood at the end of the table. ‘Is everyone basically up to speed?’

	‘I think we are,’ Ryan said, sitting across from her. ‘What are we doing from here?’

	Clarke sat in his chair, required a bottle of gin and took a liberal drink from it before looking around the room. ‘Depends on how we want to handle this.’

	Ryan pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘We-’

	‘I haven’t pushed this up,’ Clarke said, ‘we’ve got a little while before the shit hits the fan. We can handle this however we want, if we’re careful, but we’ve all got to be in agreement, dissent isn’t going to get us anywhere, and we’re nowhere enough as it is, we’re down one agent who…never tell him I said this, but may as well be three, and the same for Mags. If this isn’t sorted in six hours, we’re going to need someone to fill in for him. This isn’t our immediate concern, but it’s easy, and now it’s been said, suggestions to me after we’re done here.’ 

	She looked across at Ryan. [I don’t get it.]

	Clarke, seemingly having grown the powers of a mind reader, spoke. ‘He went willingly, for those of you who don’t know, or want to ignore that fact. That’s bad for him, that’s bad for us. It’s treason, and we should be getting ready to cut ties with him, and to string him up if he shows his face in system territory again.’ The liaison agent lit a cigarette and blew out a long stream of smoke. ‘And that makes him taking Mags kidnapping, again, not good for him, not good for us. And someone told me they were fucking, true?’

	The Parkers turned toward him in unison and nodded. 

	‘Jones, you owe me twenty bucks.’

	‘Later,’ Jones said. 

	Clarke sucked angrily on his cigarette, stared down at the conference table, then looked at each of them in turn. ‘Hands up who wants to throw Taylor to the wolves.’ 

	‘Clarke,’ Ryan snapped.

	Clarke stabbed out the cigarette on the table. ‘Ryan, you know this is what it’s going to come down to, so what’s the point in bullshitting around? I was pulled out of bed and away from a girl with an iron grip to be here, so unless one of you is going to drop and blow me to make this tolerable, I’m not going to pussyfoot around on this. Delicacy is for nine-to-five, I figure I can speak plain here.’ 

	‘He’s an arsehole,’ she said.

	‘So that’s one vote for the wolves,’ Clarke said. 

	‘There’s the issue of self-preservation,’ Jones said. ‘Save him.’

	Clarke nodded. ‘He’s found guilty, we’re examined, and who knows how far they’ll take it – could be bugs, could be random audits, or the could decide it’s the final straw and just dismantle this Agency and recycle all of you.’

	‘All of us, don’t you mean?’ Ryan asked.

	‘I can argue that I’m just the liaison, so I’m not around enough to get corrupted. Example, I didn’t exactly vote in favour of the girly there. You’re all good people, but you’re agents, present Solstice company excepted, you’re supposed to be better than people. You’re selfish, you ignore duty when it suits you, you squander resources, your output is questionable and You. Never. Get. Your. Paperwork. In. On. Time!’

	‘Clarke…’

	‘In the long-term it’s probably better if the Enforcers get him. We try and fail to cover this up, and the internal affairs shit that’s going to come out of it…it just isn’t worth it. Us or him, people, it’s not a choice. Two-one,’ Clarke said, turning his gaze on the Parkers. ‘Doctors?’

	‘We cancel each other out,’ the shorter of the doctors said. ‘Look to the others.’ 

	‘Ryan?’

	Ryan folded his arms across his chest. ‘Can you blame him for what he’s done?’

	‘It’s treason and kidnapping. He’s gone willingly to a hostile Court, gods know what Magpie is going to do to him, and how that is going to fuck us over. There are some things you don’t do for a piece of snatch.’ 

	‘We should at least attempt retrieval.’

	She shot him an angry look, which he countered with a smile. [He is...what he is, but he’s part of this Agency, and Reynolds won’t forgive me if I abandon him.]

	[He wants me dead.]

	[Think of it this way, he’ll owe you.]

	She stared at the table for a moment. [Call him an arsehole, and I won’t be trouble.]

	[Stef...]

	[I’ve never heard you swear, this is your payment.]

	He shook his head slightly. [He’s an arsehole, but he’s our arsehole, can you accept that? He hurts you, I won’t hesitate to kill him myself, but it would be unfair to not give him a chance to change. Love can be very good for a person.]

	‘Two all,’ Clarke said. ‘Guess it’s down to the Aides.’ 

	Curt squirmed in his chair, and she fought the urge to give him a patronising pat. He straightened his tie, then looked up. ‘I trust Agent Ryan’s judgement, three-two, Agent Clarke.’ 

	‘I also voted against house-training you,’ Clarke said. ‘Fine, rescue mission it is.’ 

	 


33 – Seeing Sky

	Posted on October 25, 2010 by Stormy 

	Magnolia opened her eyes. The curtains around the four-poster bed were still drawn, but the morning sun permeated anyway. Sun. Sun was a good sign, it meant more possible escapes. Sun meant sky, and sky meant open spaces, meant weaknesses in security – even for a Court where most of the members could fly. 

	It was a comfort – the only small comfort about the situation. The majority of the Court that she had seen, or been dragged through, was underground or a windowless building. All designed, likely, to give a feeling of hopelessness, to show Magpie’s control and to induce claustrophobia in her sky-loving brethren. 

	She sat up, hands landing in the dried wet patches on the red cotton sheets and took quiet stock of herself. 

	Urge to murder, check. Sanity, check. Free will, check. No major injuries. No muscle damage. No open wounds. 

	In far better condition than her commander. 

	She slid across the bed, pushed open the curtain and stepped toward the window. There was no clock visible in the suite, but the sun was high enough in the sky for it to be approaching lunchtime.

	Far too long since she had checked in with Taylor. The first aid treatment had been shoddy – they failed to cover emergency situations like that in the four-hour seminar. It had mostly covered treating fellow recruits, using a few common fae over-the-counter healing items, and the application of emergency packs for agents. 

	It had not covered creating a foot smoothie. It had not covered how much of their own flesh an agent needed to consume to come back from a near-fatal injury, and it did not follow the recommended follow-up treatment. 

	Cutting him more was out of the question – the loss of a leg would be too much, even if he couldn’t feel it. Paralysed. He was paralysed. It would be an easy fix once they were back in a system area, but until then, he was at risk. 

	He was helpless. 

	If Mordred went after him. If her mother went after him. If there was a particularly motivated guard wanting to gain favour. If there was simply anyone with a vendetta against agents – and there were far too many of them, especially among the unfriendly Courts. 

	It could all so easily end in war. Just as easily, the Agency could cut them loose – it was treason and treason by proxy. It was not deserved, but the rules were what they were. All would be forgiven, though, if they executed Magpie and brought her head back as proof. 

	The Agency was neutral, there was no official conflict, but Magpie was blacklisted – that was permission to kill her whenever given the chance. If that led to the war…at least they would be on the winning side. A family without a warden would be in chaos, and in no position to mount a decent battle. 

	Neutrality was bullshit. 

	If it ever came to war – with the Magpies, with another family, another Court, or another faction – they would be left alone, vulnerable and without allies. Small scale alliances – a Liar informant here, relative peace with most of the major Courts, meant nothing in the face of all out conflict. The ability to sit down to courteous meetings with Madchester and discuss issues of mutual benefit would be forgotten as soon as it came to choosing sides. 

	They needed to form alliances now, rather than hiding in the sand pretending that being neutral would protect them. 

	She stepped into the adjoining bathroom and turned on the shower, grateful of the hot water. It washed away the dried sweat and stickiness from her skin, even if it did nothing to wash away her disgust. Three minutes later, she turned off the hot water and pushed back the shower curtain. 

	‘Don’t bother getting dressed, Magnolia.’

	She tied her hair back. ‘In here, Mordred, or back in the bed?’ she asked. 

	‘Not that, sis,’ he said, ‘I won’t need your whore ass for another few hours yet.’

	‘Then let me get dressed, I’m not a walking peep show.’

	He moved, and was against her faster than her eyes could track. His hand went around her throat and he squeezed – no where near hard enough to be an actual threat, barely enough to make a point. She stayed calm – she was in no danger, and fighting him would cause nothing but trouble for her commander, so there was no reason to panic. She adjusted the size of her breaths, taking smaller ones, rather than trying to gasp for larger ones, and making herself look weak. She was not weak, and she had been trained better than this. 

	He squeezed harder, making a point this time. ‘You are whatever I want you to be,’ he said, breathing foul breath in her face – whatever his breakfast had been, it had not been something as inoffensive as cereal. Roasted salmon probably. Cannibalistic brunch, not beyond belief, someone had to be eating all of the deceased innocents, and Mordred probably had no problem following every one of their mother’s orders. 

	‘Your specialist is here,’ he said as he released her throat. ‘He needs to examine you, so he can detox you, so that we’re not just fucking for fun.’ 

	She gave a shrug and followed him back through to the bedroom. The magpie doctor stood there, such a sharp contrast to the Parkers. He was short, rotund, his grey hair tied back in a neat ponytail, dressed in a suit about eighty years out of date. ‘Artsmith Tenner,’ he said with a strange, bobbing bow.

	She stared at him for a moment, cataloging his eyes, his skin, all the places were the secondary characteristics tended to show, at least to those who knew how to spot them. She saw nothing.

	‘Are you human?’ she asked as he invited her to sit. 

	Mordred clapped a strong hand on Tenner’s shoulder, and the little man rocked a little. ‘Remember, Arty, not for you.’ 

	‘You don’t need to remind me, sir,’ the doctor said Mordred took his hand away. ‘And you know young women don’t interest me.’ 

	‘And I told you to stop being a faggot.’ 

	‘I predict I’ll be done in an hour, if that’s acceptable.’ 

	‘Mother needs me for at least that,’ Mordred said, ‘but don’t take your time, I want an heir as soon as possible.’ 

	‘Yes sir.’ 

	Mordred took one last, lustful look at her, then faded away with a flourish. 

	‘No, not human,’ Tenner said as he removed a stethoscope from his old-style doctor’s bag. ‘Weak of blood though.’ 

	‘If you’re as weak as you look-’

	‘Oh, weaker, believe me.’

	‘If your blood is as weak as it appears,’ she snapped, unwilling to hear his self-pity. ‘Then that means you’re here willingly. That’s the Kings’ law isn’t it?’

	‘In order to understand the laws that apply to me, you would have to understand what I am, and I don’t have time to explain it to you.’ He pressed the stethoscope to her chest. ‘Breathe. And I am thoroughly sick of all this talk of law, it is not my chosen field, and it bores me.’

	‘I’m not exactly happy about fae law right now, either.’

	‘Your mother’s lawyer has been visiting all too much,’ Tenner said, ‘pointing out more Kings-approved ways that she can exploit her family. He’s good at what he does, and that’s unusual. Deep breath now.’

	‘Ex-Kings? Ex-Liar?’

	‘Human,’ Tenner said as he pulled a smartphone from his pocket. ‘Now, do you know the exact kind of pill you take?’

	She shrugged. ‘Used to, then I went to the Agency, they’ve got their own brand so to speak.’

	‘That isn’t going to make your mother happy.’

	‘You keep calling her my mother,’ she said as he pulled a syringe from his bag. ‘I know you aren’t half-’

	He swabbed her elbow and gently inserted the needle. ‘Even in the broader sense, she’s your mother, not mine,’ he said. ‘You want to know why my blood is so weak? I’m of the last warden, not of your mother. You want to know why I work for her? She owns me, she bought me, for ten quid, hence my name. She at least let me be schooled, some freedom is better than none, at least that’s what I keep telling myself.’

	He placed the vials of blood into a small case, and handed her swab. ‘Inside the cheek please.’ 

	She did as asked and handed it back. ‘My commander is here,’ she said, ‘if you look in on him, I’ll reward you.’ 

	‘Like I said, I’m not interested in young ladies.’ 

	‘I know some guys-‘

	‘I’m not interested in anyone,’ he said, ‘I have my work, and I enjoy music, but that’s all. Your mother castrated me, she thought it would give me less reason to stray, more reason to stay loyal.’ 

	‘Jesus.’ 

	‘I’ll take these samples, I should have some test formulas in the next day or two.’

	‘Once I get out of here, I’ll have my full designation as an Aide, and that’s not insignificant, to-‘

	‘Miss Hammond-‘

	‘Don’t fucking call me that.’

	‘Miss, you’re out of your mind if you think I’ll look in on the agent. Even for how worthless it is, I value my life.’ 

	‘He could be dead, and I’m locked in here.’ 

	‘Mordred said he would be a while.’ 

	‘You would-‘

	‘Call you a guard, have you escorted there and back? Yes, Miss, I can do that. When I’m finished.’ 

	‘What else do you need?’

	‘Do you have some sort of problem with physicians?’

	‘My usual doctors…aren’t quite stable, and threaten organ extraction on a regular basis. I have my reasons for not trusting them.’ 

	‘I’ve just got a few questions.’ 

	‘All personal and uncomfortable, I assume.’ 

	‘Sarcasm won’t get you to your proxy any sooner.’ 

	Taylor’s face flashed in her mind. ‘Ask.’ 

	‘Orientation?’

	‘Bi.’

	‘Any history of STIs?’

	‘Not that I’m aware of, and nothing that the Parkers are aware of, so no.’ 

	‘You’re active sexually?’

	She gave him a withering looking. ‘Yes.’ 

	‘Any pregnancies, miscarriages or abortions?’

	She shook her head. 

	‘Recipient of any sexual violence?’

	‘Other then being raped last night?’ she asked bluntly. 

	‘You agreed to be here, Miss.’

	‘There’s a difference between consent and coercion,’ she said. ‘Answer to your question is yes, but no lasting damage. Anything more?’ 

	‘Nothing this minute, but I will warn you that any formulation I’ll use will include elements to enhance your fertility, so you could get a little moody.’ 

	‘Think you could call for that guard now?’ 

	‘As you wish, Miss.’ 

	She stood, turned from him and walked to the small wardrobe across the room. It was locked, no key was visible, but a dress hung in a dry-cleaning bag, with her name scrawled on the ticket. 

	She discarded the bag and pulled on the dress – which was far too sheer, far too short, and gave her the distinct impression that it was designed for easy access – the Court didn’t have a bottomless budget, so Mordred wouldn’t literally be able to rip all of her clothes off without denting his petty cash. 

	She tied her hair back up, then crossed to the doctor again. ‘Can you arrange for some food to be brought to his room? Nothing extreme, whites and clears. And more bandages, antibiotics, and some bags of-‘

	‘You overestimate my importance here.’

	‘Then who do I talk to about this stuff?’

	‘Frankly, Miss, everyone just expects the agent to die, so why go to the effort?’

	‘Because if he dies, I’ll have no reason to stay here. I’ll-‘

	‘Don’t be over dramatic. You’re a recruit, aren’t you a little worldly to think that grand gestures for love mean anything?’ 

	‘Unless Mordred plans on copulating with a corpse, it should.’

	‘…and you think he hasn’t, Miss?’ 

	There was a knock at the door, and Tenner pulled it open, giving another of his strange, bobbing nods to the guard. 

	She drew herself up to her full height, and fixed a glare on the guard. ‘Take me to the agent.’ 

	‘You’d best be back by the time Mordred returns, Miss,’ Tenner said, ‘none of what I need to do or what he wants to do requires you to be conscious.’ 

	34 – State of the Court

	Posted on October 27, 2010 by Stormy 

	The layout of the Court gave no indication of the magpies’ day-to-day activities. Members of the family sat perched on wires, on damaged statues and on the backs of chairs. Human-looking brethren stood around in small groups, at desks, or hurried through the corridors past her, wearing anything from casual clothes to ornate uniforms. 

	There was no sense of direction, of order or of duty. Other than the guards, and the rare few she spied on computers or on phones, the remaining magpies seemed jobless, without duty, a drain on resources. 

	The Courts, Kingdoms and Fiefdoms of the animal families weren’t allotted any resources by any of the major Courts – unless it was a private deal, of course – there were no riches that they could expect over the run of a warden, they were expected to manage themselves, and their ruling style themselves. 

	And the ruling style of each family varied so widely – some that tried to support their entire family via a range of means, others that offered no such services. Some kept a tight leash on their family and required the staff to do that, others that held meetings on an annual basis, with the warden only acting when absolutely necessary. 

	The Great Grand Mossy Secretariat – the name the sloth warden gave to their ruling body – did little more than issue a newsletter, and attend inter-family and major Court events when called on. 

	It would be far too simple to think that all the magpies were just criminals, but whatever the system, it was haphazard, just like everything else her mother did. 

	The guard was keeping her at a deliberatley slow pace – painfully slow, given the condition that Taylor was likely in – he was dead, dying, or in need of something to punch, and she was being kept at a snail’s pace. Every faster step she took resulted in a grabbed arm, or a shove, or some other hint not to act out of parameters. 

	Finally the door was in sight. 

	The door was ajar. 

	The guard saw it nearly as quickly as she did, grabbed her arm, and held her to the snail’s pace until they reached the door. He released her from his grip, and she kicked the door open. Taylor was there, still on the slab, his large chest rising and falling – he was stil alive.

	His status attained, her eyes swept the rest of the room. 

	He was alive, but he wasn’t alone. The two prostituted magpies that had been throwing themselves at Taylor were there again, but at least this time they weren’t trying to force themselves on him. 

	They lay in the corner, naked, curled into each other – a post-coital nap. Post-coital with each other, hopefully, else sexual assault was the routine, run-of-the-mill greeting for Agency guests. 

	The guard didn’t follow her into the room, but she could hear him breathing – he was right outside, not leaving her alone, not giving them another chance to escape. For whatever good another escape attempt would do. Likely, this time, it would end in execution for her commander, and Tenner’s predicted lack of consciousness for her. And that would be that, she would be trapped there forever. 

	Assuming that they had not been flagged as traitors and already grey-listed or black-listed, there was the chance of a rescue. A slim chance, given that it was unfriendly territory, fae territory, outside the bounds of system safety. 

	Rescue, however, would only come if there was an agent in play. 

	Even if they sent recruits, and as expendable as recruits were the risk was not worth it, unless they were going to be able to retrieve one of their own. Taylor died, and she would be at her mother’s mercy, what nonexistent mercy that she had. 

	She put two fingers to Taylor’s sweaty neck, and felt some of her worry slip away. It was a lot stronger than it had been – patch job or not, the emergency first aid seemed to have saved him – at least for the moment. 

	She pulled a stool over to his side, and began to take stock of his condition. He was sweaty – his bare chest showed it well, as did the small beads of sweat at the end of each strand of red hair. There was no obvious bleeding, breakthrough, or further damage. 

	He opened his eyes and stared at her, to which she gave a slight nod. ‘Safe as it’s going to be, sir.’ 

	‘Have you killed them all yet?’

	‘Not yet, sir.’ 

	He gave her a sour expression, but it was one of the rare times that there was no malice behind it. He opened his mouth to reprimand her, then coughed. No blood came from mouth, though he looked disgusted at himself for the weakness. 

	She moved forward and helped him to roll onto his side. ‘Condition, sir?’

	He spat off the side of the bed. ‘You can see for yourself.’ 

	His back was a mass of scar tissue – not the few scars that he kept out of pride, this was ugly patches of scarring, beneath him, beneath how good he really was. She traced the line of the scar up, made a few calculations and pressed her fingers an inch or so above the end of the scar. ‘If he’d struck at a different angle, sir, it would have been much worse.’ 

	‘I’m paralysed,’ he said as he rolled back onto his back, then propped himself up onto his elbows. ‘It’s worse.’ 

	‘You nearly bled out, sir, how is-‘

	‘Low, but within tolerance,’ he said. ‘No appreciable movement possible lower than my arms. Liability,’ he said with a disgusted look. ‘Twenty-one hours left on my blue.’ 

	‘And then what, sir?’

	A vague look crossed his face for a moment. ‘Withdrawal first,’ he said, his voice a flat monotone. ‘Painful. More so on top of existing injuries.’ He closed his eyes, and she took a moment to retrieve a beaker of water from the sink. She passed it to him when he opened his eyes again, and he drank it all without complaint. 

	‘Withdrawal, sir?’ she prompted. ‘What can I do to make it easier?’

	‘It’s withdrawal from everything,’ he said, his voice distant, ‘there’s nothing you can do. It’s everything that makes an agent an agent being stripped away. It’s everything being stripped away. Again. I’ll lose everything. I won’t be-’ 

	‘Sir-‘

	‘Save the painkillers, if they give you any, for after, during, it won’t make a difference.’ 

	‘Yes sir.’

	He pushed the beaker toward her with the back of his hand, she slid off the stool, stepped over the reaching hand of the less-responsive magpie girl, and filled the beaker again. 

	Taylor downed half of the beaker of water, and threw the rest over his face, clearing away some of the sweat. He shook his head as water ran over his eyes. ‘It’s punishment,’ he said. 

	Guilt twisted in her gut. ‘Sir, I didn’t mean to-‘

	His hand slid off the beaker and onto her cold hand for a moment. ‘Withdrawal,’ he said to clarify. ‘Punishment for being weak enough to be captured. Punishment for being weak enough to turn traitor against the Agency. It’s convinced a few traitors to come back before it completely dried in their veins.’ 

	‘It’s that bad, sir?’

	‘What does the scale of punishment go up to, Magnolia?’

	‘To level seven, sir.’ 

	‘The pain of withdrawal has to be called level seven, just because the scale doesn’t go any higher. And it tends to induce level seven glitches at the same time.’ 

	‘If I were to render you unconscious?’

	‘Cowards way out,’ he said with a grunt as he adjusted his position, lifted a hand and wiped the excess water from his face. ‘And it wouldn’t work. It forces consciousness. Inducing it is good if you have no option…even a coma wouldn’t work.’ 

	‘Sorry, sir.’ 

	‘Level seven glitches…’ he said. slowly ‘Are…intermittent. I won’t know what is real and what isn’t. Don’t come near me,’ he said with a growl. ‘It’s not waking up disorientated…it’s being unable to distinguish. Stay away from me, but you could send your mother.’ 

	She gave a slight smile, then shuddered as she felt a tongue slide up her leg. She kicked, and felt her foot impact something soft, and heard a cry as the less-responsive magpie girl hit the floor. 

	The other was off the floor in a moment, ran across the small room, and went to her knees next to her partner. ‘She didn’t mean it,’ the magpie girl said quietly. ‘You didn’t have to hurt her.’ 

	‘I’m a little touchy right now,’ she said through gritted teeth. 

	‘We can help,’ the magpie girl said, ‘the boys need permission from Mordred, we don’t. We’re just the whores, we don’t count.’ 

	‘I don’t need what you’re offering, and keep-’

	‘Keep what, away from your agent, not a problem unless we’re ordered otherwise.’ 

	‘Did you-‘

	‘It’s warm and quiet in here,’ the girl said. ‘No one’s looking in on him.’ 

	‘Would you?’ she heard herself ask. ‘If you’re just lying around doing nothing.’ 

	‘Your cunt might be worth something to Mordred,’ the girl said, ‘look how much we’re worth, think twice about asking us any favours…asking me any favours, Tessa can’t do much anymore, except suck, and fuck and cry.’

	‘Can you or not?’

	‘Do you even realise you haven’t asked my name yet?’ the magpie girl hissed. 

	Taylor touched the back of her head, fingers slipping into her hair. ‘I don’t need them.’ 

	‘Sir…’ she said as she turned. ‘I don’t know if I can be here.’

	‘I told you not to be.’ 

	‘You’re here because of me.’ 

	‘Ryan could handle it,’ he said as he lowered himself down onto the table. ‘And I’m better than him.’ 

	‘What happened to him, what’s the follow-up treatment? What can I-?’

	‘Just more water, and an escape plan, Magnolia.’ 

	She fetched a third beaker of water, and looked around the small room. ‘I’ll do my best to get you a blanket and a pillow,’ she said, ‘and antibiotics, and painkillers, and saline.’

	He gave an affirmative grunt. 

	She leaned in and gave him a quick kiss. ‘Mordred guessed,’ she said, ‘no point in hiding it.’

	‘You really should,’ the magpie girl behind her said. ‘However much he’s hurting you, he can hurt you more.’ 

	‘I don’t-‘

	‘Trust me,’ the magpie said, ‘you aren’t Tessa, you aren’t me, and you aren’t the ones that are gone, he likes you, so you’re getting off easy. Your agent is alive on his whim, on mother’s whim, don’t push your luck.’ 

	‘I’m cooperating,’ she hissed. 

	The guard stepped into the doorway. ‘Time to go.’ She gave her commander one last look, wiped her sweat-covered hands on her short dress, and left the room, hoping that the girls would stay away from Taylor. 

	Once out of ear shot, she looked up at the guard. ‘Take me to mother.’

	‘Mordred said-’

	‘And he’s in charge of this Court?’ she snapped. ‘Who would you prefer to piss off?’

	The guard scowled, and led her down an intersecting corridor. It took much longer to get to Magpie’s quarters than it was back to Mordred’s room, and neither were anywhere to be seen when the guard ushered her in. He gave her a gruff instruction to wait, and it was only after the door was closed that she noticed the man. 

	For a brief second, she thought he was an agent. He had the suit for it – expensive, impeccable, tailored – would have easily fit in with a convention of field agents or clerks. 

	Everything else about him was human though – there wasn’t even the briefest question about it, as there had been with Tenner – he was human through and through.

	He was human. He was rich. He was in her mother’s quarters. 

	‘You’re the lawyer,’ she stated. 

	‘And you’re Mordred’s new whore,’ he said, tipping his glass in her direction before going back to the paperwork laid out on his legs, and on the couch. ‘I expected…trashier, frankly.’A soft accent coloured his voice, nothing harsh, nothing specific, signs of a lot of travel, a lot of fitting in. 

	‘I wanted to talk to you.’ 

	‘I can’t see about what.’ 

	‘I want to get the terms of this…prostitution down on paper, so that it’s fair for all concerned, and that Agent Taylor can be released.’ 

	‘You even let that thought go through your pretty little head again and the only place that agent is going to be released is to the dogs, or the chefs, or the incinerator.’ He drained his glass, then rose to fill it again. 

	‘She is risking war-’ she began.

	‘The Agency doesn’t look after their own,’ he said, ‘and the Kings’ law is on your mother’s side, so I don’t see what you can possibly get out of this situation.’ 

	‘She can have her heir, Mordred can have his whore, but that’s it, I want it on paper that I’m free after it’s over, and I want Taylor freed now, Kings’ law doesn’t cover kidnapping.’ 

	‘It’s not a kidnapping,’ the lawyer said as he returned to the couch, ‘he came willingly. He’s staying…in your best interest, he would say willingly.’

	‘Isn’t this your job?’

	He stood and walked to her. ‘I work for your mother, I doubt she would let this go on her tab. I do a service for you, you…would have to service me in return.’ He cupped a breast, his thumb running across her nipple. ‘And given what I charge per hour, and your relative worthlessness, that would be a lot of effort on your part.’ 

	‘Will you do it?’

	He returned. ‘No. Maybe if your boyfriend was something other than an agent, but I can’t wait for the day when those fucks are wiped from the surface of the earth.’ 

	 


35 – Invoking Courtesy

	Posted on October 30, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘You’re sure you want me there, sir?’ Curt asked as he looked up from the folder. 

	‘I am fairly certain I requested you,’ Ryan said with a slight smile. ‘Having an Aide increases our presence, but doesn’t make us look threatening, and they’re already going to be wary enough.’

	There was nothing wrong with appearing harmless – they were responsible – for a given value of responsibility – for the death of one of their politicians. Tact was needed. Sympathy was needed. A show of force might seem hostile, might seem as though they had planned the Matriarch’s death. 

	‘They blame us,’ Curt said bluntly.

	He gave his Aide a nod. ‘Yes, but at least they’re willing to meet, they’re willing to hear our side of the story.’ 

	‘Unless they’re going through it for the formality.’ 

	‘If they want to go against us,’ he said, ‘they wouldn’t bother with formalities. The situation with the magpies is delicate, what happened was their fault, but Magnolia’s involvement makes things…’

	‘Fuzzy?’ Curt suggested. 

	He gave a nod. 

	‘Still,’ Curt said, ‘I don’t have the experience for this. Paperwork, sure. Babysitting Stef, sure. Organising the schedules, the training, all fine, but I don’t know anything about negotiation.’ 

	‘Consider it a learning experience,’ he said, ‘you don’t have to participate, just watch and learn. In all honesty, it’s likely going to be a case of both of us staying on the sidelines while Clarke does all the work. They want the meeting here, and my presence so that they know it’s official.’ 

	‘And you’re sure-‘ Curt began, then shook his head. ‘I was going to ask if you were sure Stef wouldn’t mind, but I think I’m finally learning better.’ 

	‘This isn’t the kind of Court business that interests her,’ he said, ‘now if this were the Lost, then she’d be attending, she’s one of theirs after all, even if she’s Found, they don’t cut ties like some Courts.’ 

	Curt nodded. ‘It’s hard to be lost around here.’ 

	‘When it comes to the Lost, it’s generally the parents that are to blame,’ he said, ‘it’s not hard to be a good parent.’ He looked at the small framed photo of Stef and Buttercup on the edge of his desk. ‘It’s not-‘ He looked up at Curt, and cut himself off, seeing the boy’s professional demeanour gone. 

	Curt looked away from him, and began to shuffle through the files in his hands. 

	He wasn’t the only father in the room. 

	‘I’m sorry, Curt.’ 

	‘Sir, you didn’t-’

	‘I’m sorry, Curt,’ he said again. 

	Curt was quiet for a moment, then looked up. ‘Does my new clearance mean I can leave the state, sir?’

	He shook his head. ‘No, it hasn’t been two years yet.’ He held up a hand as Curt began to argue. ‘You can’t leave the state on your own, you can, however, if you have an agent with you.’ 

	‘Like Russia,’ Curt said. ‘I-’

	‘Like after we’re done with the Salmon,’ he said with a smile. ‘Consider it an apology for how unfair I was to you.’ 

	‘It wasn’t unfair, sir, I deserved it.’ 

	‘You deserved the scrutiny, not the lack of encouragement, or the lack of appreciation. I didn’t want to believe in a rehabilitated Solstice, because I didn’t want that trust to be violated.’

	‘It only has to be for a few minutes, it’s not like I can talk to her or anything.’ 

	‘After the meeting,’ he said, ‘I’ve got a few hours free… thanks to you.’ 

	‘When are they due?’ 

	He called up his clock. ‘In a few minutes, we should head to the conference room.’ 

	‘I’m surprised,’ Curt said as he gathered up his folders and stood, ‘that they didn’t expect us to go to them.’

	‘That is what they wanted,’ he said after shifting them both to the conference room. ‘Clarke convinced them otherwise. We have a friendly enough relationship with them – or at least we did before this – but still, no meeting that can possibly be held in system territory should be held elsewhere. That’s the policy, that’s what we have to adhere to.’

	‘Sir?’

	He sighed and moved to the window to watch the traffic below. It was calming. It was people going about their normal lives. 

	It meant they were doing their job.

	‘We’re all together too precious with ourselves,’ he said. ‘We protect ourselves far too much. There’s a difference between being sensible and being reprimanded if we go ten feet into a blackout zone to rescue a recruit.’

	‘I’ve always wondered… with the restrictions, why isn’t entering Fairyland banned?’

	‘It may as well be,’ he said, ‘by entering Fairyland, you’re agreeing to being left for dead should anything happen.’ 

	Curt stared at him for a moment. ‘How is that different to choosing to go into a blackout zone?’

	‘Bureaucracy and the likelihood of something going wrong. Fairies, for the most part, are fine with the Agency, and even those who have negative feelings aren’t going to attack an agent without provocation.’ 

	‘Is it also a numbers game, sir?’

	‘Given the population well exceeds a billion, that’s a fair assessment, Curt.’ 

	[They’re coming up now, sir,] Clarke said. 

	[Acknowledged,] he sent back as voice only, then broke the connection. He moved away from the window, straightened his tie and took his seat at the head of the conference table. 

	‘They’ll be up in a moment.’ 

	Curt, to his left, nervously squared a few files, then played with his expensive-looking pen. 

	After a few more minutes, the Salmon delegation entered – another Matriarch, if Clarke’s information had been right, half a dozen guards, a nervous-looking young man and a tall man sporting an oft-broken flat nose in an ill-fitting suit. 

	It wasn’t fair to listen to stereotypes. If stereotypes were to be believed then he was nothing more than a…a machine, not a person. Some stereotypes, however, had a basis in reality – and wombats working for a family other than their own was one of them. 

	Especially wombats that looked as though they could give Taylor a decent beating. 

	But Taylor wasn’t there, and if things turned violent, they would have to rely on Michaels, and he wasn’t…For good and for ill, he wasn’t Taylor. 

	It was so strange to notice Taylor’s absence. 

	[Clarke...]

	[He’s been civil so far,] Clarke sent back, while he continued to show each member of the delegation to their seats. [Do you blame them for bringing a bruiser?]

	[I’m worried they’re looking for a fight.]

	[Again, can you blame them?]

	The Matriarch sat at the opposite end of the table, and he gave her a polite smile, unwilling to speak out of turn. Clarke sat halfway down the table, between two of the guards, and opposite the large wombat man. 

	Curt continued to tap his pen, then let it disappear as it quickly became the only sound in the room. 

	There were only around ten thousand true psychics in the world, but he was sure that every one of them would have agreed with the feeling of dread, and the distinct impression that it was not going to be a civil meeting. 

	‘I think a round of introductions is in order,’ Clarke began, ‘This is Matriarch Mikri-Peterson. Matriarch, this is Director Ryan. With her are-’

	Lines of contempt crossed the woman’s face. ‘There’s no need to introduce everyone else, clerk, and if it’s all the same, I would prefer to deal with Reynolds.’ 

	He was glad that he had thought to adjust the amount of emotion he displayed, as he was sure that his look of shock would not have endeared them any to the angry Matriarch.

	‘Madam,’ Clarke said slowly, ‘Director Reynolds is unavailable.’ 

	‘I thought you were serious about this meeting achieving a favourable outcome,’ she hissed. 

	‘Reynolds cannot be here,’ Ryan said, ‘I’m afraid that I’ll have to do.’ 

	‘Reynolds, judging by the stories that our last queen told us, is a man you can trust, I have no such assurances about the rest of you.’

	‘He chose me as his successor,’ he said, trying his best not to sound defensive. 

	‘He retired?’ the Matriarch spat.

	‘Do you remember when Evir of the Lost was taken?’

	The Matriarch leaned back in her chair for a moment, then nodded. ‘I’ve heard the story.’

	‘Reynolds was taken at the same time. The Lost weren’t the only ones to suffer casualties or…losses of more than just their people. I knew Reynolds,’ he said, ‘I was generated less than a year after he was, and I can promise to show you all the courtesy he would.’ 

	The Matriarch stared at him, like one of the techs attempting a particularly difficult piece of mathematics or magic, or like Stef attempting to choose just one item in a bakery to buy. 

	Mikri-Peterson’s painted lips curled in a cruel smile. ‘You’re the Dusker.’ 

	‘I am not.’ 

	‘You are,’ she said, raising her voice, ‘you’re that gods-be-damned Dusker.’ 

	He watched as all the eyes in the room slowly turned to him. 

	‘I am not,’ he said again, keeping the anger out of his voice, ‘I was generated from his template,’ he said, unable to shift the uncomfortable feeling of being forced to speak about himself. ‘However, I am not him. I am Agent Ryan, Acting Director of this Agency, and I am not a Dusker.’ 

	‘You are at fault for the murder of one of our Matriarchs, and we are seeking retribution.’ 

	‘We would like to explain the situation-’ he began.

	‘You’ve had time to explain yourselves, you invoked courtesy, we gave it to you, and now things will happen how we wish.’

	Clarke put on his best submissive face, turned and looked at the Matriarch. ‘Madam, we can-’

	She reached into her purse, and placed a small, oval object on the table. 

	Had he been human, his heart would have skipped a beat. Still, he felt his throat constrict, and his expression, no matter how limited the emotion he was allowing through, become very much less professional. 

	The device looked very much like a Faberge egg. Small, smooth, painted blue and gold. 

	The device looked very much like one that could take out half the Agency without much trouble. 

	In a split second he processed two commands. 

	Alarms sounded, and he heard the internal structure of the Agency changing, going into lockdown.

	‘Matriarch-’ Clarke stuttered. 

	‘All three of you know what this is. If you move, if you require, if you shift, I will set it off. If you speak out of turn, I will set it off. I felt that this was the only way we could get some honest answers out of the Agency, if I was not allowed to deal with Reynolds.’ 

	The bomb…the…fae equivalent of a small-yield nuclear device, could not be shifted from the room, could not be disarmed before it was set off, and- And there was no guarantee the lock down procedures would be enough to contain it. 

	He blocked an incoming communication, and looked back at Mikri-Peterson. ‘You,’ the Matriach said, ‘clerk. What are you thinking right now?’

	‘That,’ Clarke swallowed, ‘that there is some way we can work this out.’ 

	‘He’s lying,’ the nervous-looking young man said. ‘He’s saying what’s expected of him, not what he’s thinking.’ 

	The Matriarch ran her fingers over the explosive. ‘I want honesty. And allow me to mention that I brought a reader.’ 

	Clarke’s expression became indignant. ‘I wish that I had jacked off this morning, that’s what I’m thinking, happy?’ 

	The Matriarch turned to the young man, and he nodded. ‘That’s the truth.’ 

	‘Was that hard, clerk?’

	‘And now he’s thinking about auto-erotic asphyxiation.’ 

	The Matriarch turned her gaze on Curt. ‘You, Recruit, what are you thinking about?’ 

	‘That I wish I knew the right thing to say or do so that I could be the hero for once.’ 

	The reader gave a nod, and the Matriarch turned her hateful look on him. ‘And you, Dusker?’ 

	Hot pain burned in his mind, and he could feel the reader clumsily intruding in on all of his thoughts. ‘I’m thinking of just how easily I will act contrary to my duty.’ 

	‘Elaborate,’ she snapped. 

	‘As soon as I saw that, I initiated a lock down. Everyone in this room will die if you set it off, but hopefully that will be the extent of the casualties.’

	The pressure in his mind increased. 

	‘Continue.’ 

	‘That’s my duty, but it isn’t what I did first. The first thing I did was shift my daughter out of here. The lock down I put in place clears the Agency of personnel, but with such a number of people being shifted out of here, there can be a lag, and I didn’t want her being left behind.’ 

	‘Sex, love and narcissism,’ the reader said, ‘the agent’s full of guilt, but not for Matriarch Besper.’

	‘That’s your professional opinion?’

	‘I think they may be worth hearing out,’ he said. ‘But only if you wish, Matriarch Mikri.’ 

	She looked at each of them in turn. ‘I will hear you out,’ she said as she slipped the explosive back into her purse. ‘But my reader will stay and keep you honest.’ 

	 


36 – Procedure and Protection
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	Ryan nodded, it was what was expected of him. They didn’t want him talking, both Clarke and the Matriarch had made that clear once the negotiations had started. He was there to be a figurehead, nothing more, and even that was in question, considering the Matriarch’s repeated references to him as a Dusker. 

	Politics however, were what they were, and they were part of the job. 

	He gave another polite smile, and went back to the game of Solitaire in his HUD. He placed two more cards, and won his forty-seventh game in a row. 

	‘-an hour for lunch, then we’re back,’ he heard Clarke say, and he closed the game. ‘Matriarch, I’ll show you down the hall, we’ve prepared a range of-’ 

	He stood and gave a half-bow to the Matriarch as she and her staff left the room. 

	There was the familiar sound of a head hitting the conference table, and he looked down to see Curt slumped, almost off his chair, his face in his notes. 

	He allowed himself a small smile – the first real emotion on his face for over two hours. ‘Are you all right, Curt?’

	Curt sat up and shook his head. ‘Sir, I’m not sure how much of a learning experience this is when I’m barely following the conversation. I know the basics of Court law, and the major laws of the Kings, but not much more than that. I’m fairly certain I know more about fairyland moving violations than I do about non-treaty alliances. Some of these precedents are from three hundred years before I was born, and half of them aren’t applicable because of the changes in Agency operating procedures.’ He sighed. ‘Sorry, I’m not ungrateful, it’s just…’ 

	‘If it makes you feel better,’ he said as he stood and stretched. ‘I’m barely paying any attention myself.’ 

	‘Is this really what he does? From the little I’ve heard him talk, he makes it sound like he walks around being the gods’ gift to women and everything sort of falls into place from there.’ 

	‘He does manage to get away with that a lot of the time, but there’s also days like this, when it’s nothing more than dusty and irrelevant laws. The Kings’ law about parents owning their children? It’s been in every version of their laws since the records begin, but it’s wrong, but people still use it, exploit it, and ruin lives through it. It takes far too long for the laws to be updated, because when they update one law, they re-examine all of their laws.’ 

	 

	Curt stifled a yawn. ‘Are we…winning at least?’ 

	‘I presume so,’ he said with a shrug, ‘she hasn’t threatened us with the bomb again.’ 

	His recruit swung his arms. ‘If we’ve got an hour, I think I’m going to stretch my legs, and maybe get some stimulants from the doctors.’ 

	‘There’s something first if you don’t mind.’

	Curt shuffled his notes back into order. ‘Of course not.’ 

	With a thought, he shifted them from the meeting room, and across the country. ‘You did say you only needed a few minutes,’ he said as the world became crisp again. 

	‘Where are-?’ Curt began before looking at the sign. ‘Sir, no, I can’t-’

	He started up the stairs to the childcare centre. ‘Yes, you can.’

	‘My ex will kill me if she sees me anywhere near her!’ Curt said, trying to keep his voice down. 

	‘She won’t know, so far as they’re aware, we’re just here to ask about suspicious activity in the area. Houses being broken into and such.’

	‘We’re walking in as liars, that’s going to make the reader happy when we come back from lunch.’ 

	He stepped up to the door. ‘Are you coming in or not, Curt? They’ve already seen us, and it’ll be suspicious if we disappear.’ 

	He pushed open the door and flashed his ID to the receptionist. ‘Good afternoon, we’re here to see your manager, she is expecting us.’ 

	The gaunt receptionist glared at him. ‘Please keep your voice down, they’re just down for their nap, and they’ve been really loud today.’ 

	He gave her a polite smile. ‘Of course, my apologies.’ 

	There was a jingle as Curt pushed open the door. ‘Oh, cute,’ the receptionist said, ‘you match. Sandy will be out in a minute, you can take a seat.’ 

	The seats were made of hard plastic and extremely uncomfortable – the foyer, despite the bright colours and the children’s pictures wasn’t welcoming. He stopped attempting to make himself comfortable, stood and began to inspect the pictures. 

	 

	The receptionist’s mobile rang and she excused herself from the office. 

	‘I never had to bring Alexander to a place like this,’ he said as he looked over the photos. ‘And I’ve always wondered why the parents wouldn’t want to take all of the paintings home. Surely being appreciated at home is better than on a wall, unloved, dissociated from the child that did it.’ 

	‘I didn’t know you had as son,’ Curt said. 

	‘I don’t,’ he said as he sat back down on the hard plastic chair, ‘not really, not any more. He’s grown up, he’s got his own family, but I lost him a long time before that. He didn’t want me around, he didn’t want me as a father, and I had no choice to be in his life.’ 

	‘I’m sorry sir.’ 

	‘Right now, you don’t have a choice to be in your child’s life, but it isn’t going to stay that way forever. Your probation is only two years, and it’s almost over, I can try and get it cut down to eighteen months, they may listen now because of your Aide position, and if you have an agent or three advocate for you.’ He smiled. ‘You could even look into getting some custody back. You shouldn’t think that your career with the Agency blocks any of that.’ 

	‘But I can’t be there for her now. What’s she going to think when she starts getting a weekend daddy?’ 

	‘Why assume the worst?

	Curt shrugged. ‘Because it’s easy? Because I’ve had so much crap thrown at me that I have trouble believing in happy thoughts and rainbows?’

	An older woman buzzed herself through a childproof gate. ‘Gentlemen, sorry to have kept you waiting.’ 

	He stepped forward and shook the woman’s hand. ‘Thank you for seeing us on such short notice.’ 

	‘My office is back through here.’ 

	‘If you don’t mind, I’d like to have my young friend question some of the children.’

	‘I don’t think I-’

	‘His education is in early childhood development, it’s generally useless in this line of work, but today seems to be appropriate.’

	 

	The manager looked past him, and down at Curt. ‘Just don’t be too loud.’ 

	He followed the woman through to her office. ‘I only skimmed the message,’ she admitted as she sat behind her desk, ‘what was this about?’

	He sat in the seat in front of the desk – so strange to be in this position. ‘Seventeen houses in the surrounding suburbs have been broken into in the last three weeks, two businesses have also been hit, looks like the same people, so we’re just looking for information at this point.’ 

	‘We’re only open six till six, and I don’t think there’s any chance they’d hit during those hours, sorry.’ 

	‘You would be surprised,’ he said, ‘it generally does take a more brazen criminal, but if it’s an area where most of the residents are out during business hours, it can be safer to break in, rather than in the early hours, when people are home, albeit asleep.’ 

	‘You sound like you have some experience in the matter.’ 

	‘This is my job,’ he said with a reassuring smile. 

	‘Seventeen…seems like a lot, especially considering how safe the area is.’ 

	‘Things unfortunately have a habit of changing.’ 

	‘They do,’ she agreed, ‘but some things stay the same, and I have invoices to get out this afternoon, so if we’re done here?’

	He stood and held out a business card. ‘If you hear anything, feel free to contact me.’ 

	Curt was waiting in the foyer, his phone in his hand. ‘They were all asleep,’ he said, ‘anything on your end?’

	‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Again, thank you for your time,’ he said with a nod to the manager. 

	‘Well?’ he said to Curt once outside and out of earshot of the childcare centre. 

	‘Saw her, watched her sleep, snapped a photo and left a soft toy in her bag,’ he said. 

	‘And wasn’t that better than staying away?’

	Curt shrugged. ‘I’ll let you know when I figure it out, sir. Thank you though, it’s better than just getting emailed photos.’ 

	He took a quick look around, made sure that no one was watching, then shifted them back to the Agency. ‘You should get some lunch, Curt, this is probably going to go for a few more hours after we resume.’ 

	Curt made a move toward the door, then stopped. ‘Can I ask you a question, Agent Ryan?’

	‘Of course.’ 

	‘I’m still having nightmares about Russia,’ he said as he leaned against the back of the nearest chair. ‘I mean, I have bad dreams about everything I’ve done, but that’s taking over at the moment.’ 

	‘And your question, recruit?’

	‘Stef looks like she doesn’t get enough sleep, that or Agent Jones gave her some very sleepy-looking default settings. Every time I’ve asked her, she says she’s fine, but…with what I did, I don’t think “fine” is a word that can be used here.’

	‘No,’ he said, ‘it’s not you. Her nightmares have nothing to do with you.’ 

	‘Then what, sir?’

	He fought back the urge to dismiss the boy, to tell him that it was none of his business – it wasn’t true, concern for a friend made it his business. ‘Coming back,’ he said slowly, ‘has its price, has its toll. It changes a lot of people. Stef, ever since…she’s had night terrors, unnaturally bad night terrors.’ 

	‘I didn’t know.’ 

	‘It’s not something we’re broadcasting, the less people that know, the better. I don’t want anyone to experiment on her to find out what’s causing them, or why…’ He balled his fists and pushed them into his jacket pockets. ‘She screams, she cries, I can’t wake her up, and sometimes when she does wake up, she’s in pain. She looks like she needs more sleep, because she does. In terms of her software, she only needs about an hour, maybe two. Psychologically, she needs a lot more than that, because of whatever is still latently human about her. Sometimes she forces herself awake, or stays awake just to avoid having a nightmare.’

	‘I’m sorry.’ 

	‘For your own piece of mind,’ he said, ‘she is fine with Russia. There are very few things that truly bother her, and that isn’t one of them.’

	‘That doesn’t take away the guilt.’

	He flinched. ‘Don’t live a life filled with guilt, trust me. It takes the enjoyment out of the simplest of things. Let things go, if you can.’ 

	 

	 

	‘I’ll try, sir.’ 

	He watched Curt leave, then shifted up to the roof. He crossed the concrete and leaned against the railing, watching the traffic slowly make its stop-start way up and down the street. The city noise was comforting, familiar, and drowned him out like it would anyone else. It didn’t discriminate against the blue in his veins, didn’t ask him if he was human, it made him stop at the lights, like everyone else. 

	It made him feel normal. 

	‘Guess I’m lucky I didn’t bring a girl up here,’ Clarke said as he stepped up beside him, a cigarette hanging from between two fingers. ‘Or do you like to watch, I forget.’ 

	‘We’re on lunch, Clarke, whatever you need can wait until later.’ 

	‘No, boss, it really can’t. Aide or not, you’re still drowning in paperwork, so if I get two minutes alone without that noise machine of yours attached to your arm, I’m going to take it.’ 

	He focused on the traffic. ‘I know what you’re going to say, and I presume you’ve already spoken to Jones as well, but I haven’t signed off on it, we can wait a couple of days. Give it a couple more days.’

	Clarke shook his head. ‘I’m not even going to get to step foot into Magpie territory for another two days, and by that point it doesn’t really matter what I find, you can’t be a man down for that long. Rules are rules, and you have to follow them sometimes.’ 

	He wrapped his hands around the cool metal of the railing. ‘Generating a new agent isn’t something I take lightly.’ 

	‘No, it’s just everything-’

	He pressed his gun into Clarke’s stomach. ‘Not today, Clarke. Don’t. Two of my people are missing. Taylor, gods, he’s one of my agents, he’s part of this Agency, even if he doesn’t want to be. And Magnolia? She is the sole reason we have a functional combat division. Generating a new agent means we’re giving up on them.’ 

	‘I’ve got a meet,’ Clarke said, ‘you wanted a rescue, we’ll do what we can, but we’ve got to face facts, and a newborn may be what you get stuck with.’ 

	He put his gun away. ‘And when we get them back? What then?’

	‘Aren’t you always complaining that you want more staff?’

	 

	 

	‘This isn’t something to-’

	‘Take lightly? Had no intention of it, Ryan. You’ve got to have Jones working on this within thirty-six hours or there’s going to be questions, and questions are the last thing we need right now.’

	‘Reynolds would-’

	‘Reynolds is dead,’ Clarke snapped, ‘may as well be anyway. He’s forgotten, and you’re the only one haunted by his ghost, the only one trying to keep things the way they were in his day. Wake up, this Agency is on its way to hell, we’re going to be the new Florence if we’re not careful.’

	‘We’re-’

	‘You broke lock down procedure because you’re emotionally compromised. Gods, did you even hear yourself in there? You’ve known this girl for weeks, and only weeks, and you’re out and proud and playing happy families?’

	‘I don’t have to explain myself to you.’ 

	‘You’ve known her long enough if you wanted to fuck her, or marry her, or slip a few less-than-top-secret teasers, but this? This is a joke, right? She isn’t your kid, yet you’re still leaving open a weak spot a mile wide.’

	‘You should leave.’ 

	‘What would you do if I asked you to perform a Procedure 19?’

	‘I’d ask for another liaison to cover this area.’ 

	‘And that’s the litmus test isn’t it? Being afraid to take it is as good as a positive result.’ Clarke pulled his phone from his pocket, tapped in a quick message, then looked back up. ‘Have you taken her to the basement yet?’

	‘Of course I haven’t.’

	‘You should have, weeks ago.’

	‘No one likes going down to the basement.’

	‘You take her down there, and keep her down there for at least an hour, and I’ll back off on your pet project for a bit. Generate a newborn, get a few other things up to scratch, and I might stop dissociating myself from here.’

	 

	‘I personally don’t care what you think, Clarke, because you act like you aren’t one us.’

	‘Wouldn’t it be nice not the be in the bottom ten Australian Agencies for the eighth year in a row?’

	‘It would be nicer to not have to hold two funerals.’ 

	Clarke stubbed out his cigarette and pitched it over the side of the building. ‘We’re back in twenty, but they need to leave in two hours, so we’ll try and get as much covered as we can.’ 

	He let out a slow sigh. ‘I’ll talk to Jones.’

	Clarke clapped him on the back. ‘See? I’m not trying to ruin your day. And you know I’m not an arsehole, so give me a break, would you?’

	He made a non-committal noise. 

	‘I should get back to our guests,’ Clarke said, ‘just in case she’s thinking of blowing us up again.’ 

	‘Clarke,’ he said quickly. 

	‘Yeah?’

	He turned away. ‘No, nothing.’

	‘Don’t leave me imaging the worst, boss, what? You need a hit put out? You want a hooker disappeared, you want a hooker, without the disappearance, you want-’

	He looked away. 

	‘Oh,’ Clarke said, ‘thought you’d never ask.’

	He stared at the concrete for a moment, then up at Clarke. ‘You said you knew-’

	‘Agency-friendly girls, yeah. What are you looking for?’

	‘I don’t have time to take a trip into Fairyland, not at the moment. I just need-’

	‘I get what you need,’ Clarke said with a grin, ‘when? I mean, I can get one of these girls to your office in half an hour if you’re itching that bad.’

	He gave a half-shrug. ‘Tonight, if you could. But not here.’

	‘No, of course, I’ll get you a room. Something swanky, you’re a classy guy. What’s the set-up, you want a dinner first, or should she arrive naked?’

	‘I don’t want a date.’

	‘All the easier to organise, trust me to pick a girl for you? I could wrangle a shape shifter, but they’re expensive.’

	‘I’ll trust your choice.’ 

	Clarke grinned. ‘We’ll play politics, then I’ll set it up for you, I’ll get the details to you as soon as I’ve got them.’ 

	‘I don’t want this getting around.’

	‘I’m a discrete pimp,’ Clarke said, then shifted away. 

	He leaned back over the rail, closed his eyes, and let the traffic noise cloud his mind again. 
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	Two Years Ago

	‘Come on, Agent, aren’t you tired of this already?’

	The agent just stared at her. ‘I didn’t say you could stop.’

	She tied her hair back, again – for a goody-two-shoes agent of the system, he certainly had a thing for pulling her hair. It was annoying. He was annoying. The whole situation was annoying. ‘And I didn’t say,’ she snapped, ‘that you could recruit me. Two days I get, you can keep a game up, but it’s getting ridiculous now. Just show me your hand already, so we can-’

	He slapped her across the face.

	‘I know how the Agency works,’ she snapped, ‘and what you’re doing right now is so much against your duty I don’t know how you’re functioning.’

	‘Get back to your training,’ he said as he wrapped strips of cloth around his hands.

	‘Fuck. You.’

	‘You know what your choices are.’

	She took a few steps back from him. ‘And I practically grew up in a fucking Agency, I know my rights, and you can’t do this!’

	‘Your rights are whatever I say they are.’

	‘It doesn’t work like that, proxy!’

	He twitched. ‘Get back to your training.’

	‘I demand to see your boss.’

	‘You don’t get to-’

	‘Give it up, agent,’ she snapped, ‘just-’

	He squeezed her head between his hands. ‘You said you wanted to be stronger.’

	 

	‘I’m. Not. A. Recruit.’

	‘I say you are.’

	‘You can’t change reality with words,’ she snapped.

	‘You-’

	She tilted her face forward and kissed him. His reaction was immediate – he went limp, into shock, his hands dropping away from her. She felt a smile curl onto her lips as she forced her tongue into his unmoving mouth, she had managed to surprise him – for the first time in a week, she had done something that he couldn’t react to.

	He forced his mouth closed. She licked his closed lips, bit his chin, then let her hands slide down to his waist.

	‘I’m not a recruit,’ she said, ‘you can’t expect me to be something I’m not.’ His belt loosened, she pulled at his pants. ‘You want me around, ok,’ she said as she went to her knees, his body still rigid and unresponsive. ‘I’ll take the room as payment, but I’m better at being a whore than I am-’

	There was something missing.

	She pulled his pants all the way down, just to make sure it wasn’t some sort of illusion.

	‘What the fuck happened to your cock?’ she asked as she pressed a hand to the smooth path of skin between his legs. ‘What-’

	He finally reacted.

	He slammed her to the hard gym floor, his weight crushing her, both of his hands wrapped around her throat. ‘I want to be clear,’ he said through clenched teeth, ‘touch me like that again, and I will kill you.’

	‘You’re going to kill me anyway!’ she said, pulling at the hands around her throat.

	‘That isn’t how you free yourself from a choke hold,’ he snapped as he pushed himself to his feet, pulling her up at the same time. He grabbed the front of her shirt before she had a chance to get her footing, and threw her.

	She hit the wall, and heard something snap. She slid to the ground, and watched him compose himself, pull up his pants, buckle his belt and take a deep breath.

	She sat up against the wall, silently taking stock of her injuries. Cracked rib, definitely a cracked rib. ‘Fuck you, you freak,’ she spat. ‘If this isn’t some kind of sick sex game, then what do you want with me?’

	 

	‘I need a recruit. You’re expendable.’

	She stood and glared at him. ‘Fuck you, you dickless wonder.’

	He stomped forward, grabbed her by the shoulder and shifted them away.

	‘Knocking would have been appreciated,’ she heard another agent say.

	Taylor shoved her to the nearby couch, and she felt her cracked rib move.

	‘Taylor, you need to explain what’s going on, right now.’

	She looked past the mass of brainless muscle that constituted her captor at his boss. ‘Kidnapping, assault, dereliction of duty, misappropriation of Agency resources, misuse of an agent’s time, threats of bodily harm, threats of death, and seventy-five counts of being a massive dick!’

	‘What,’ the agent demanded of Taylor, ‘is going on?’

	Taylor jerked a thumb at her. ‘I informed you.’

	‘You said you had a guest you were trialling for recruit suitability, not…whatever in seven hells this is, Taylor.’

	‘Guest implies I had some choice in the matter!’ she snapped.

	‘I think she’s suitable,’ Taylor said, ‘she…has other ideas.’

	‘Get out of here,’ the agent said.

	‘You-’

	The agent rose up from behind his desk. ‘I said get out of here, Taylor, while I sort out your mess.’

	She heard Taylor growl, but he spun on his heel, and walked out of the office, slamming the door behind him.

	‘I think,’ the agent said, ‘our first stop needs to be the infirmary.’

	‘Just require me some fucking painkillers,’ she said, ‘I want to be out of here as soon as possible.’

	 

	The agent leaned against his desk. ‘He didn’t tell me who you were, Miss Hammond, he didn’t tell me much of anything. I had-’

	‘I’ll thank you not to call me that, agent.’

	‘Do you still go by Maggie? Or are you too grown up for that?’

	She stared at the agent. ‘Sorry, do I know you?’

	He extended a hand. ‘Ryan, I met you once, when you were a lot younger.’

	She ignored the hand and gave him a condescending smile. ‘Once? I met a lot of agents when I was a kid, you can’t expect me to remember them all. They’re all a blur of suits and ties, and you aren’t any different. I remember them talking about you, about how much of a dick you were, the hard on you had for getting paperwork in on time, but sorry to burst your bubble, I don’t remember you.’

	He looked almost hurt, but regained his composure. ‘I should take that as a compliment, we’re meant to fade, to be anonymous. Obviously, I’m a little behind on this situation, if you’d care to explain it to me?’ He retreated behind his desk and a large file – she assumed hers – appeared before him.

	‘He killed my friends, he kidnapped me, and he has no intentions of letting me go.’

	‘And by “friends” you mean other…criminals?’

	‘I’m not Agency, so I don’t have to respect Agency law.’

	‘Your former affiliation with-’

	‘That is completely irrelevant now. He can’t keep me here, I know he can’t, so let’s cut the bullshit. I’ll make it worthwhile, and you let me get the hell off that freak’s radar.’

	‘You’ve got three choices,’ Ryan said as he laid out three forms on his desk.

	She stood and stared at each in turn. ‘I don’t have time for this-’ she started.

	‘With your track record, the circumstances that you were brought in under,’ he said as he tapped a report, ‘and your apparent lack of cooperation in the matter, we can’t just let you walk away. Option one, incarceration for a year. Option two, level three tracking for two years. Option three-’

	‘Don’t even say it.’

	 

	‘Be his recruit.’

	‘Can I give a giant fuck you to all of those options?’

	‘You can do as you want, Miss Hammond.’

	She stood, tore the pen from his hand and scratched her signature across the recruitment agreement. ‘This had better come with all of the benefits.’

	He stared at her, and the world blurred, Taylor’s gym, and Taylor himself came into view.

	‘Fine, I’m yours, agent. You said you could make me stronger, prove it!’

	‘Then get back to your training!’

	‘Yes sir,’ she said with a scowl and a one-fingered salute.

	 


38 – Cerulean Blue

	Posted on November 14, 2010 by Stormy 

	Sweat poured down his body, soaking the useless bandages, the blanket and the hard pillow beneath his head.

	Withdrawal. It was worse than dying. It was worse than-

	Whitman looked down at him, blue eyes staring uncomprehendingly, staring past him, through him, not even acknowledging that he was there. She had been pretty – delicate features, well-kept hair, immaculate suit. It was hard, however, to remain pretty caked in that much blood.

There were drying patches of it on her jacket, a lump coagulating on her vest – Ryan’s blood, that had to be Ryan’s blood, it had been so long that it was beginning to turn to ash.

	He cough, and he coughed blood – or it could be his. She had found him. She had found him, even here, and she was going to make him pay whatever she felt-

	No, it was just insanity, just insanity, she wasn’t rational, she wasn’t thinking, she was just acting out, just lashing at whatever got in her way.

	‘Leave me alone,’ he whispered.

	She blinked, and her eyes focused. She put a hand on his chest and all he could feel was pain.

	He pushed on the bed, and with an effort, rolled himself off. The floor was cold, was-

	Magnolia hit the wall in front of him. She was wearing another of the skimpy dresses her family had gifted to her. She was bleeding, hurt, but not making a noise.

	Carol crouched in front of him, the ends of her blonde hair tickling his face. ‘Ok, I’ll leave you alone.’ She took a step toward Magnolia and he lunged after her, grabbing for her legs, but his hands went straight through, as if she were nothing more than a ghost.

	He felt tension against his healing wounds, scars threatening to tear themselves open, threatening to leave him dying on the floor again.

	This time, he heard Magnolia scream. He pushed himself up on one hand and lunged again, grabbing for-

	‘Hey!’

	Someone slapped him across the face, and hands grabbed him as he slowly opened his eyes. This time, it was Clarke looking down at him.

	‘If I had known this was the welcome I was going to get, I would have just spent my time having sex instead.’

	He coughed again, but this time, no blood came out.

	‘It’s strange to see you weak,’ Clarke said, ‘haven’t seen that in a long time.’

	‘What are you doing here?’

	‘You want me to lie, or do you want the truth?’

	He glared at the liaison agent. ‘Truth.’

	‘Are you able to sit up?’

	He gave a grunt and pushed himself up. He stared at his useless legs, steadied himself, then resumed glaring at Clarke.

	‘You’ve got to trust me, ok, Taylor?’

	‘What-’

	Clarke slid something from his jacket pocket. ‘Open up.’

	He opened his mouth to question the other agent, but found his mouth filled with a semi-solid block, rather than his query. The block had the consistency of butter, but tasted like blue.

	‘Bite down,’ Clarke said. ‘This is going to hurt.’ Clarke disappeared around behind him, pressed a hand against the bulk of his scar tissue, then slid his hand up so that his entire forearm lay against his spine. ‘Pray, you big bastard, just pray.’

	There was pain.

	He felt himself tearing out chunks of his hair, he felt himself choking on the butter-like blue, he felt the floor as it smacked him in the face, he felt the bed as it fell onto him, he felt pain in his left knee as he hit it against-

	He screamed, trying to clear his airways, trying to take in breath, he couldn’t breathe, he was going to die in pain. He always died in pain, he was going to-

	The pain tripled as he felt his bones stretching, popping, pushing new feet out from the stumps on his legs.

	Bright white supernovas flashed in his eyes, arcs of pain threatening to drag him into unconsciousness, threatening to-

	There were ten disconcerting sensations as toes popped from his newly grown feet.

	Clarke, now minus a hand, pulled the bed away, and retrieved the half block of blue that had fallen to the floor. The liaison tore a chunk and rubbed it over his newborn feet. ‘I couldn’t smuggle in shoes, so don’t step on broken glass.’

	Pain. Still so much pain.

	Whitman looked down at him as he let himself collapse back onto the floor. Blood dripped from her hand and down onto his face. ‘I’m not done with you.’

	He rolled over, and got to his feet, prepared to tear her head off, not willing to go down without a fight again, not willing to-

	‘Slowly!’ Clarke screamed at him, ‘else this is all for nothing, now cover your ears.’

	‘Why?’

	The wall beside him exploded, and he suddenly felt less pain, he felt…System area. It was a system area.

	‘How?’

	‘You going to work your way up to where, when and who?’ Clarke said, ‘move!’ he yelled as he pushed him through the hole in the wall. ‘System bombs, maybe now you’ll cut the nerds a break?’

	He tried to require a gun, and he felt pressure against his hand, but no weapon appeared.

	‘They aren’t perfect,’ Clarke said as they were hurried down the hall by half a dozen recruits – all of which he had been perfectly willing to let go, all of which were pushing pieces of equipment at him as they made their way down the hall.

	By the second intersection he had a gun, had a knife and had a jacket. Painkillers – for what little good they were doing, had been pumped into his system.

	There were gunshots, and two figures made it around the corner – Ryan and his pet mistake. Mimosa had a firm grasp of Ryan’s jacket, like a kite’s tether, and her usual terrified expression. Something normal at least.

	‘Next system deployment in seventeen seconds,’ Ryan said. ‘And that hall is clear.’

	‘Magnolia?’ he asked as he slipped on a proffered pair of pants and forced his new, sore, feet into a pair of boots.

	‘If Clarke’s information is reliable, she’s this way,’ Ryan said, ‘we’ve-’

	He stopped listening as he saw Whitman approach – she sauntered down the hall, her hair blowing in a dozen different directions as the blast from the system bombs went off, before she joined their group.

	Ryan continued to talk strategy, unable to see his girlfriend right there, unable to smell the blood over her face, over her clothes, unable to feel her sliding her hands up his arm, or her face as she kissed his cheek.

	He twitched, then lifted his gun. Kill the threat, get rid of it, even if they couldn’t see it.

	Whitman saw the gun, however, and skipped back a couple of paces, leaving him with his gun pointed at Mimosa’s head.

	Mimosa, who no longer looked afraid. Mimosa, covered in as much blood as Whitman was. Mimosa, holding Magnolia’s head.

	He pulled the trigger, but the shot went wild as Ryan drove his shoulder into his chest, throwing him back against the wall. His commander grabbed his shoulder and slammed them against the wall and held him there. He felt the gun being pulled from his hand, and saw the disappointment in Ryan’s eyes. Disappointment, and contempt.

	‘I know you’re in withdrawal, but you need to focus,’ he snapped as he slammed him against the wall again.

	‘Whitman-’ he began.

	‘That was Stef!’ Ryan shouted.

	‘I can see Whitman,’ he said, his voice sounding pathetic and weak.

	Ryan looked away and gave a heavy sigh. ‘Do you think that if Carol was here, I’d be wasting my time trying to rescue you?!’ He let go of his shoulders and took a step back.

	Carol approached again, a knife in her hand, but he looked away. He saw Magnolia being thrown against the wall, her dress in tatters, her head bleeding. He spun away, and saw Mimosa on the floor, Magnolia’s head in her lap, eating a biscuit, the crumbs falling into the decapitated head’s bloody hair.

	He turned away again, away from all of the illusions, leaned heavily against the wall and let himself fall.

	Ryan put a hand to his head. ‘You’ve seen me go through this, just hold on a bit longer.’

	‘Magpies coming!’ he heard one of the recruits shout.

	He took a deep breath. ‘Give me a gun.’

	Ryan pressed a gun into his hand. ‘Just be careful where you’re aiming.’

	They made it down the next two long sections of hall, set up another system bomb explosion, then came to their first real resistance – two dozen magpies, all armed. He took up a firing position with his recruits, but all hell broke loose when another dozen magpies faded in behind them.

	He tore the halberd from the closest one and stabbed its former owner. Two bullets slammed into his arm, and he lost his grip on the weapon. Two of his recruits fell to gunfire, another with a knife through his throat.

	Whitman laughed in his ear as he emptied his clip and reloaded one-handed.

	There was the clank of armour as the other two dozen magpies approached.

	Slaughter, it was going to be a slaughter.

	Magnolia.

	Gods, he would-

	He lifted his gun and shot at the next target, but he faded away. With a soft intake of air, they all faded away. The sound of armour disappeared, the sounds of guns being fired and reloaded disappeared, and there was nothing but the sound of one weak experiment crying.

	He looked across the hall, and saw Mimosa sprawled on her back, bloody hand on the floor, blood pouring freely from her chest. Ryan was at her side, making soothing noises as he tore open an emergency pack. He watched Ryan rub the liquid blue into the girl’s chest, then help her to sit up. She clung to him like a monkey, and continued to cry.

	Ryan looked across at him. ‘You really owe her now, that took a big chunk of mirror. Go, get Magnolia, hurry, we’ll set up an exit.’

	He rallied his remaining recruits, left the bodies, the other two agents and the crying mistake behind, and made it down the next hall, followed by a positively gleeful Whitman, who was all too happy to expound about the ways that their plan could go wrong.

	He heard Magnolia scream, and this time, it was no phantom.

	He kicked in the closest door, ran across the room and tackled her brother off the bed. Magpie’s favoured son split his head open as they hit the wall, but opened his mouth to speak. He pushed a hand over the young man’s mouth, then snapped his neck, as easily as he had done with Torgon Assail.

	He stood, and caught Magnolia as she stumbled off the bed. ‘I’m fine sir,’ she said before he had a chance to say anything. She stared down at the corpse, spat on it, then looked to the door. There were bruises, there were cuts, her wrist was broken. She wasn’t fine, but it was all easily taken care of.

	‘This way,’ he said, ‘they’re setting up an escape.’

	‘What about my mother?’ she asked as they quickly moved back toward the others.

	‘Some other time,’ he said, ‘she’ll have to back off.’

	Ryan waved at them, and they quickened their pace as the next bomb started to count down. He pressed her into the wall, to protect her from debris, to feel her close, to protect him from the phantoms.

	She kissed him as the bomb went off.

	This system was the most powerful yet, and after a moment, Magpie’s court disappeared, and the sterile landscape of the infirmary came into view.

	The dead were taken first – wheeled one by one to the morgue after a quick scan. Clarke, suffering nothing more than scratches, loudly announced that he would seek treatment elsewhere, and shifted away.

	Ryan excused himself and the experiment – which thankfully had stopped crying.

	Four recruits, two doctors, one insane blonde, himself and the lo…the woman he…

	Words were for thinking men.

	He kissed her, then required chairs for them both as they waited for the doctors to see them.

	Fifteen minutes later, the taller of the Parkers called for Magnolia, and as she moved up onto the closest examination table, he felt himself being shifted away.

	Jones’ lab came into view. ‘She’s going to be fine,’ the scholar said as the tank began to fill with stabilising fluid. ‘You on the other hand, are going to take some work.’

	‘I’m seeing-’

	‘I know,’ Jones said as he poured several containers of liquid into the tank. ‘Get in.’

	He required away his clothes and stepped into the filling tank. ‘Do something about it.’

	The phantom-Mimosa jumped into the tub wearing a frilly pink bathing suit, and began to bob the decapitated head in and out of the water. He shuddered as Magnolia’s lifeless eyes stared at him, and as the blood from the head began to spread out in the thick stabilising liquid.

	‘Not going to be that simple,’ Jones said, ‘withdrawal on top of injury like this, on top of that patch-job surgery – you’re welcome by the way – we’re not just going to be able to fix you in two minutes, two weeks probably, but not two minutes.’

	‘Two weeks of-’

	There was pain in his chest, and he looked down to see scratches pouring blood into the tub.

	‘What?!’

	Jones laid a patch of blue over the scratches. ‘That’s going to be worse than the hallucinations,’ the scholar said with an apologetic look. ‘Any injury you’ve sustained could be recalled, it’s just a way of your body handling the data it’s trying and failing to process.’

	‘I can’t-’

	‘At least you’re alive, at least she’s safe, can you be grateful for that?’

	He thought for a moment, then gave a slow nod.

	After an hour in the tank, dozens of injections and lots of technical explanations that he didn’t care for, Jones finally released him.

	He shifted to Magnolia, who sat cross-legged on her bed blindfolded with a disassembled gun lying on the sheet in front of her.

	He watched Carol chase her through the room before they both disappeared. He coughed and she removed her blindfold.

	‘I was instructed to let Jones work in peace,’ she said as the gun parts disappeared. ‘Are you all right, sir?’

	He joined her on the bed, pulled her into an embrace, and kissed her. ‘Are you?’ he asked as she rested her head against his shoulder.

	‘I didn’t expect our first night to turn out like that,’ she said. ‘I don’t-’

	He kissed her again, and talking seemed to lose its appeal, as did clothes after a minute. It wasn’t like it had been the last time – there was no arousal this time, nothing but need to press his body against hers, to feel her there, to know she was safe, and to be comforted himself. It was weakness, but an acceptable one. A blanket covered them, and he let himself fall asleep without initiating a sleep cycle.

	 


39 – A Holiday

	Posted on November 14, 2010 by Stormy 

	Taylor opened his eyes.

	The walls were covered in blood. So much blood. His dead body hung on the wall across, pinned there like a butterfly, blood still dripping from his mouth. She hadn’t let him die quickly. She had not had the capacity to listen to him, the sense to stay down when he’d hit her or the luck to die first.

	She had hurt him. She had kept hurting him. He had begged, and only then had she killed him.

	He grabbed handfuls of the sheet, and only then did he notice he was shaking.

	He hung his head and cried.

Magnolia was awake in a second, hands immediately running over his body, looking for an obvious signs of injury. After a moment, she swept the hair back from her eyes so she could look at him properly. ‘Sir? What’s-?’

	‘Nothing,’ he said as he dropped his head again. ‘I’m just weak.’

	She straddled him. ‘Sir, you aren’t-’

	‘Eight percent of my memory is all they were able to retrieve,’ he said, ‘it was boosted to just under thirty percent with file downloads, mission reports and surveillance footage, but all of that is meaningless, not my memory, not really.’

	Her lips brushed against his cheek. ‘At least they brought you back.’

	He shook his head fiercely, hating the feeling of tears on his skin. ‘No. They had no reason, other than their own guilt, it would have been kinder to let me stay dead, not to-’

	She kissed him. ‘I’m grateful for their guilt.’

	‘You wouldn’t even know me,’ he argued, ‘there would be no loss.’

	‘Sir-’

	‘I’m jealous of what they have!’ he said. ‘They want gratitude for forcing this on me, they want to ignore that I am incomplete, they want-’ He stared down at his fists. ‘I thought I was going to die,’ he whispered, ‘again, but you- I didn’t want to, because you…I just…’

	‘I love you too, sir.’

	He felt bruises appear on his arms – proof that his physical state was as weak as his emotional one.

	Three words. She had said those three words again. He was supposed to say them back. That was what was expected of him, what he was supposed to do. They stuck in his throat, ringing false, so he kissed her instead. A compromise. A good compromise.

	‘She…’ he started, ‘went mad. It wasn’t her fault. She went mad! She attacked everyone, not just me. She tried to kill Ryan, she tried to kill Jones, she did kill recruits…It wasn’t her fault. She was nice. She wasn’t a monster. She…’

	Magnolia put her cool hands to his face. ‘I’m here.’

	‘Unless you leave,’ he choked.

	‘I’m not leaving, sir,’ she said. ‘My place is here, I’m your constant, aren’t I?’

	‘You are,’ he whispered.

	She wrapped her arms around him, and held him for a moment, and slowly, the feeling of being weak subsided.

	Other feelings, however, did not subside. ‘I want to share a secret with you,’ Magnolia said as she began to tease her fingers around his hardening penis. ‘Sex in the morning is my favourite thing. It’s so lazy, it’s so self-indulgent, it’s so-’ she adjusted herself, and let him slide inside with little effort, ‘wonderful.’ She pressed both of her hands to his chest. ‘I think we both need to go slowly, if that’s all right with you.’

	Carol appeared behind Magnolia, lifted a knife, and slit her throat.

	Blood sheeted down Magnolia’s chest, and her eyes rolled up into her head, but neither had any effect on her rhythm, or on the sounds she was making, or on-

	‘You aren’t my nightmare any more,’ he whispered to the illusion.

	Carol came around from behind Magnolia and placed a hand on his forehead. ‘You’re still scared of me, and of everything else.’

	He felt hot pain crawl up his spine as nightmare images flashed before his eyes – Mordred raping her unconscious form on the floor in front of him; Grigori, bleeding, dying, still trying to make a joke; Reynolds waking up and the world dying; the Agency devoid of all life, a relic from a lost war.

	He balled his hands into fists, felt his short nails break skin, and the tiny amount of clarity that came from the pain.

	There was a hand against his face. ‘Do you want me to stop, sir? You don’t seem to-’

	‘I can’t concentrate,’ he said, and waited for her revulsion.

	She gave a slight nod and removed herself from him. ‘I can-’

	‘I trust you,’ he said.

	A strip of cloth appeared in her hands, and she quickly tied it as a blindfold. ‘Just concentrate on my voice,’ she said as he nibbled on his ear. He felt her lie against his side, her hand moving to tease him again, to touch him again.

	‘Listen…’ she whispered.

	He concentrated, he thought of her, and he felt the fear, the phantoms and the nightmares slip away.

	***

	Two Days Later

	‘The first order of business,’ Clarke said, ‘I guess, is an official welcome back.’ He gave a small clap. ‘But don’t do it again, or next time I really will go have sex with women instead of rescuing you.’

	He grunted at this, but didn’t make a comment. After Magpie, after his injuries, after withdrawal, there was something comforting about the banal jokes, the routine, and the return to duty.

	‘Jones,’ Clarke said, ‘is still working on him, so technically we’re down a combat agent until the end of next week, but I’m sure you’re still capable of stopping anything less than a minor apocalypse by yourself, right Taylor?’

	He gave a slight nod to this.

	‘Don’t forget, if you want to add anything to your defence statement, I need that by tomorrow – this is still mostly a formality, so don’t go over the top or anything.’

	‘We’ll have the appropriate paperwork to you by tomorrow morning,’ Magnolia said as she wrote it into her workbook.

	***

	One Week Later

	‘See?’ Grigori said as the smell of cigar smoke filled the air, ‘I told you it was a good idea.’

	‘You think,’ he argued, ‘that all of your ideas are good ideas, and refuse to-’

	‘Taylor,’ Grigori said as he passed him another beer, ‘shut up. You’re going to wake your girl up.’

	In response, Magnolia moved closer to him, wrapped her legs around his and sighed against his stomach. ‘I am awake, Grigori,’ she said, ‘just…tired.’

	Grigori lifted a hand and lightly slapped her exposed arse. ‘I know, I could hear you thinking about paperwork from here. You can sleep if you like, I don’t think there’ll be a round four, some of us have to get back to work.’

	He leaned forward and pulled on the sheet, covering Magnolia’s exposed lower body, and he felt her smile against his middle. She extended a hand over him, adjusted her head, then whispered a goodnight.

	‘See, I told you,’ Grigori said, ‘that if you were bored you would just start spending all of your time in bed.’

	‘As you said,’ he said as he removed the lid from the bottle of beer, ‘this was your idea, we had-’

	‘So much important paperwork to do? You’re on holiday, Taylor, enjoy it!’

	‘Hard,’ he said, ‘I’m not used to this much free time.’

	‘I do have a few more ideas…’ the Russian said with a wink.

	‘Grigori…’

	‘Don’t worry, don’t worry,’ Grigori said with a laugh, ‘all of them involve clothes on.’

	‘Coming from you, that doesn’t mean much.’

	Grigori stood. ‘I’ll send you an email later.’ He began to lift his clothes from the floor and get dressed. ‘Have you taken her out on an actual date yet? I could set something up.’

	‘She knows I’m not you,’ he said, ‘I don’t-’

	‘You’d better take her on a date or dozen before you…get married, have kids and lose all desire to do romantic things.’

	Magnolia choked, then laughed.

	‘Grigori, you-’

	‘Just think about it,’ the Russian said as he kissed each of them. ‘Now I have a country to run, I’ll see you later.’

	Magnolia raised a lazy hand and waved as Grigori shifted away. ‘We haven’t been out in a few days,’ she said, ‘no missions, no patrols, nothing.’

	‘I can’t, I’m-’

	‘The Gideon Street market is open, sir,’ she said as she sat up, ‘we could get some more items for the armoury, and if we eat, Grigori will have to call it a date, so you-’

	He pulled her close. ‘I love you.’

	A knife erupted from her chest.

	He heard himself scream, but tried to calm as he saw Carol.

	Just a nightmare. Just another nightmare. Magnolia, still gushing blood from her chest collapsed against him as more nightmares took over – Grigori in a Solstice holding cell, surrounded by men wanting to hurt him; Magpie standing with a massive army, about to declare war; Mimosa, her heart exposed and ticking like a bomb; Mordred dragging Magnolia’s unconscious body away; the Agency overrun and crumbling.

	‘I wasn’t trying to force you,’ Magnolia said as she stared at him, hurt. ‘Sir, I-’

	‘I love you,’ he said again, ‘I’m still being affected by the withdrawal.’

	She smiled and slid off the bed. ‘Weapon shopping should calm you down, should I request some petty cash, or-’

	‘No, I’ve got enough funds of my own.’

	He stood and pressed a hand to her chest. ‘There was a hole,’ he said, ‘there was-’

	‘I’m here, sir.’

	He gave a nod, then began to get dressed.

	***

	Four Days Later

	‘It’s an Enforcer ruling,’ Clarke said, ‘don’t worry, once they get here, it won’t take that long.’ With that, he gave a sigh, and went back to his phone, happily ignoring them, as he had done for the past twenty minutes.

	Magnolia ran a hand up his arm, then went back to her workbook, organising schedules, training, all the minutiae they would need once they were officially back on duty and freed from the pleasant tedium of their mandatory holiday.

	Ryan and an Enforcer entered the conference room, and the door closed behind them. The Enforcer – this one a short, scholar-looking agent with black hair – took position at the head of the table, while Ryan sat across the table from them.

	The Enforcer read the list of charges, including ones that had been dismissed, listed mitigating factors, then read a list of reference numbers for statements entered as Clarke slid a copy of the documents over to Ryan.

	The Enforcer stopped talking for a moment, then gave a nod. ‘As is process, we will allot punishment to the recruit, and then the agent. As such, Aide Magnolia Hammond, your punishment is this.’

	He felt the splatter against his face before he had time to process the sound of the shot.

	 


40 – Falling

	Posted on November 17, 2010 by Stormy 

	Eight Years Ago

	‘I’ve always wondered what it would be like to die.’

	‘Maggie, don’t you think that’s a little morbid?’

She looked up at Darren and shrugged. ‘I dunno,’ she said, ‘Chrissy in my class lost her mum, and then this, everyone says different things, makes me wonder what it’s really like.’

	Katie held out her hand. ‘We should move out a little, so we can talk.’

	‘No, no,’ Darren said, ‘I’ve got this.’ He crouched, then easily boosted her up onto his shoulders. ‘See? Now I don’t have to wait for her little feet.’ Katie sighed, but they walked away from the church, and the rest of the funeral party without another hitting-Darren-with-the-newspaper incident.

	‘There’s a park over there,’ she said as they reached the end of the driveway.

	‘That,’ Darren said, ‘was my master plan all along.’

	The park was empty, aside from a couple of birds – the non-talking kind.

	Darren spun toward a swing set. ‘You want to play, Maggie?’

	She shook her head, then rocked his head side-to-side in case he couldn’t see her. ‘No, I wanna talk. Dad doesn’t want to, but…’

	‘It’s ok, Maggie,’ Katie said, ‘you can talk to us.’

	‘Well,’ she said as she kicked the dirt, ‘what’s it like? What’s…how’s it work and all that?’

	‘Has your dad told you about heaven?’ Katie asked.

	She shrugged. ‘The Simpsons told me more. I don’t think he believes in it. He hasn’t said that grandma and grandpa are in heaven or anything, he just told me what happened, and hugged me a lot.’

	‘Do you believe in it?’ Darren asked as he lifted her down and put her on a bench. ‘All the clouds and…um, clouds?’

	‘Aren’t you from there? I mean, that’s where angels come from.’

	‘Angel,’ Darren said, ‘is more of a nickname than anything real, I take my orders from that lady there, not some beardy dude. Unless Ryan grew a beard. He couldn’t pull off a beard. He-’

	Katie cleared her throat, and Darren stopped talking.

	‘I don’t know,’ she said as she thought about the question. ‘I mean, if it’s real, I’ll believe in it, but if it’s not, then…’

	‘We could tell you-’ Darren started. ‘If you like.’

	Katie gave him a nod. ‘There’s no harm in a little knowledge. And this is the kind of magic that your dad doesn’t mind you knowing about.’

	‘This is magic too?’ she said.

	‘Everything is,’ Katie said as a bottle of water appeared in her hand. ‘Gravity, life, fireballs, electricity, it’s all magic in one way or another. Want a sip?’

	She took the bottle and drank some before handing it up to Darren.

	‘There are three ladies,’ Darren said, ‘Life, Death and Limbo, they’re pretty much like you’d expect…if you’re thinking about it, I guess. Life is pretty and blonde and is a suit-supporter, but she pulls off white, I could never do white-’

	‘Because you would spill something on it,’ Katie said with a smile.

	Darren reached over her head and brushed Katie’s cheek. ‘That’s why I have you. Death is very sombre-’

	‘What-er?’ she interrupted.

	‘She’s sad, Maggie,’ Katie said as she took back the water bottle. ‘And no one really knows why.’

	‘Limbo, her I don’t know much about,’ Darren said, ‘I’ve heard people say she looks like a little girl, but I find that hard to believe, they’re…really the three most powerful beings in the entire everything of the universe. Like…they could beat up Superman.’

	She gave a smile – they hadn’t really explained anything yet, just talked around it, like her dad did, like her teachers did, like anyone did when she asked about her mum. It was one of those “you aren’t old enough” things…but she was, and they just didn’t know it.

	‘I’ll say that I haven’t died, nor has anyone close to me, so everything I know is…like reading it from a newspaper, it’s true enough, but some of the details are missing, if you know what I mean.’

	She nodded.

	‘It’s like a fall,’ Darren said, ‘through…nothing, I guess, or like the twister from Wizard of Oz, people say different things, and then there’s Death. She sees you, then she sees you on your way. Some fae people just call her the Gatekeeper, because she lets you through the turnstile onto whatever’s next.’

	‘And that is?’

	‘None of the Ladies could tell you, it’s not something for us to know, it’s not something for anyone to know.’

	‘But people have come back to life!’

	‘They have,’ Katie said, ‘but they were in Limbo, they hadn’t passed on yet.’

	‘So…it’s like cheating?’

	Katie smiled. ‘Sort of, but not really. They still died, but they hadn’t…They made a choice to come back.’

	‘And ghosts?’

	‘I don’t know,’ Katie said quickly.

	She pouted. ‘But you’ll know when I’m older?’

	‘Katie…she wants to know.’

	‘There are things I didn’t want to know,’ Katie said as she held her hand, ‘sometimes it’s better to wait to know things.’

	‘I want to know!’ she said, then blushed at how loud her voice was. ‘Sorry. But I’m not a kid, I just-’

	Darren stood, looked down at her, and held a hand above her head. ‘According to this highly inaccurate measurement, you are still a kid, but I understand your point.’ He lifted her and pointed to the sky. ‘Can you touch the clouds, Maggie?’ he asked as he slipped his hands under her shoulders and lifted her higher – making her feel like she was almost flying.

	She reached for them. ‘It looks like I can.’

	‘Coming back, so much as I understand it, is like climbing all the way up a ladder to touch the clouds. If you get tired on the climb up, or fall off, or anything like that…you become a ghost.’ He spun her around and made airplane noises, which she pretended to hate. ‘But there’s some benefits to that, you would get to haunt boys and scare people, and all good things like that.’

	He put her back down on the bench, and Katie looked down at her. ‘I like to believe the thing that people say, that it’s just like going to sleep, that you close your eyes, and it’s all gone. I don’t…I don’t like to believe in heaven, because I don’t like the idea of being separated from the people I love.’

	Darren held a hand out to Katie. ‘Give us a minute Maggie?’ he asked as he pulled Katie to her feet.

	She nodded, then laid down on the bench as they walked away.

	She closed her eyes, imagined falling, and imagined going to sleep for the last time.

	 


41 – Loss

	Posted on November 17, 2010 by Stormy 

	Blood slid into the corner of his open mouth.

	He wanted to spit, to get the taste of her blood out of his mouth, out of his system, out of his mind before it burnt into his memory, but his face was frozen. Muscles wouldn’t move, and it wasn’t just his face, his body had followed suit.

	Sounds were a garble – he was sure that the Enforcer was talking to him now, or at least about him, as that was the process, it was the process, it was process, it was the process, it was-

	He felt the blood on his cheek slide down his chin and begin to drip away.

	She was-

	They had-

	No, the Enforcer had-

	The Enforcer had been talking, he had been looking at him, there was no gun, there was no second Enforcer, there was-

	Someone. Someone in the room had done it.

	Shapes in his vision spun and he forced himself to work them out. The Enforcer stood and walked to the door, leaving piles of paperwork in his wake.

	Paperwork that would never be done. Paperwork that couldn’t be done. There was no one to do it. There was no one to show him what to do. There was no one to explain all of the little boxes, or what signature was needed where, there was no one to love him.

	He forced himself to turn and look at her.

	Dead eyes stared from a slumped body. Bone, blood and brain matter stained her hair. The ruffles on her dress were ruffled. There was the faint stench in the air of a post-mortem defecation. She slipped a little on the chair, and he felt himself jump.

	There was the sound of a gun being placed against glass.

	He looked away from the body, and across the conference table.

	Ryan.

	Ryan’s gun. Still warm. Murder weapon.

	He vaulted over the table, knocked his commander – chair and all – to the floor. He kicked him, hearing bones snap with every impact – ribs, fibia, tibia, the bones in each hand with a stomp each, the spine.

	With a grunt, he threw the chair clear across the conference room, and heard a window shatter, not that it mattered.

	Ryan coughed weakly, unable to move, but didn’t shift away, didn’t heal himself, and didn’t even try to stop him.

	He stood over him, then dropped, straddling the feeble agent, lifted his fists, then began to use them on autopilot – thinking wasn’t required for punching, thinking wasn’t required for much he had to do and the only- The one-

	He screamed, and felt Ryan’s skull cave in under his hand.

	The body twitched under his hand for a moment, then disappeared.

	‘Again?’ Ryan asked as he reappeared, standing in a pool of his own blood.

	He grabbed the agent, and swung him down onto the conference table, shattering the glass. The impact reached Magnolia’s chair, and she slowly slipped off, and fell onto the floor in a graceless heap.

	His first instinct was to berate her for the fall – she was better than that, she knew better than to fall that way, that she should be on her feet again, that she should- She would never- She would never anything, ever again.

	He stepped across the remains of the table, and grabbed at her boot, careful to avoid touching her dead flesh, and tore the knife from her boot. He spun, ready to stab Ryan, but this time his commander was paying attention.

	The small cuts from the glass were healing as Ryan backed away, his suit rippling, looking new again. ‘Taylor-’

	He shifted across, stabbing with the knife before he’d fully reintegrated. Ryan dodged, but it was close, so close, close enough to- He thrust out his arm again, and Ryan jumped back, narrowly avoiding the blow again.

	‘Taylor, listen-’

	‘No!’ he screamed, the word forcing itself from his throat. He shifted forward, and slammed Ryan against the wall – just like Ryan had done to him in the halls of the Magpie Court.

	He lifted the knife and a wall of sound hit him – magic ran through him, a physical warning to go no further, to back away, that he was at the point of no return. He retched and shook his head, trying to clear his mind, trying to see straight again.

	A hand touched his forehead, and he felt the beginnings of a connection.

	‘Don’t make me,’ Ryan said, choking the words out. ‘I hate doing it.’

	He slammed the knife into the wall, and began to choke him. ‘You-’

	[I was following orders.]

	‘You killed her!’

	[And you think they would have done less to me if I had refused?]

	He head-butted the agent, and watched blood pour down his face.

	Ryan shifted from his grip. ‘I didn’t want this!’ he said, ‘I didn’t recommend it, I didn’t agree with it, and I didn’t want to do it!’

	‘You could have warned me!’ he roared.

	‘I was the only one who knew the results of this meeting beforehand,’ Ryan said, ‘they would have known it was me that warned you.’

	‘You could have-’

	‘I was thinking of myself!’ Ryan said, raising his voice. ‘For once, Taylor, I was thinking of myself! I am sorry, gods, Taylor, I am sorry, but you are far from the most important person in my life, and I couldn’t risk it.’

	‘This is a g-!’ he slammed a hand over his mouth, and focused on nothing.

	Nothing. The void. Weapons. Revenge. Not that word. Anything but that word. That word didn’t exist, couldn’t exist, there was-

	No.

	No.

	That word didn’t exist.

	He looked up, and saw nothing but pity on Ryan’s face. ‘Say it, Taylor.’

	He took a step back. ‘No.’

	‘Say it.’

	He backed away, and fell over one of the felled chairs. ‘No!’

	Ryan knelt in front of him. ‘I’ll say it if you won’t.’

	He grabbed Ryan’s jacket, pulled him down and shook him, hoping that it would shut him up, begging it to shut him up, to never speak again, to never say anything, for everything just to go black and take him like it had taken Magnolia.

	She was dead and she was dead and she was dead and he was alone and she was-

	‘Glitch,’ he said.

	The tears started, and he didn’t care that people could see his weakness.

	Ryan shifted out of his grip, mumbled another apology, then left the conference room, leaving him alone.

	Alone. He was alone again. He should have always been alone. Being with her had been a mistake. Weakness. It was all weakness. He had-

	He crawled across the room to her body and wrapped his arms around it, a morbid parody of the lover’s embrace she had taught him. She hadn’t really begun to cool yet, but she felt so wrong, the skin was wrong, she was wrong, everything was wrong.

	Everything was-

	The blood in the carpet began to soak through his uniform, but he barely noticed. It wasn’t as though he was ever going to move again, there was no point in keeping up appearances. There was no point to anything, no point to-

	He had seen people talk to their dead lovers, their dead friends, their dead family members – as if they could still hear them, as if words shouted at a corpse meant anything. They didn’t mean anything, as soon as a life ended, communication was meaningless.

	‘Come back.’

	Everything was meaningless. Everything was pointless.

	‘Come back.’

	She hadn’t gone down in a fight like she had wanted. He had, however, fulfilled his promise of killing her – or at least being the cause of her death. He choked, and wiped at his face with a bloody hand.

	‘Magnolia…’

	There was no movement. No tiny spark of life. Nothing left to-

	No chance.

	Minutes had passed – she wasn’t coming back, she hadn’t made a deal with Death, she had passed on.

	Passed on and left him alone.

	A slim body in a suit appeared in front of him.

	‘This is what you wanted, right?’ Carol asked as she lifted a felled chair and sat in front of him. ‘For everything to be simple again?’

	‘No!’

	‘Sure it is,’ she said with a condescending smile. ‘You never wanted this, you never wanted her.’

	‘I didn’t know that I did,’ he said. ‘I-’

	‘You’ve wanted to be a proper agent again since the first time she fucked you!’

	‘I…wanted her.’

	‘Well, you can’t have her. Come on, Agent Taylor, you’ve got a department to run, recruits to yell at, a new Aide to find, work to be done, duty to be done.’

	‘No.’

	‘I beg your pardon?’

	‘Not without her.’

	‘She’s just a human, she’s just-’

	‘Everything,’ he whispered. ‘Just…everything. She didn’t…I wasn’t incomplete to her, she’s only known me like this, she’s not comparing me to a dead man. I was…good enough for her.’

	‘Do your duty, Agent Taylor.’

	He scowled at the phantom. ‘Do yours, Whitman.’

	The contempt slid from her expression. ‘Are you sure?’

	‘I can’t…not without her…duty isn’t enough any more. Duty doesn’t…’

	She stood, and returned a moment later with the knife, Magnolia’s knife. ‘You sure?’

	He held his dead lover tighter. ‘Don’t let them bring me back this time.’

	Whitman gave him a nod, then plunged the knife into his neck.

	He didn’t fight the loss of sensation, of the growing darkness.

	Everything slipped away, and he fell.

	 


42 – The Empathy of Sin.

	Posted on November 20, 2010 by Stormy 

	Fire.

	Darkness.

	Falling.

	Nothing.

	His skin was seared. His body in constant pain. His mind filled with thoughts of his dead lover. Pain. So much pain.

	Hell. It had to be Hell.

	Rationality slipped away as another tidal wave of pain hit, finally taking his consciousness with it.

	He woke up.

	The ground was hot beneath his body, but nothing like the fire, nothing like the-

	The sky was on fire. It was red, a sunset red, but the only clouds in the sky were scraps of burning flame, never smoking, never ashing, staying lit on their own.

	He sat up, shook his head then pushed himself off the ground. Bayonets and broken beer bottles littered the ground, a city lay on the horizon, but he couldn’t match the skyline to any that he knew, if it was even real at all, or just another of Hell’s illusions.

	There was a street ahead, lined by burned-out cars. He turned, and saw a battlefield – empty of its fighters, littered with barbed wire, machine gun nests and swords stuck in the mud. Information clashed, time periods clashed – it wasn’t any one battlefield, it was an amalgam.

	Given the choices, the street was the better choice – far less weapons there that could be used against him, better cover, better-

	There was a flash of white hair.

	He sprinted towards the cars – all burnt, rusted wrecks, but all with pristine windows and mirrors – and saw the reflection again. He spun, trying to see where she really was, but there was nothing, nothing but the reflection in the car window. He stopped and stared – it wasn’t a reflection, it was a project – it was reflecting things, people, places that weren’t anywhere near his hell-scape.

	Magnolia.

	Alive.

	No – it wasn’t, it was a projection from before they’d been rescued, she was still with the Magpies, still captured, still being hurt.

	He punched the car window, and felt the pain immediately. Blood flowed from his knuckles, but he ignored it – a little more red in the environment would be barely noticeable, and if it attracted the denizens of Hell, and brought about oblivion all the quicker, then all the better.

	‘I thought you might be thirsty.’

	He spun, pulling his gun from its holder, taking aim as soon as he could focus on the the owner of the voice.

	‘Do you think that gun can really do anything to me?’

	He stared at the man…who for all intents, appeared to be a young Korean agent, albeit one with far-from-regulation streaks of red in his hair. The young man tugged on his suit jacket and grinned. ‘I thought I’d dress appropriately, hope you don’t mind.’

	A dozen questions formed, as the urge to be cast into oblivion, just so that-

	‘I’m going to tell you three things, Taylor,’ the young man said, ‘and I need you to listen. One, you aren’t dead. Two, you aren’t in Hell. Three, Magnolia’s still alive.’

	‘Where is she?!’ he roared, grabbing and shaking the other “agent” before he even realised that he’d moved.

	The young man was out of his grip in a second. ‘We need to have a long conversation, but first, do you mind if I dispense with the apocalypse?’

	‘What?’

	The young man held his hands out, then…ripped reality like it was a sheet of paper. A thin tear ripped across the land in both directions, and he slowly crumpled the illusion of reality like a large sheet of paper, which grew smaller and smaller, until he simply threw it over his shoulder and into a nearby bin.

	What had been a battlefield and a street of abandoned cars under a red sky had become a large apartment – stark black and white, barely any colour anywhere.

	‘Follow,’ the young man said. The kitchen was large enough to prepare food for one of Grigori’s agencies. ‘I have almost everything you could want to drink, what’s your poison?’

	‘Where’s Magnolia?’

	The young man retrieved a large carafe of water and a plain-looking bottle of wine. ‘It’s French, not fae,’ he said by way of explanation. ‘Thought it was appropriate.’

	‘How?’

	‘Where do you think you are, Agent? And don’t say dead, or in hell, because I’ve already told you that isn’t the case.’

	‘France doesn’t make any sense.’

	The young man poured a tall glass of water. ‘Drink.’

	‘Who-?’

	His host grinned. ‘So glad you finally got around to asking me that. Would you care to take a guess?’

	He shook his head.

	The young man poured himself a glass of wine and gave a casual shrug. ‘I’m Wrath.’

	He immediately went to his hands and knees, his face barely an inch above the floor.

	‘Get up, please. Or be more active down there, you’ve got a purty mouth…’

	‘Your…kind doesn’t talk to mine,’ he said. ‘I-’

	Wrath grabbed his collar and dragged him up, then pushed him onto a couch – the kitchen had disappeared, replaced by an equally-oversized living room. A tech-department-sized television hung from the wall across from them, lamps sat in each corner and black and white photographs sat in groups of seven on each of the four walls.

	‘You over it yet?’ Wrath asked, downing the glass of wine.

	‘My-’

	Wrath’s glass of wine turned into a can of beer. ‘You start with that “my lord” shit and I will bitch slap you, and it will hurt.’

	‘Then how should I address you?’ he asked, careful not to look the Sin in the eyes.

	‘By my name, like you would anyone else.’

	‘But…sir,’ he said, ‘you aren’t-’

	‘Do you think I’d be talking to you if you weren’t worthy?’

	‘I’m not, I’m an agent.’

	‘And I am sick to bowing to peer pressure,’ Wrath said, ‘the reason we don’t ever take your kind under our metaphorical wings is just ages old peer pressure. You are artificial beings, we deemed you unworthy of our time, and we never bothered to re-examine that point of view.’

	‘Still, I’m-’

	‘If I am going to be ridiculed by my family,’ Wrath said, ‘I think you’re as good a place to start as any. Are you going to argue with me?’

	‘No, sir, I’m not.’

	‘Are you going to stop with the “sir” thing any time soon?’

	He shook his head.

	‘Then I’ll take it as a term of endearment,’ Wrath said, and poured another glass of water for him. ‘Keep drinking, you need to bring down your fever.’

	‘What fever?’

	‘Do you want to know why you’re here, Agent?’

	‘Am I here?’

	Wrath smiled. ‘Don’t asked complicated questions. You’re still there, if that’s what you’re asking, they don’t think you’ve escaped, but you’re also here, so drink up. And you’re here because you’re dying.’

	He placed the glass down. ‘I thought I was dead.’

	‘No, those were fever dreams, that’s how much your body is deteriorating. You were mixing dream and thought and nightmare, and it produced something as horrible as a glitch. On the other hand, feel proud, you’re technically the first agent to have a dream in decades.’ The Sin sighed. ‘Some agents don’t survive withdrawal, and you’re one of them.’

	‘No.’

	‘What, just that? No. You think your words can change reality?’

	‘They have,’ he struggled, ‘I told Magnolia she was a recruit, and that made her a recruit. I-’

	‘This is…more complicated than that.’

	‘I can’t die.’

	‘We both know that isn’t true,’ Wrath said as he poured himself another glass of wine. ‘What you’re saying is you don’t want to die.’

	‘I’m stronger than-’

	‘This has nothing to do with strength,’ the Sin said, ‘this is beyond your control.’

	‘Nothing is-’

	‘Taylor…’ Wrath said.

	‘Yes sir.’

	‘You’ve been in a coma for a week,’ Wrath said, ‘Mags has given up hope, Clarke did attempt negotiation, which Magpie only allowed so that he didn’t try and drag the Kings in on a technical issue. There was no rescue attempt, but hold on to that part of the dream, system bombs, brilliant idea, you’re quite clever when you want to be. The situation is as bad as it’s ever going to be, but it doesn’t have to stay that way.’

	‘What do I have to do?’

	‘That’s the wrong question, Taylor. You’re supposed to ask what I can do for you. Come on, ask.’

	‘What can you do for me, sir?’

	‘Because you’re an agent, not as much as I would like. Normally, a warrior like you, I would imbue him with the strength to rise, go on a rampage and slaughter all those who have wronged him.’

	‘But I’m an agent,’ he said flatly.

	‘And as such, you belong to the gods. They don’t like their toys being played with, which is another reason we’ve kept away from your kind…no one wants to deal with a bunch of whiny children.’

	He was on his feet in a second, ready to defend the gods, ready to-

	‘Sit your ass down, Taylor.’

	‘Yes sir,’ he said, and immediately sat.

	‘I understand what you are, I understand they made you, and as such, it’s your duty to protect their reputation, but outside of your kind, most people don’t give two shits about them. They are beings who have reached such a state of optimisation that living is unnecessary. They do the equivalent of sitting around high all day because doing anything else is unthinkable to them. Demons? Now they’re the smart ones, they got out before they stuck in that post-optimised nirvana. They are trying to devolve themselves back down to something approaching a mortal state, which is why there are so many bad seeds, because not all of the experiments work very well.’

	‘The demons are-’

	‘You know that every word you’re about to say is bullshit, so don’t even bother, ok?’

	‘Yes sir.’

	‘Doesn’t it tire you to toe the party line all the time? Especially when you know that it isn’t true? You are mandated to say that the gods are responsible for all life, aren’t you?’

	He gave a slight nod.

	‘Depending on the Lady’s mood, Life alternates between furious and amused by this. I am pleased when it amuses her, because…well, no, I’ll tell you about that some other time. I did get her to do me a favour, however, grab the remote.’

	He leaned forward and lifted the remote from the solid block of glass the constituted the coffee table, then handed the slim device over to Wrath.

	Wrath propped his feet up on the coffee table, and gave him a smile. ‘Get comfortable.’ The Sin lifted the remote and clicked on the television. ‘All I can do for you is give you the strength to wake up, to break you out of this fever, take away the pain and assure that you can open your eyes. It’s so little compared to what I can normally do, but in this case, it’s going to have to be enough.’

	‘I just-’

	‘That being said, I asked Life what would happen if I was able to do that, and she showed me some things, which I’m going to show you. All of these futures are possible, it just depends on what you want, what you’ll do to achieve it, but there are also factors that are out of your control, none of them are guaranteed, just possible.’

	Click.

	The television flashed, and he saw a…throne room. Magnolia sat as queen, dozens of her brethren at her side, ready to follow her beck and call. He watched himself step into frame, Prince-Consort of the Magpie court, free from the Agency, there only to-

	He looked away from the screen.

	‘Sorry,’ Wrath said, ‘it’s a bit much isn’t it, just relax, watch the images, but let the information come to you as well, it’s sort of like dreaming, in that you can just know things, not that you remember dreaming, I know, but relax, and it’ll be ok.

	Click.

	An office in the Agency – new, different, not one he recognised. Two desks. A door slammed, and the nameplate on the door declared that he was director.

	‘What happened to-’

	‘I don’t have the context for any of these,’ Wrath said, ‘I only see what you see.’

	Click.

	Grigori grinned back at him and escorted him to a new office, which looked for the most part, like his usual office, then through to the new private gym where Magnolia was placing all of the weapons into their new armoury.

	Click.

	A small wedding on a beach.

	Click.

	Magnolia fell onto his dead body, then turned to face their attacker, before a blow broke open her skull.

	Click.

	A kiss as the sky tore itself as the the world died.

	Click.

	He saw himself kneeling behind a small child, brushing her hair as Magnolia tidied up the weapons rack.

	Click.

	A successful test of a system bomb.

	Click.

	A magpie force swarming the agency, blood and feathers filling the air.

	Click.

	‘Stop,’ he said quietly, ‘please, sir.’

	The television went dark. ‘Did you see anything that appealed to you, Taylor?’

	‘What appeals to me,’ he said, ‘is rescuing Magnolia.’

	‘Then let’s get you right on that, shall we?’ Wrath reached across and touched his forehead, and he felt the remains of his fever disappear. ‘I’ll see you again, one way or another.’

	‘Yes sir.’

	‘Now wake up.’

	He felt reality spin and warp, watched Wrath and his apartment disappear, and found himself in darkness.

	He took a breath, and opened his eyes.

	 


43 – Food and Thoughts

	Posted on December 6, 2010 by Stormy 

	Five Days Ago

	‘Sir?’

	For the sixth time in as many minutes, she pressed two fingers to his neck and felt his pulse. No change. Still weak. Still too weak. The worst part of withdrawal was over – he wasn’t shouting and thrashing around any more, wasn’t shaking on the floor, threatening to break open the scars and put him beyond help. The worst of it was over…but he still hadn’t woken, was unresponsive, was…was probably dying. 

	She pressed another cold compress to his forehead – it was useless, but it felt like she was at least doing something. If the fever didn’t break, if he didn’t wake, he was going to slip away, unconscious and without a fight.

Everyone was already treating him like he was dead – which was somehow better than treating him as though he were dying. Dying, they could still see him as a threat, as a draw out of the Court, as ties to an organisation despised. Dead, it was nothing more than her being weak, being a simpering lovesick fool hedging bets on a miracle. 

	Mordred, convinced of Taylor’s relative passivity, had stopped blocking medical supplies – such as they were, and was having less and less issue allowing her to visit and play nurse. Whether or not she as actually helping her commander, it was a good reprieve, and gave her more time to think, more time to weigh escape options, more time to think of ways to murder her mother. Planning, planning was always easier when there wasn’t a cock in your ass. 

	She squeezed the water out of the compress, soaked it again, then took his pulse again. 

	He was going to die, and it was her fault. 

	There was a cough behind her as her escort moved into the room. Without argument, she stood and left the room. There was no point in running, no point in snapping her escort’s neck – battles here had to be chosen carefully, else all was lost. 

	Taylor was going to die, all was lost. 

	All was-

	Her escort turned down a corridor they rarely took. ‘Where does he want me now?’

	‘Her majesty requested you.’ 

	‘Of course she did.’

	He led her into a large dining hall. The table there was longer than the Agency’s conference table – even when configured for all the outposts. From end to end the table was covered with food, two whole roast salmon taking pride of place on the table. She felt ill looking at them – the butchers and cooks had not even had the respect or decency to remove the heads – strands of blonde hair still hung from the head of the one closest to the foot of the table. 

	The bodies weren’t large – adult, obviously, but still young, judging by the proportions. College-aged kids. Young Salmon, brave enough to choose a life outside the safety of their Court and its borders, kidnapped and killed just for their blood.

	It was going to spark another war. 

	Despite the length of the table, only four places had been set. 

	Her escort indicated to one of the chairs and she sat. She surveyed the table, ignoring the murder victims as best as she could, looking for any potential weapons – there were none. No carving knives, no large fork, not even a spoon to be sharpened into a shiv. 

	There were a few wine glasses, but their relative fragility made them temporary weapons at best, and any escape plan that had a chance of working needed something a lot more permanent. 

	She relaxed against the chair, and took stock of the rest of the room while servers busied themselves with final touches and adjustments of the platters. 

	Mordred entered, followed closely by the lawyer – they sat opposite her, then ignored her, going back to their own conversation. Wine was brought, and she drank it down, swallowing her urge to ram the glass down her brother’s throat and watch him bleed. The wine was cheap, definitely not the same vintage that the men across from her were enjoying. 

	‘Arty tells me,’ Mordred said, suddenly turning his attention on her, ‘that he’s close to a formula that should work. Quicker than expected, not bad for a bloodless faggot.’ 

	‘I don’t mind,’ she said, ‘sooner I’m out of this place, the better.’ 

	‘But we’re having so much fun,’ Mordred said with a grin. He turned to the lawyer. ‘Sure you don’t want a go, Francis? Free gratis and all.’ 

	The lawyer put down his glass. ‘Gratis means free, you uneducated fuck.’

	She stared in shock at the lawyer for a moment, expecting Mordred to snap back at him, to rant about being treated with the proper respect, or to impugn him for being just human. Mordred, however, laughed, and slapped the lawyer on the back. ‘And that’s why you’re paid the big bucks.’ 

	With the sound of feathers, her mother appeared behind the throne-like chair at the head of the table. 

	‘I trust you two are comfortable?’ Magpie asked. ‘And Magnolia, do get those thoughts out of your head, I want this to be a pleasant evening.’ 

	She expelled a long breath through her nose, then emptied her wine glass, tapping it against the table a few times to prompt the circling steward to refill it. 

	‘That’s better,’ Magpie said with what looked like a genuine smile. ‘We haven’t really had a chance to talk since you’ve been here, and I-’

	‘I don’t want to hear anything you have to say. I accept what my freedom’s going to cost me, there was nothing in that agreement about remaining civil.’ 

	‘It has been a while I suppose,’ Magpie said as she raised a glass to the men. 

	‘Since what, mother?’ she demanded. 

	‘Since we’ve had agent on the table. He’s dead, yes, Magnolia?’

	‘If you want me cooperative-’

	‘I think your cooperation,’ the lawyer said as he rose to fill his plate, ‘is only required so long as Mordred wants you conscious.’

	‘Then why keep him here at all? Toss him back into a system area. Won’t matter one way or the other, right?’

	‘It hurts you,’ Mordred said as he accepted a carving knife from one of the circling staff, ‘to have him here, and if you don’t want me, then I want to hurt you.’ He sliced neat sections of the roasted body, slapped a few pieces of meat onto his plate, then sat again. ‘It was never supposed to be you, Mags,’ he said. He lifted a chunk of meat with his hands and bit into it, the juices dribbling down his chin. ‘We didn’t expect the others to become unusable as quickly as they did.’ 

	She looked to her mother. ‘Did you make him go through the same? Or did you choose him outright?’

	‘Of course not, daughter, I had to make sure he was worthy. One of you has to be at least. Six male children, as soon as they were old enough, I made them fight for it. Mordred was, obviously, the victor.’ 

	‘And your favoured prince ever since.’

	‘You sound jealous, daughter.’

	‘I’m trying to fathom your depravity.’ 

	‘You’re one to talk of depravity, Recruit.’ 

	She scowled. ‘I’m not the only one of your children who aligns themselves with the Agency. I really wish you would remember that, mother.’ 

	‘I am aware,’ Magpie said, ‘but you are the only one to raise to such prominence, to show such loyalty, to-’

	‘I’m sure that Bennefree would come close.’

	This seemed to confuse her mother. ‘Who?’

	‘He’s one of your children, mother, half-fairy. He’s a recruit. He’s an Aide. He’s the adopted son of an agent. You in your-’

	‘He’s unimportant,’ she said with a dismissive wave.

	‘Why not torture him like you do me?’

	‘Because he’s no part of the golden age. Magnolia, I’ve spent three decades putting pieces into place so that we can rightfully be known as a court to be reckoned with. I wish to-’

	‘The families,’ she argued, ‘are always the lowest order of courts. You yourself are…realistically nothing more than an agent, you are a function to keep order.’ 

	The change wasn’t subtle, nor was it painless. 

	A beak shot from her face, growing faster than her mouth could adjust, and she felt teeth knocked out of place. The flesh on her arms dissolved in chunks as her bones withered, decayed, falling apart in front of her eyes. 

	Ribs shot out of her back as wings pushed out of her body, forcing her from the chair to the floor. Her vision changed as she felt clawed feet on her shrinking legs grasping for purchase on the smooth, tiled floor.

	Her heart stopped for an instant, then began to flutter as it shrank, getting smaller and smaller within her changing chest. Feathers rippled out of her as more and more of her mass and height disappeared. She struggled and finally pulled herself free of the entangling fabric of her dress – it would do no good to be trapped beneath it. 

	Thoughts simplified, purified, complicated thoughts became harder to grasp. Escape. Flee. Fly. Food. Taylor.

	She stumbled as she tried to take a step. A strong hand wrapped around her and lifted her up onto the table. She flopped, trying to steady herself with hands that no longer existed, kick with feet that were no longer human, scream with vocal cords incapable of speech. Her mother pulled on her wings, freshly-formed muscles screaming in pain as they were bent back, nearly to breaking point.

	With a hiss, her mother dropped her to the table. 

	‘I can kill you any time I wish, Magnolia,’ Magpie said. ‘And if I so choose, I can simply allow Mordred to inherit my throne. I would prefer an heir with no outside contamination, but he will do if he must.’ Magpie stared down at her and wrapped a hand around her feathered neck. ‘Do you finally understand your place?’

	She nodded her head as best as she could, her beak tapping against her mother’s hand.

	‘Good.’ 

	Her mother lifted her, then threw her against the wall. 

	The change back was even more painful. The urge to lie on the cold floor was overwhelming, to lie, to lick her wounds, to let unconsciousness take her to escape the pain. Waking up would be bad – blackouts generally resulted in chains, a measure of insurance in case she was somehow faking it. 

	She concentrated for a moment, making sure that all of her limbs where in the right place, and of the right size, began to internally recite the recruit handbook, then stood. She took a couple of uneasy steps, retrieved her dress from the floor, then looked over at Mordred. ‘Dressed or undressed?’

	‘Dressed,’ he said, ‘you can pretend that-’

	She tuned him out, and gave a nod as she slipped the dress over her head. 

	‘As I was trying to say, Magnolia,’ he mother said, ‘we are coming into our most powerful hour. It, however, is not my want to lead. I wish to take a step back, to be able to appreciate the fruits of my hard work.’

	‘And if your heir was to turn around and kill you?’

	‘I would be proud.’ A saccharine smile spread across her mother’s face. ‘That’s enough conversation for now, we should eat.’

	 


44 – The Problem of Consciousness and Children

	Posted on December 12, 2010 by Stormy 

	

	

	‘I’m still seeing code.’ 

	‘How long were you at it?’

	Stef took her hands off her face and tilted her head back to look at him. ‘This session? Only eighteen hours, which isn’t that long when I get in the zone, but…I’m not used to it being so…visual I guess? Bright and shiny and stuff. Also, coding in three-d is more than a little weird.’

	Ryan gave a shrug. ‘You do have the option to do it on a regular computer.’

	‘Are you kidding? I said it was weird, I didn’t say it wasn’t cool! I mean, the level of complexity I’m getting to deal with..Neo can kiss my ass.’

	‘You’re going to have to sleep at some point.’

	‘I’m sixty-four percent done, can probably get another seventeen percent done before dinner.’ She required a tablet computer and ran her fingers across it. ‘If I do another two hours work after that, I can get another five percent to do itself.’ 

	‘Are you all right?’

	‘I’m patching, coding and debugging, so I’m pretty much in my element. It’s not like I’m getting to do any of the complicated stuff.’

	‘Even if it isn’t complicated, you are helping.’

	‘I’m also being really selfish,’ she said as she sat up and retrieved her bottle of soft drink from the floor. ‘I don’t give a fsck about the new combat agent, but doing this…sort of helps me understand what exactly went into me to make me work.’ 

	‘There’s nothing wrong with that.’

	She stood and dragged a freshly-required chair around to his side of the desk. ‘Is there something you could answer for me?’ she asked as she settled cross-legged into the chair. 

	‘Unless it’s about Atlantis again.’

	‘One day, you will tell me the truth about-’

	‘Stef.’

	She swung the chair side to side for a few seconds. ‘I’m not sure..I’m not sure I understand the recycling thing.’

	‘What in particular?’

	‘Ok, so there’s got to be the original set of modules, right? Kick Ass A, Computer Science B, that kind of stuff, right? If, and I’m assuming if, those modules haven’t been lost, then why bother ripping agents apart to reuse?’

	‘If it makes you uncomfortable to think about…’

	‘No, that wasp that eats a caterpillar from the inside out makes me uncomfortable to think about. This…I just want to understand. This is what I am as well, now, so unless there’s some sort of purity test, bits of me are going to be used in future agents, or future whatever-angels-are-instead-of-agents, you know what I mean.’ 

	‘There are, for one reason or another, several humans in the collective unconscious, which is where we retrieve the parts of previous agents that we need.’

	‘It’s also that big funky file repository, right?’

	‘Correct, but that’s a separate section.’ 

	‘Still, why?’ she asked. ‘And don’t say you’ll tell me when I’m older.’ 

	‘It’s the problem of consciousness.’ 

	‘Buh?’

	‘Our kind were initially all made from scratch, a clean copy of the code each time, nothing saved from the previous generation.’

	‘There’s a “but” isn’t there?’

	‘A large degree of newly-generated agents were failures. Think of what it’s like for someone born an agent – there’s nothing, then you open your eyes for the first time and you’re a fully functional, reasoning, conscious being.’ 

	‘With a job and everything.’ 

	‘Exactly. You are nothing, then you are are everything. You are seeing everything for the first time, but you know what everything is, you’re forming full sentences with words you’ve never used before, you’re interacting people, but you’ve never been taught how to shake hands.’

	‘I never…I never thought of that.’ 

	‘Even you must have experienced some of that,’ he said. ‘We all do.’ 

	She nodded. ‘Yeah, a bit.’

	‘That’s why so many of us would fail, it was just too much to comprehend all at once, and they’d just go mad, or shut down.’ 

	‘Sheesh.’

	He gave a nod. ‘Eventually, they found that using pieces from agents who had attained, and sustained consciousness helped with the process – that even if latently, unconsciously, there were parts of that new being that were used to being conscious, it made the whole process easier. It’s still difficult, but it’s no longer an insurmountable task.’ 

	There was a knock at the door. 

	‘Come in,’ Ryan called. 

	Stuart walked in, a little girl balanced on his hip, a blue nappy bag slung over his broad shoulders and a worried expression on his generally-jovial face. ‘Am I late?’

	‘For once,’ Ryan said, ‘no…I wasn’t aware that we had an appointment.’ 

	‘Clarke said I was welcome to the meeting, is he back yet?’

	Ryan looked to his left, the same way he always did when he was checking the time. ‘No, but he’s due back any minute now, if things didn’t go…badly.’ 

	‘It’s Magpie,’ Stuart said with a look of disgust on his face. ‘All she does is make things go badly.’ 

	‘You’re welcome to the meeting, Darren, but your child-’

	‘Already taken care of,’ Stuart said as he took a few steps forward. ‘The short lesbian can look after her. Girls make good babysitters. It’s genetic. Plus agent. Blue-enetic?’ He pushed the child into her arms and dropped the nappy bag on the floor beside her chair.

	Ryan sighed. [It’ll only be for a while.]

	She stared at the little girl. ‘I have no idea what I’m doing.’

	‘You’ll be fine,’ Stuart said with a grin, ‘let your maternal instincts take over.’ 

	She focussed on cookies. ‘Yeah, ok, I need a longer break from coding.’ 

	[Are you sure?]

	[This is why I have a camp buddy, right?]

	Stuart looked to the door. ‘Let’s go wait for him, you can fill me in on whatever I’ve missed.’ 

	Ryan stood, put a comforting hand to her head, then followed the harried agent out of his office. 

	She stared at the child for a moment, reached down, grabbed the nappy bag and shifted. 

	She knocked frantically at Curt’s door. ‘Four seconds or I’m shifting in.’

	‘Sheesh, newbie,’ he said as he pulled open the door, ‘what is-’

	She pushed past him before he had a chance to argue. ‘This!’ she said, holding the child awkwardly. She let the nappy bag slide off her shoulder and pointed to the child for emphasis. ‘This!’

	He started towelling his hair. ‘Stef, is there something you need to tell me?’ he asked with a grin.

	She put the little girl down on the bed and began to construct pillow-fort walls around it. ‘She’s Stuart’s, he’s barging in on the meeting for some reason, and Ryan’s indulging him, so I got…’

	‘Yeah, yeah, you were the only girl around. I’ve seen it happen. Why aren’t you in on the meeting, it’s got to be more important than this, couldn’t he have palmed it off on the techs?’

	‘I think he wanted it back in one piece. And I’m sequestered off coding anyway. Or supposed to be anyway, this is my first break in eighteen hours.’ 

	He jerked a thumb at the couch on the wall next to the kitchenette. ‘You can crash for a bit, I won’t tell.’ 

	She shook her head. ‘Nah, s’ok, I just didn’t expect to have a kid shoved at me.’ She fell heavily onto the couch. ‘He was just like “the short lesbian can look after the kid”, then dragged Ryan off.’ 

	‘Things must be getting serious if the outposts are getting worried.’ 

	‘I try and not think about the big stuff, my head’s next to exploding most of the time anyway trying to hold all this information in.’ 

	‘And Ryan didn’t say anything?’

	‘It’s not the first time that he’s said something like that, and I’m always just…confused, so I turn mute trying to come up with a good response. I mean, compared to some fae I’m not short.’

	‘He’s probably measuring on the Agent scale.’

	‘And lesbians freak me out.’ 

	He tilted his head. ‘Why?’

	‘Don’t get me wrong,’ she said as she sculled a freshly-required coffee, ‘I’ve got nothing against anyone in the whole spectrum, but lesbians…’ She put her coffee down. ‘I just don’t know how they don’t achieve a critical mammary mass and have to deal with explosions.’ 

	He opened his mouth.

	He closed his mouth.

	He looked away.

	‘I’m just going to pretend that conversation never happened.’ He lifted the nappy bag and began to pull the girl’s toys out. ‘To other things that freak you out, I didn’t think kids would be one.’ 

	She crossed her legs and scratched her stomach. ‘They’re fine from a distance, but I don’t know the first thing about actually doing anything with them.’ 

	‘Come on, it’s easy.’ 

	‘Maybe for you,’ she said. ‘I’m happy with my skill set.’ 

	‘You don’t want a mini-me?’

	‘Children aren’t topiary,’ she said, ‘or perfect little bonsai that you can prune to perfection. They aren’t supposed to be their parents.’

	He gave her an apologetic look. ‘Didn’t mean anything by it.’ 

	‘I know, but…I don’t know what your parents were like but mine wanted me to be a perfect little doll.’

	‘My dad’s gay and my mum’s a drunk. Their marriage was a sham, at least after she found out, but they did the whole “think of the children” thing and stayed together, until they split which was far, far from pretty.’ 

	‘I didn’t know.’

	‘I’d like it to stay that way, I can keep all of your secrets, you think you can keep one of mine?’ he rummaged around in the bag and found several containers of sliced fruit. ‘Has she been fed?’

	‘He didn’t exactly give me instructions.’ 

	He opened up one of the smaller containers and began to hand over slices of apple. ‘Kids are easy,’ he said, ‘if it helps you process it, just think of them as a verbal pet. Come here,’ he said, waving her over. 

	She groaned and got off the couch, then knelt beside him. ‘What?’

	He handed her a slice of apple. ‘Here, it’s not hard.’ 

	She popped the slice of apple into her mouth and returned to the couch. ‘I came for help, not for lessons. A child raised by me would need psychiatric care by the age of four, I’m not so cruel as to inflict that on someone who doesn’t deserve it. I don’t need to know how to do this stuff.’ 

	He sighed, then fed the girl a few more slices before throwing the containers back into the bag. He handed the girl a large picture book, before turning and joining her on the couch. His leg brushed against hers as he sat, and she moved away, squishing herself against the plush arm of the couch. 

	‘Sorry,’ he said. 

	‘It’s ok,’ she said, but didn’t relax her legs. 

	‘When you…I mean…’

	‘Huh?’

	‘The reason you freak out when people touch you, I-’

	‘There’s nothing to say.’ 

	‘I didn’t mean to- I can imagine all of these really horrible reasons for it, but I know it’s-’

	‘No, I mean, it’s nothing. Or because of nothing, or something.’ She pressed a hand to his arm. ‘The couple of people who have noticed, girls at school and stuff, they always assume…yanno, that I got molested or something.’ 

	‘Yeah,’ he said flatly, ‘the thought had more than occurred to me.’

	She pulled her hand away. ‘Think of it this way, if someone can be like this because they’ve been…touched. Couldn’t it be because they haven’t been?’ She waved a hand. ‘Really bad wording. Wait. My parents didn’t hug me or cuddle me or physically comfort me when I was sick, sad or bad. I didn’t get to hide in their bed because there was a monster in my closet. I didn’t get my hand held, or my head patted, or anything like that. Up until I came here, almost all of the physical contact in my life has been purely formal or purely accidental. I’ve never had to deal with these sort of sensations before, I’m learning them like a child would. Not to mention I’m used to my personal bubble being the size of a flat.’ 

	‘Well, I think you finally make sense.’

	She gave him a too-wide smile. ‘There’s still tons about me you don’t know.’ 

	‘Like what?’

	‘I once ate a whole can of coffee.’ 

	He stared at her.

	She held her thumb and forefinger about an inch apart. ‘Ok, it was a really, really tiny can.’ 

	The little girl began to move toward the pillows, to breach the strong, proud walls of the pillow-fort. ‘I think I’m going to read her a story,’ he said, ‘any suggestions?’

	‘Now that,’ she said with a grin, ‘that definitely comes under my skill set.’ 

	 


45 – Interruption of the Status Quo

	Posted on January 2, 2011 by Stormy 

	Ryan looked up as Clarke entered the conference room. The liaison barely looked at him, instead starting to pace around the room, nearly walking into Darren, and only stopping when he came to Grigori. 

	He watched as Clarke flipped open the Russian’s jacket, and extract a hip flask from an inner pocket. ‘Pay you later,’ Clarke muttered.

	‘I have more if you need it,’ Grigori said.

	Clarke turned to look at him. ‘Taylor’s…not coming back.’

	‘He’s dead?’

	Clarke continued to pace around the conference room. ‘May as well be. He’s suffering withdrawal really badly, and he’s been unconscious too long to wake up.’ 

	‘Do you want to start at the beginning?’

	‘Not particularly, Ryan,’ Clarke said, but sat at the head of the table anyway. He lifted the hip flask, drained it all, then looked at each agent in turn. ‘None of this is overly pleasant, if you can’t handle squick, then leave now.’

	‘I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to hear the truth,’ Grigori said. 

	‘Just talk,’ Darren said. 

	Clarke ran his hands through his hair, sighed, then nodded. A lit cigarette appeared in his hand, and after a long drag, he looked up. ‘So, first, sitting in a waiting room for three hours. This, on it’s own, wouldn’t have been so bad…had it not been for four screens showing agent snuff porn. Not like I could say anything, or whatnot…and some of it was real, not just that fakey stuff they make with regenners in costume.’

	‘The Remington video?’ Grigori asked.

	‘It was somewhere in the playlist,’ he said, ‘it’s a classic ain’t it?’ Clarke sucked bitterly on his cigarette for a moment. ‘So after that joy, got escorted through…and I’m starting to think Magpie is blind, her Court is seriously that ugly.’ 

	‘What about Magnolia?’ Darren asked.

	‘Before or after I had to watch her suck off one of her brothers?’

	Darren went silent and stared down at the glass of the conference table. 

	‘After, Clarke,’ he said, ‘we-’

	‘If I had to go through this shit, Ryan, you lot can at least hear about it. My job isn’t always pleasant, but this…I don’t have words to describe how disgusted I am right now.’ 

	He sighed. ‘Magnolia’s alive at least.’

	‘Could be in much worse condition, considering…and if they get their way, there will be…this is all some fucked-up plan to create a super baby. Magpie wants a replacement, and Mags is going to be the mummy. She isn’t pregnant, but it’s not for a lack of trying.’ 

	‘And Taylor?’

	‘Welcome whoever Jonesy and the techs build with open arms because we’re not getting them back.’

	The words were expected. The information had been easily interpolated. It was the truth, it was what had been predicted. 

	It still hurt. 

	‘How bad was he?’ he heard himself ask.

	‘Bad, boss,’ Clarke said. ‘Way worse than when you were pulled back over. You might have been shaking yourself apart and couldn’t tell glitch from reality, but you were mobile, a bit, at least.’ 

	He looked away for a moment, not wanting to concentrate on bad memories. 

	‘He’s not…’ Clarke continued. ‘He’s barely breathing, he’s sweating like a pig and I don’t think the IV she’s got hooked up to him is doing shit. He might have a day or two at most left, but he’s not going to wake back up before then.’ 

	‘I’d propose war,’ Grigori said, ‘but it would be a request falling on deaf ears.’

	‘We can’t stop you from taking your own actions,’ he said, ‘but the Agency can’t go to war.’ 

	‘You shouldn’t have let him go in the first place!’

	‘He made his choice, Agent,’ he said, his voice terse. ‘There was nothing we could do. She was dying, he deserted.’ 

	‘Don’t try and pretend it’s desertion, Ryan, you-’

	‘We can’t go to war for a dying agent and a recruit, we just can’t.’ 

	‘I don’t have an in with the magpies,’ Grigori said, ‘they have no stable entrances, I’ve got no way of breaching their defences. I can’t wage another war by myself, and you wasted our one shot at diplomacy.’ 

	Clarke stood, and hurled the hip flask back at Grigori. 

	‘Apologise, Grigori,’ he demanded.

	Grigori shook his head. ‘No. You could have done more. You could have done anything. He’s going to die, and you’re to blame.’ With that, he shifted away. 

	‘Clarke?’

	‘Yeah?’

	‘Take the next two days off, consider yourself on-call, but…clear your mind.’ 

	‘How’s Jonesy progressing?’ Clarke asked as he leaned against the conference table. 

	‘A little faster than normal,’ he said, ‘he’s getting help from some of his recruits, if I push him…less than twenty-four hours.’ 

	‘It’s going to be weird without them,’ Clarke said as he lit another cigarette. ‘I’ll miss them, in a weird sort of way. But…without Taylor here, I think we’ve got a far greater shot at getting stabilised. If the new guy isn’t a jerk anyway.’

	‘Considering the circumstances, do you think we can delay the external training?’ 

	‘Yeah,’ Clarke said, ‘I don’t think that’ll be a problem. Now if we can just-’

	‘She’s going to die, or worse,’ Darren said. ‘There has to be-’

	He swung on his chair to face the outpost agent. ‘There is nothing we can do. Even if we could retrieve her, she’s still under her mother’s power, so unless you know a way of removing her magpie half, she’s in danger either way.’ 

	‘Because of you, because of him. He trained her to use her fae side, her mother would have no interest in her now if he hadn’t.’ 

	‘That’s the weakest logic I’ve heard in this room in a long time,’ Clarke said. ‘And fuck you for judging, Dazza,’ he said, his voice growing thick with contempt, ‘she’s been a recruit for two years, you could have said something at any point, you don’t get to hindsight-is-twenty-twenty on this.’

	Darren stood, then shifted away.

	A few seconds later, Stef shifted into the conference room. ‘Ok, question, are small children supposed to randomly disappear?’

	‘Darren left.’

	She made agitated motions with hands. ‘He could of said something, cause, suddenly disappearing child is a bit weird!’

	He felt his world centre a little. ‘For future reference, no, they don’t tend to spontaneously disappear.’ 

	‘Good.’

	‘I’ll order another Aide from the Academy,’ Clarke said, ‘New guy-’ he turned to look at Stef, ‘does he have a name yet?’

	She shook her head. ‘Jones wants to wait till we’re done.’

	‘New guy can replace them if he’s unhappy, but at least we’ll get some of the paperwork done in the interim.’ He looked back at Stef. ‘You been to the basement yet?’

	‘This afternoon, Clarke,’ he said.

	‘Better be,’ Clarke said, ‘we’ve got a chance for a fresh start here, and that means everyone pitching in, for better or worse, and I’ve dealt with my “worst” quota for the next month. If you need me, call me.’ He stubbed out his cigarette on the table, then shifted away.

	Stef spun the chair beside him, then slid into it. ‘Something bad happened, didn’t it?’

	‘Taylor’s dying, and we don’t rescue recruits. Magpie won.’ 

	‘Ho-how upset are you about this?’ 

	‘Conflicted,’ he said, ‘more than upset. I’ll notice them gone, but…I don’t know if I’ll miss them, if you know what I mean. It sounds callous, but it’s also honest. The situation would be different if he hadn’t succumbed to withdrawal. When withdrawal hits an agent that badly…they don’t wake up. You survive, or you don’t. He’s been a miserable bastard, and for that I blame myself, but he-’

	‘All you have to do is ask.’ 

	He looked across at her. ‘No.’

	She patted her chest. ‘I’ll do whatever you want, whatever you tell me to do, I’ll do this, all you have to do is ask.’ 

	He pulled her hand away from her chest. ‘No.’ 

	‘If it will make you feel better-’

	‘It sets a dangerous precedent,’ he said, ‘what happens when another agent goes missing, what happens when one is dying, what happens when they decide that you are worth more as a commodity than as an agent?’

	She looked away for a moment. ‘Then we deal with that then,’ she said, ‘what do you want to do right now?’

	‘You are worth far more to me than he is,’ he said. ‘And what I need to do right now is ask Jones to work faster, to approve the new Aide when Clarke sends me the paperwork and to placate the combat recruits.’ 

	She gave him a small smile. ‘Are you sure?’

	‘I am.’

	‘You need to do something fun – and not today, don’t give me the “I has paperwork” speech, I know you do, but sometime soon.’

	‘We could visit Patty and Magic Mike on the weekend.’ 

	‘Okies.’ She swung on her chair. ‘As to the basement…could you wait until I’ve got the automated codes running, I don’t want to take a break, do that, then come back and have to code again, I’ll be too distracted.’

	‘How much do you know?’

	‘Enough to know it’s not going to be pleasant.’ 

	‘That would be correct.’ 

	‘You go see Jonesy, I’ll go back to coding, I’ll let you know when I’m done?’

	He gave her a nod. 

	She gave a smile, then shifted away.

	He stood, shifted to his office, required one set of killed-in-action paperwork, and a missing-in-action set for Magnolia. He stared at the paperwork, then cast them aside. 

	He walked across his office, stared at one of the wall panels, and waited for the code entry lock to appear in his HUD. He entered the code and the panel disappeared, replaced with a door. He stepped though the door and heard the wall panel replace itself. 

	Warm sun radiated down from a fake, holoform sky. Fresh, real grass crunched beneath his feet as he walked through his garden. Rows of fresh sprouts were growing strong, and a sprinkler activated as he walked past – the timer perfect as always. 

	He left the younger plants and made his way up the small hill, to the tall tree reaching high towards the unreal sky. He pressed a hand against the fifty-year-old tree, shrugged off his jacket and sat beneath it, the sun playing through the leaves, leaving patterns of light and shadow on his hands and sleeves. 

	He bundled his jacket into a makeshift pillow, laid on it, closed his eyes, and allowed himself to sleep. 

	 


46 – Back with a Bang

	Posted on February 23, 2011 by Stormy 

	‘I’m sorry sir,’ Magnolia whispered to Taylor. He was still alive. Barely. Just barely. He wasn’t going to survive another few hours – as such, there was no longer any danger in releasing him. Tossing him back into system territory and letting him hope for the best, but it was one chance more than none. Any future, any chance, that getting back into system territory – even one where he was branded a traitor for his “crimes” and executed – was better than wasting away alone in some isolated room in the bowels of the Magpie Court.

	It was…hopefully going to be one of those times were Ryan’s pathetic softness, his lack of conviction, his massive flaws as a leader, would be to their advantage.

	She put a hand to Taylor’s face, and her heart jumped, then pounded, unbelievably loudly in her ears. He was faking. Muscles were tightened in such a way that- No. Not possible.

	‘S-sir?’

	He opened his eyes. Clear, present, brown eyes stared up at her. ‘Are we alone?’

	She nodded and let tears fall – the rebirth of hope was, somehow, even more painful than its loss.

	He reached a sweaty arm up, wrapped it around her neck and pulled her down for a kiss. She kissed him back, hard, then rested her forehead against his. He was no trick of her mother, no illusion, no further cruelty. He was real, and he was-

	‘I love you.’

	She had meant to ask him “how”, how he was sitting up, how he was alive, how he had survived when all signs had pointed to succumbing to withdrawal.

	‘I love you.’

	The words hadn’t come from her mouth. She looked down at him, and he gave her a slight, mater-of-fact nod, as if he’d done little more than comment on some combat technique.

	‘Sir?’

	‘Later. Everything. Later. We’re leaving.’

	‘How?’

	‘There’s a weak spot at the highest point in the sky, we’re going through that.’

	‘How do you know?’ she asked as she helped him sit up more.

	‘Information from…from a friend. Later. I need something to bite.’

	She retrieved a wash cloth for him, and rolled it before passing it over. He looked up. ‘If you have weapons, retrieve them.’

	‘There’s none, sir.’

	‘Then just stay back, Magnolia.’

	He bit down on the cloth, and in a few seconds, his body was slick with sweat again, but not fever sweat, not the sweat of a man wasting away. Pain contorted his face – whatever he was doing was hurting him, so much so that he wasn’t bothering to hide it.

	His legs withered, like a rapid atrophy. Muscle wasted away in seconds, along with bone, leaving him with little more than hollow skin bags bags hanging from his hips. He screamed into the cloth, and fell forward, balancing his weight on his hands.

	Wings tore from his back. Huge, white, fluffy angel’s wings sprouted from each shoulder, each wing as tall as he was, thick with long feathers.

	He slumped for a moment as the wings moved, extending, contracting, spreading wide, testing their movement, before finally folding on his back.

	‘I didn’t know you could do that, sir.’

	‘They’re for emergencies,’ he said after a moment. ‘Lash my feet together.’

	‘Yes sir.’

	It didn’t take very long at all to find something to bind his feet. She tied the heavy silk with a nigh-unbreakable knot, leaving enough room between his feet for a small step, a small harness to stand on.

	She stood, enjoying being close to him again, enjoying the knowledge that he was alive, and that for the first time since they’d been trapped, they had a chance to escape. There was no room for any thoughts about how attractive he was with feathers.

	One last look around the room confirmed that there was nothing that could be easily refashioned into a weapon. There was nothing – even the flail was gone. There were some heavy objects, but if they were going to fly, then weight had to be the first consideration. There was, however, something in the room that hadn’t been there before.

	She crossed quickly to the small table and picked up the bottle of wine.

	‘Is it French?’

	She gave the label another look, then nodded.

	‘Smash it open.’

	She placed it on the bed, lifted the quilt over, then brought the lamp down on it. She tore away the quilt and stared at the prize at the bottom of the bottle. ‘Browning, 9mm, semi-automatic. Sir?’ she asked, his lack of surprise intriguing.

	‘It’s sufficient to say that Wrath is on our side.’ His wings extended and he flapped them once, leaving him floating in mid-air. ‘We’re leaving, now.’

	She stepped onto the makeshift silk harness, wrapped one arm around him, checked her range of movement, then nodded against his chest.

	With one massive flap of his wings, they shot out the large open window that looked out over the cliff face the Magpie Court sat upon.

	She held her body against his as tightly as she could – there weren’t even minutes until someone saw them escaping, or found her room empty, and every iota of wind resistance could make their escape attempt fatally slow.

	A few dozen magpies were disturbed as they flew higher. Her eyes scanned each in turn, looking for any sign that they were more than low cousins. Nothing. They were all just normal birds.

	Normal birds, and one guard having lunch on the same outcropping. He stared at them, an overstuffed sandwich halfway to his mouth.

	‘Sir!’

	She pushed herself away from Taylor, and launched herself toward the guard, who still hadn’t grabbed a weapon, or even put down his sandwich.

	With a grunt, she hit the guard, the cliff wall and the sandwich. She broke his neck with one swift movement, patted down the corpse for weapons – finding two small throwing knives, then let herself fall back into her commander’s arms.

	‘I can hear an alarm,’ Taylor said as she righted her footing in the harness.

	She listened, and heard it, an alarm floating on the wind. They’d been- No. They had a huge lead. Enough of a lead. Gods, it had to be enough.

	Taylor seemed to have no trouble with his wings, pushing them higher and higher into the sky as easily as he would climb a flight of stairs.

	If there was a soft spot in the sky, it meant the Court had a finite sky, it meant that they would reach the roof of the world. Touching the sky wouldn’t be a metaphor.

	She cast a look below, and saw soldiers spilling out of the Court.

	‘Are we going through this again, Magnolia?’

	The voice was close. Her mother wasn’t.

	‘You will come back, and this will begin again.’ 

	It was true. Even if – big if at this point, judging by the horde of gaining soldiers – they escaped, everything would just start over.

	‘Faster, sir.’

	Agency. They needed to be back in the Agency. Back with supplies, options, allies. Another hit of the experiment’s blue would at least stalemate the situation for a few hours.

	A few hours. A few hours to think of the same options that they had thought of the first time around. A few hours to hire an assassin. A few hours to hire a Court traitor and launch a genocidal attack on the magpies. A few hours to start a war.

	Bullets shot past, and she swung the Browning down towards the soldiers, keeping her finger away from the trigger – none of them were within range, and the few that could be close enough weren’t close enough to allow an accurate shot, and accuracy was king when bullets were limited.

	‘How far?’

	‘There,’ he said, as she turned from their pursuers for a moment. There was a slight depression in the sky – a barely-noticeable upward pull of the clouds into the solid blue sky.

	‘Last chance, Magnolia.’

	‘Do I really have to say that I’d rather die?’

	‘Wishes can be granted, Magnolia.’

	She felt the skin across her chest and middle sparking and cracking, readying to explode.

	‘Sir.’All for nothing. All of it, all for nothing. No reason for him to die. ‘I love you.’

	She let go of him, tucked her limbs against her body and dove toward the oncoming soldiers.

	Take a few of them out at least. Disorient the high-flyers. Give Taylor a chance to-

	His strong arms grabbed her from behind. ‘Fade!’ he screamed into her ear.

	She fixed the roof of the world into her mind, her vision tunneling as they dropped closer to the soldiers and their now much more accurate shots, and began to race down the tunnel.

	The fade tunnel had always just been that – a tunnel. The thinnest of tubes she had pushed herself through towards a pin point-sized image of her destination. It had always been more like a trick of the mind than a proper fade.

	No more. She could stand. She could see. Her destination – the vortex in the sky was still visible at the “end”, but so was everything else, the ground far below her feet. It was so much more the “walk” that other fae had described to her.

	One last thing learned before death.

	Taylor kept his grip on her as the first wave of the explosion hit.

	Fire, hot as napalm burnt as her skin cracked and sealed over and over, but the flames dissipated almost as soon as they hit the still, dead air of the fade. The second, third, and fourth waves of the explosion were even less kind. She heard herself screaming, and even that wasn’t enough. Every inch hurt, ribs snapped under pressure, the feathers on her back shrivelled, and worse, deeper pain, hit, an indicator that she was seriously, seriously hurt.

	His arms held her up, despite the need to sleep, the need to curl up into a ball and sink into a pool of morphine. It would have been fatal. It should have been fatal. For once, her mother had honestly been trying to kill her, rather than just fuck with her.

	The grey tunnel of the fade shook, a shoddy shack in a gale, then finally shattered as the last bit of the explosion wracked her broken body. Blood slid down her legs, poured from deep gashes in her arms, leaked from under her fingernails, painted her in red all over. Her body lost tension as they were cast back into the world, and she began to pitch toward the earth again.

	The soldiers had caught up. Two grabbed her and began to pull her back toward the earth. She lifted the gun, still miraculously in her blood-slick hand, and shot one in the chest. He clutched at the wound, dramatic as a pantomime actor, then dropped like a stone.

	She turned to the other and kicked him. He swore, then released her, letting her fall as she stayed above, drawing a weapon. She swung the Browning up and fired two shots – one whizzed uselessly past his head, but the other managed to clip a wing, and he screamed obscenities as he plummeted past her. Wings. They all had wings. Not a few dozen feathers protruding from their backs, and not just a slight edge against gravity, but real wings, and the ability to give gravity the finger.

	Taylor swooped beneath her, she landed on his back. It hurt him, something she would have known even without hearing his shout of pain.

	He was tiring, fast, his wings weren’t beating with the same ferocity, they weren’t climbing with the same speed, and they were still far from safe.

	She wrapped her arms around his neck and let her legs slide down his back and into the harness.

	There was blood on his wings. Hers. His. Both. Didn’t matter. Parkers. Jones. They would fix everything. Gods, everything hurt. Everything except her hands, she couldn’t even feel those.

	They hit the soft spot, they touched the sky, they pushed through the sky.

	The building that rose up in front of them as they left the Court, however, was not something that could be pushed through.

	At the last second, Taylor swung his right wing around, and it took the brunt of the impact. He grabbed her as they fell, and she could barely feel his hands. Barely-

	One last fade. One last kiss. One last miracle. Anything. Nothing. So much of everything was nothing now.

	She tried to focus on his face.

	She tried to focus.

	She couldn’t even speak.

	She couldn’t even-

	 


47 – No Place Like Home

	Posted on February 24, 2011 by Stormy 

	Taylor flared his good wing once more, just before they hit the ground. They still hit the ground. The ground still hurt. He took a moment to breathe. One moment. One moment to worry about his own basic functions. He upped his count of broken ribs to four, then opened his eyes.

	The soldiers would be coming. They had to-

	Death was staring down at Magnolia.

	He gave a wordless, defiant shout and the Lady disappeared, as quickly as a trick of the light.

	He rolled over, his right wing nothing but pain, broken bones and bloody feathers.

	She was dead.

	Lay down and die. He could do that. It had been so easy to do in his nightmare. So simple to hold her, and let himself slip away. There was nothing else to do, it was unimaginable to continue without his-

	He lifted a bloody hand and held it over her open mouth. Breath. Barely there at all, but breath all the same. So close to death, so close that Death herself was watching. Waiting. Waiting to take her. No. Never. No. Hurt. Hurt badly. In need of medical attention. In need of the Agency.

	He looked around – without blue, without a system connection, there was no way to tell where they were, no way to call for help. Leave her. Get help. Come back. It was the logical plan. No. Die with her. Yes. If it came to that.

	He looked around. They’d crashed into the loading bay at the back of the glass-and-steel tower that had crushed his wing. Rubbish, a skip bin, a parked truck.

	A phone.

	Just visible in the gloom, up on the loading dock was a slim phone hanging on the wall. Not much, not much at all usually, but enough to call for help, enough to get them…home.

	He steadied himself, and fluttered his left wing, gaining a little purchase on the air. One large flap brought him a few feet closer to the phone.

	Magpie landed in front of him.

	‘I sent the soldier boys home,’ she said without care. ‘At least a couple of them will be enjoying those whores you so easily dismissed.’

	He kept his eyes off the phone – no need to give her even more of an advantage.

	‘I’d say that you’ve been a lot of trouble,’ she said, staring down at him, her black eyes glittering, reflecting the glimpses of fluorescent lights. ‘But, really,’ she continued, ‘it isn’t true, you made things easier. You made her cooperate, more than she ever would have on her own. Mordred is grateful for your services.’

	He lunged at her, and she swatted him away like a pathetic bug.

	He flapped his wing again, and this time, she threw him into the wall. He stayed down this time. Attempting the same thing more than twice was stupid.

	Magpie moved toward Magnolia’s limp form and he held himself back from going at her again, screaming at her, raging at her to leave his lover alone. Plan. He needed a plan. Weapon. He needed a weapon.

	Magpie ran a hand across Magnolia’s belly. ‘There was no child in here,’ she said, ‘but it wasn’t for a lack of trying, let me assure you. I guess I will have to begin this all again. Freedom, I think, was the mistake.’

	He saw Death in the corner of his eye. He was running out of time. She was running out of time.

	He sat up as best as he could, as quietly as he could, to not draw the warden’s attention back. He lifted both hands to his broken wing, and cleared his wing as much as he could. With a practiced ease, he snapped the bone, and pulled it free from his shoulder.

	He fell forward onto his hands, his broken, bloody wing grasped in his right hand. Blood poured from his shoulder blade, down his arm, and dripped onto the ground. More blood loss. Not that it really mattered at this point. If he was going to die, it wasn’t going to be from blood loss, so painting a few more inches of the world red didn’t matter.

	One deep breath. One prayer to deaf gods. One hope that Wrath was watching. He lunged himself forward, all his energy focused on speed. He needed to be fast, more than anything, he needed to be fast.

	He slammed into Magpie, the sharpened, broken bone easily sliding into her back.

	They hit the ground, the warden screaming, still moving, still breathing. He grabbed the bone and slammed all of his weight down on it, and felt it sink inches deeper into her, into a lung, into her chest cavity, fatal, it had to be fatal.

	She was still squirming. He pushed himself up with his left hand, and punched the back of her neck, and with a grunt, broke her neck, twisting it nearly far enough to stare into her dead eyes.

	Death was staring down at Magnolia again.

	‘No,’ he said.

	The Lady turned her skeletal face to look at him. ‘No?’ she echoed.

	‘No!’

	Death hung her head and…changed. Someone stepped into the space she was occupying. There was a slight crackle of electricity as the new figure turned to look at him.

	A pale, blonde woman in a white suit.

	Life.

	‘The warden’s heart’s blood, feed it to her. It will keep her breathing long enough to get her back to the Parkers.’

	‘Save her,’ he said weakly.

	‘I can’t interfere. Whether or not she lives is not up to me, it’s not even up to you, Agent Taylor.’

	He rolled Magpie over, punched her chest, and began to peel away the ribs.

	‘I didn’t see this,’ he said as he dug into the warden’s chest.

	She crouched in front of him, and popped open a silver pocket watch. Infinite golden spirals curled, appeared, shrivelled, multiplied, grew dark and died. ‘I only gave a small selection to my lover to share with you.’

	He pressed his fingers into Magpie’s heart and tore a section free. He turned back to Magnolia, held it over her open mouth and squeezed the rent organ until no more of Magpie’s blood dripped from his hand.

	After the longest moment of his life, she took a small, painful breath.

	He looked toward the phone, but Life held a mobile out to him.

	‘This isn’t interfering, agent,’ she said with a smile, ‘it’s just a phone call.’

	He dialled triple-zero and heard it connect. ‘What service?’

	‘Agency.’

	‘Fire, police or ambulance?’

	‘Agency.’

	‘Sir, you-’

	He dredged his tired mind. ‘Tab-A.’

	‘What?’

	‘Press tab-A.’

	He heard the woman grumble, then a click as the call was transferred.

	‘Agency.’

	‘Taylor. 710-8762. Brisbane. Now.’

	He held his breath. Their answer now would tell him if they had been labelled traitors. If they were going to be left to die…or rescued and executed. The phone clicked again.

	‘Brisbane.’

	Broken ribs pressed into his lungs as he breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Two to shift.’

	‘Agent Taylor?’

	He recognised the voice. Raz. Nervous. Redhead. Paranoid, even for a tech. ‘Two to shift.’

	He heard the headset being dropped. ‘Jonesy! Jonesy! Joooooooooonesy!’

	Bright light and familiar air rushed over him as the Agency blurred into view.

	He heard a long string of profanity, broken into two voices as the Parkers immediately went to aid Magnolia.

	Jones appeared and looked down at him. He pushed himself up, and gave a half-flap of his remaining wing, launching himself at the scholar. He grabbed the tech’s labcoat, the lift from his wing barely keeping him in the air. ‘Get me Mimosa.’

	‘You need-’

	He brought his face level with Jones’. ‘I need the fucking mirror, now GET. ME. MIMOSA!’

	Jones looked away for a moment, then behind as the once-useless experiment appeared. He screamed and lunged at her. She shrieked and stumbled backward, leaving him to fall to the floor. He shot an arm out and grabbed her by the ankle. She toppled backward, but wriggled out of the shoe, and out of his grip, then hopped to her feet, then backed away a couple of metres for good measure.

	‘Give me your heart!’

	She flinched, but didn’t respond.

	‘Give me your heart!’

	‘It already belongs to someone else, and you sure as hell aren’t him.’

	He pushed himself up onto his hands and prepared himself to go at her again. ‘I’m going to rip open your chest and-’

	‘In front of everyone?’ she asked, her voice lower than usual, steadier than usual, ‘yeah, like that’s going to happen.’

	‘She’s going to die!’ he screamed.

	She gave a shrug. ‘I don’t even like her,’ she said in the same cool, steady tone. ‘Or you. This isn’t happening.’

	He dared a look back at the Parkers. They…they weren’t doing anything. The taller of the doctors looked down at him, and answered his unasked question. ‘I’m not sure what you want me to say,’ Parker said, ‘we can’t do anything. She’s got more blood inside her…than inside her, if you know what I mean, complete organ failure in all systems…and, mate, there’s no brain activity. She’s breathing, but I don’t even know how. Mimsy pulls a miracle out of her non-existent arse, or I’m calling it, there’s no point in life support.’

	He turned back to the experiment. The risk. The danger. The worthless coward in an agent’s suit. The schizophrenic little goddess who held his fate in trembling hands.

	‘Mimosa-’

	‘You’re wearing my name out.’

	‘She’s-’

	Mimosa looked away from him. ‘Out. Everyone. Out.’

	‘Stef…’ Jones started.

	‘Everyone.’

	The Parkers shifted away, taking Magnolia with them, and Jones left the room. The doors to the infirmary slid closed, and all of the clear windows turned opaque. Privacy for whatever hell she was going to-

	She kicked him. Hard. She watched him for a reaction, then kicked him again. Small feet slammed into him again and again, into broken ribs, into bruises on top of bruises, into bleeding wounds.

	‘How dare you?!’ she screamed after a moment, breathing heavily. She backed away, out of range of retaliation. ‘How fucking dare you?’ she asked again, a slight waver in her voice. ‘You wanted Ryan dead for using the mirror, you tried to kill me, just for existing!’ She hopped up onto the closest hospital bed and swung her legs back and forth. ‘You don’t get to ask this of me.’

	‘She’s going to die.’

	‘According to the doctor, she’s pretty much there.’

	‘Mimosa-’

	She smiled down at him. A cold smile. ‘Sorry, do you think you’re going to growl and that I’m going to give in? You see you right now? This is how everyone feels around you all the time, this is how you treat people, and this is how weak-’

	‘You are?’ he spat.

	‘Again, good job getting me on side. I always thought I’d take a baseball bat to you, if I ever got you like this, I figured if they’re strong enough to beat up fridges, they’d be ok for you, you’re pretty much built like a fridge. Now that you’re like this though…I’m kind just digging watching you squirm in your own blood.’

	‘What do you want?’ he screamed.

	Another shrug of tiny shoulders. ‘What if it’s enough to make sure you don’t get what you want?’

	‘Please.’

	She shook her head. ‘You don’t say that word. You don’t mean it. You’re throwing it at me because you hope it’ll change the mood of the conversation. Fail. Try again.’

	‘I’ll give you whatever you want.’

	‘You couldn’t give me what I want.’

	‘I love her.’

	‘And that means exactly nothing to me. I don’t care about you. I don’t care about her. Love is loss. It’s the big kick in the balls you get for caring about people. The boy I loved went to Neverland and left me behind, and you think you deserve better than me?’

	‘I’m not going to let her die,’ he said, unsure if he was talking to her, himself, or to reality at large.

	‘Forgive Ryan.’

	He focused on her again. ‘What?’

	‘If somewhere under that T-800 chaises you actually have a heart capable of…capable of love, and you’re begging me to break your precious rules, then guess what, arsehole, you don’t have the agenty-ruley-duty moral high ground over Ryan any more. Asking this of me, getting her back is no different than what Ryan did for Carol. That’s what I want. I want you to forgive him.’

	‘No.’

	She buried her face in her hands and shook her head. ‘Seriously?’ she asked as she looked at him through spread fingers. ‘You can’t give me that one little concession? You, you’re fucking unbelievable. I hope you enjoy necromancy. Necrophilia. One of them.’

	‘I forgive him.’

	‘Was that so hard?’

	‘I…already forgave him.’

	She stared at him for a long moment. ‘Then I’ll name my price later.’ A scalpel appeared in her hand, and she swung her legs back up onto the bed and crossed them. She flipped her tie over her shoulder and worked the buttons on her shirt.

	‘I fscking suck as a magical girl,’ she said, and he knew she wasn’t talking to him.

	Blood ran down her fingers as she made an incision in her chest. Tips of two fingers disappeared into her chest, and a piece of mirror appeared in her palm. ‘It’s enough to…to fix her. She’s still going to need every little bit of the twin’s attention, but it’ll fix what they can’t.’ She tossed it down to him, and the small, wafer thin piece of mirror skidded toward his hand.

	He held it aloft and made his wish.

	There was an immediate flurry of movement in the next room – the sound of the Parkers with a patient to save.

	Tears of sheer relief streamed down his face.‘Thank you,’ he whispered, but she was gone.

	 


48 – Mending
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	Shift. Shift to safety. Shift to safety. Shift to safety.

	You’re already safe, genius.

	Not far enough away. Totally not far enough away. He could probably still smell her. Shift to safety. Shift far away. Shift to the strange and mysterious land of Canada.

	Why is Canada always your go-to spot?

	I dunno.

	The chair was pulled away from the desk, and her small hidey-hole exposed to the light. Light which would make her easier to find. She smushed herself further against the inside wall of the desk, trying to prevent any of the light from actually touching her.

	The size of the hidey-hole expanded, the desk slipping and changing, growing enough for a grown man to hide in the safety of the desk as well. The desk stopped changing, and Ryan joined her in the not-quite-dark.

	‘He’s going to kill me.’

	‘No he’s not.’

	She looked up at him through messy hair. ‘He’s going to kill me,’ she said. ‘He’s going to get his legs back, he’s going to get a band-aid, and he’s going to come after me.’

	‘He’s not going to go after anyone for a while.’

	She shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter. He still will. This is why you don’t fight people in the wrong, cause it only ever turns out badly.’

	‘Fighting those in the wrong is…pretty much our job description,’ he said. He pushed the hair away from her face. ‘Or did you forget that?’

	‘You said I didn’t have to sign up for the save-the-world stuff.’

	‘So what is your job then, Miss Mimosa?’

	‘I swear if one more person call me Mimosa today, nah, it’s you, that one doesn’t count, with you it’s more like a meme than anything else.’

	‘You didn’t answer my question.’

	She shrugged again. ‘I don’t really know. I sort of bumble my way through every day and you pat me on the head and tell me I’m doing a good job. So…I guess I’m a professional bumbler. And we’re the good guys, I know that.’

	‘You’re a lot better at this than you give yourself credit for.’

	‘You showed me the dungeon-’

	‘Basement.’

	‘-and I showed you my lunch. I’m not great at this.’

	‘And what about what you just did.’

	‘Yeah, I’ve got so much conviction about that, that I’m still shaking.’

	He wrapped his strong, warm hands around her small, shaking ones. ‘You’re ok.’

	‘How much did you see anyway?’

	‘All of it.’

	She buried her face in her knees again. ‘It wasn’t me doing most of the talking.’

	‘Were you quoting?’

	She rested her chin on her knees and stared up at him. She slipped her hands free of his. ‘No, I mean…’ She felt her face scrunch up, and she slapped a hand against the side of her head. He knew. Still too hard to say out loud. Still too hard to normalise it. Accept that he didn’t want to lock her up.

	He grabbed her hand to stop the slapping, then gave her a nod.

	‘I still can’t believe I did that,’ she said. ‘Taylor. I mean. I did that. How’s Canada this time of year?’

	‘You’re not moving to Canada.’

	‘You’re not the boss of me!’

	This made him laugh. ‘Yes, actually I am.’ He smiled. ‘And I can ground you.’

	She felt herself smile. ‘You’d ground me?’

	‘If you deserved it.’

	‘Better than not deserving it.’ She looked up at him. ‘So, what happens now?’

	He sighed. ‘In all honesty, I have no idea. Given the circumstances, I don’t think any decisions need to be made right now.’ She nodded, and the desk disappeared from over their heads. ‘Their return, however, has generated a lot of paperwork.’

	She snapped a lopsided salute. ‘Okies, I’ll let you work.’

	‘How’s that pile on your desk?’

	‘Last of it disappeared this morning,’ she said with a smile. ‘I’m up to date for the first time ever.’

	He stood, and offered a hand down to her. She grabbed it and jumped to her feet, and stepped out of the way as the desk, covered with all of his papers, reappeared.

	* * * * *

	Ten Hours Later

	Predator.

	Someone was watching her.

	Magnolia felt herself wake in a second, her eyes open, ready to fight whatever attacker was coming for-

	Mimosa sat on the end of the hospital bed, a clipboard in one hand, a can of drink in the other. She kicked her leg, but the movement was slow, sloppy, sedated, not enough to knock the experiment from her perch.

	‘Good morning to you too, Recruit,’ Mimosa said dryly. She waved the clipboard. ‘According to this, you aren’t supposed to be moving, and that includes trying to attack your superiors, so don’t do it again, k?’

	She scowled. ‘You aren’t my superior.’

	Mimosa reached into her pocket, retrieved her Agency ID and waved it about. ‘This says I am.’

	‘And that means-’

	‘Wow, zero to bitch in less than ten seconds, you are kind of impressive.’

	‘And when did you grow a pair?’

	‘You really should be nice to me,’ Mimosa said as she hung the clipboard back on the side of the bed. ‘I’m the reason you can walk and talk. I’m the reason you woke up at all.’

	‘You mean you used an Agency resource for Agency reasons, congratulations on doing your job,’ she spat.

	‘Oh yeah, cause there’s totally a paper trail about this. If this were all formal, your boyfriend would still be filling out the request paperwork, and the Parkers would have stuck you in the morgue.’

	Her head pounded. ‘Just leave me the fuck alone, Mimosa.’

	‘I only gave him a little bit of mirror to wish with, just in case he decided to do something…stupid. It was only enough to give you any chance at all.’

	‘Generous.’

	‘The Parkers did what they could, you should get them a gift basket or something-’

	‘For doing their jobs?’

	‘Tell me something, are you at all capable of gratitude?’

	‘I’d be grateful if you-’

	‘You can’t have kids.’

	She shut her mouth, and glared at the girl. ‘What?’

	‘It was one of the things the Parkers couldn’t fix. Sorry for being so blunt, but at least you’re fscking listening to me now. You had an egg inside, it shattered and ripped everything apart in there. Sorry.’

	‘So long as I can walk and fight then-’

	‘It’s not a choice that should be taken away.’

	‘I’ve got more important things to-’

	Mimosa shook her head and dug into her pocket again. After piling the bed with sugar packets, coffee beans and big lumps of lint, she held up a small silver sliver. A piece of mirror. ‘Practically everything else is going to heal with time, so much as your chart says,’ she rolled the small piece of mirror around in her palm for a moment. ‘Here’s your choice back.’

	‘Why are you even here?’ she asked after the faux agent went silent.

	‘Because this is the only time we’re going to have something in common,’ Mimosa said quietly.

	‘Not sure if you’ve met Grigori,’ she said, layering the sarcasm heavily into her voice, ‘but agents can have-’

	Mimosa lifted her shift, exposing the mass of scar tissue that ran across her abdomen and continued below her belt. ‘What part of this,’ Mimosa said, her voice cracking a little, ‘looks like I have a functioning reproductive system?’

	‘Is this also why you look like a little kid?’

	She put her shirt back down. ‘Says the girl who dresses like a doll? Yeah. I was twelve. I basically never went through puberty. I never had the choice. You should. You decide not to have kids, I don’t care, but you should get to choose.’

	‘But I hate you.’

	‘Yeah, well, duh. It’s mutual by the way.’ Mimosa took a step closer and dropped the small piece of mirror onto her chest. ‘But you’re on my crew.’

	‘What?’

	‘Ask Merlin.’

	She lifted the small piece of mirror. ‘I could kill you with this.’

	‘No,’ Mimosa said, ‘you really couldn’t.’

	She held the piece of mirror for a moment, thought of trying to kill her anyway, then made the suggested wish.

	‘I have one question, Recruit,’ Mimosa said.

	‘Aide,’ she snapped, ‘and what is it?’

	‘Do you actually realise you’re floating right now?’

	She looked down at the bed, and found that was indeed, floating a foot off the mattress.

	‘What did-’

	‘You were floating before I came in,’ Mimosa said, ‘so don’t even think of blaming me.’ With a sour look, the faux agent shifted away.

	* * * * *

	‘I want a baby.’

	Ryan signed off one more form, and watched it disappear. ‘A baby what?’

	‘Baby baby. Regular kind. If there’s a regular kind. I just want one.’

	He looked up at her, there were already tears streaming down her face. ‘Stef-’

	‘I want one and I can’t have one.’

	He shifted to her in a second, and wrapped his arms around her. ‘I highly recommend adoption,’ he said as she hung limply in his arms.

	‘It’s not the same.’

	He lifted her shaking body and carried her to the couch. ‘How can you say that?’

	‘It’s what I was told,’ she said, ‘that it made me useless, that I wasn’t a real girl, that I didn’t get to be people if-’

	‘Whoever said that was wrong-’

	‘I don’t get to fix myself if I can’t-’ She wiped at her tears with the back of her hand. ‘I always wanted to have a kid, so I, so I could do it right…so I could make up for all the crap that my parents put me through. I thought that if I was good, if I made it up, if I…loved a child, if I gave it all the…that it would make up for it, and that it would fix me, and then I’d be people, and I wouldn’t be…me, I’d be better, I’d better, but I can’t, and I’ll never be and-’

	‘You’re fine the way you are.’

	‘I hate it when you say that,’ she said, ‘because I know it’s not true.’

	He required a handkerchief and wiped at her tear-stained face. ‘Having children doesn’t define you, it doesn’t take away from the other things you have achieved, and it doesn’t, or shouldn’t, change the other things you want to achieve. Having a child is one aspect of life, of the lives of some. Do you think Patty is less…people because she has horses instead?’

	‘Nope, but she’s not-’

	‘Nothing you can do will make up for how your parents mistreated you, that’s something you can’t change. Having a child for that purpose is unfair, it’s using them, it’s an ulterior motive, and there’s more than a chance that they will feel slighted for it.’

	‘But-’

	He pulled her close and kissed the top of her head. ‘With all of the magic in the world, when you grow up, and you decide then that you still want children, we’ll look into it. There’s also at any one time, dozens of children that the Agency has to find homes for, so you could take one of them in. There’s options, there’s always options.’

	She wiped her face again. ‘How the hell do you do that?’

	‘Do what?’

	‘Take one of my massive problems and just make it GTFO like it was nothing?’

	‘I’m your father,’ he said as he handed her a cookie, ‘it’s my job.’

	She crawled into his lap. ‘Need moar hug.’

	He wrapped his arms around her again. ‘Of course.’ He stroked her hair. ‘Besides, I’m not ready for grandchildren yet.’

	 


49 – The New Regime
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	‘I’m your lawyer, it’s not my job.’

Mordred heaved the empty bottle of Jack in the vague direction of the used-up sleeping whores. It hurt too much to aim. Hurt too much to think. Hurt too much to do anything other than pickle his brain with cheap alcohol.

	Another stream of magic shot from his hand like a bright red premature ejaculation. It arced and crackled, digging deeper into the floor crater that was steadily growing with each blast.

	He fixed his gaze somewhat in the human’s direction. ‘No, Francis, you were my mother’s lawyer. For what I’m planning on paying you, you’d offer your arse to me as easily as these cumdumpsters do.’

	The lawyer remained nonplussed. ‘I do have standards, Mordred.’

	‘I want you, exclusively – and I know how faggy that sounds – until this is all over. I don’t want the shit and pain and work of ascending as warden, only for some bitch to use some King’s loophole to take it all away from me.’

	‘No one,’ Francis said, finally sitting in the chair across from him, ‘gets me exclusively.’

	‘I do.’

	‘Not even your mother-’

	‘Welcome to the new regime, James, I get what I want, when I want.’

	‘You don’t get to call me that, Mordred.’

	‘One could take offence.’

	‘James for dealing with humans, Francis for dealing with fae, it’s how I keep the two worlds separate, very important considering what I do. It’s the one concession you have to make.’

	He stared up at the lawyer. ‘Get me another drink, and I’ll agree.’

	Francis stood, walked to the sideboard and pulled another bottle of Jack from the selection, and returned and placed it in his waiting hand. He tore the lid from the bottle and chugged on it before feeling the pleasant numbing sensation reach his hand.

	‘My focus hasn’t been on you until now,’ Francis said as he went back to his chair. I know your father isn’t an issue-’

	‘It wouldn’t have surprised me if you were my father, considering you’re one of the only non-Court men that mother didn’t eviscerate.’

	‘To have been your father would have meant cheating on my wife, whom I loved dearly, if you can understand the emotion, Mordred.’

	‘I see it, I see how it affects people, see how it makes them weak.’

	‘Weakness isn’t a trait I’m plagued by,’ Francis said. ‘I was offered the position, if it’s of any interest to you, but I declined, and I urged your mother to continue her black widow streak with the fathers of her children, it was one of the things I did admire about her, it was efficient, and it left her in control. On to you, are there any problems that I need to know about?’

	‘Every kill I’ve made, I’ve had the right.’

	‘Are you sure?’

	‘Every one was either Court-approved or I had a rights-holder delegate it to me. And if no one needed killings, mother was always willing to create a playmate for me. Francis, you’ve got no idea the utter fucking power rush you get when you fuck, hunt and kill a thing that’s only been sentient for an hour.’

	‘Your proclivities don’t interest me, Mordred.’

	‘You just watched me fuck these two!’

	‘This room has the best light,’ Francis said, poker-faced, ‘and I don’t mind a free show.’

	‘I could make you one if you like. When was the last time you had blood on your hands? You look like a man in need of a good kill.’

	‘I am more discrete than that,’ the lawyer said, ‘the few times I’ve had to use that solution, I’ve had someone take care of it for me.’

	‘So you’ve never had the joy of a kill?’

	‘Mordred, unlike you, I’m not a sociopath.’

	‘I thought you had to be in your line of work.’

	‘Really? Stereotype jokes? I thought all of those would have been out of your system.’ Francis sighed. ‘If you do plan on being warden, I need to research your…rather unique position.’

	‘Don’t you have someone to do your grunt work for you?’

	‘I didn’t get this far by relying on other people.’

	‘And reliance on you?’

	‘Necessary, Mordred, at least until you get all of your powers.’

	 


50 – Status Quo

	Posted on March 31, 2011 by Stormy 

	Taylor opened his eyes when he heard the footsteps. He pushed himself up from the bottom of the rejuvenation tank, through the thick, soupy blue and to the surface to look at the intruder. 

	Ryan threw him a towel.

	He wiped the blue from his face, then dropped it on the floor, letting it soak up the blue pooling at his feet. 

	‘I felt it was best,’ Ryan said as he sat on a freshly-required chair, ‘that this be done sooner rather than later.’ 

	Execution. They had decided on execution after all. All of that just for-

	Ryan gave him a disparaging look, and he uncurled his fists, and let his hands dangle and his sides. He could still kick the other agent from this distance, still get a second’s head start, still get-

	‘What?’ he forced himself to ask. 

	‘Talk about your future.’

	Future. He had a future. He let some of the tension slip from his body, but still ran the background calculations on the fastest way out of the tech department. It would involve going through a few walls. Only a few. Walls were no match. 

	‘And Magnolia’s future,’ Ryan continued. 

	‘You didn’t declare us traitors,’ he said as he required a fresh uniform. 

	‘It did come down to a vote.’ Ryan stood. ‘And it doesn’t mean that things haven’t changed.’ 

	‘You’ve been replaced, with how long you were gone, we had no choice but to generate a new combat agent.’

	He stared. His duty was gone. His reason was- 

	It didn’t hurt as much as he had envisioned. He had always kept the most direct routes to the recycling chamber on hand for this moment. He was hollow, he was empty, he wasn’t ended, it wasn’t something that he couldn’t move past. Probably. 

	‘So what am I?’

	‘On mandatory leave for the moment, the both of you. As to after that…to a certain degree, it’s up to you.’

	‘Meaning what?’

	‘This is your second chance. This is your fresh start. Don’t be here if you don’t want to be here. I…I don’t want you here unless you’re going to be part of this team…part of my team.’

	‘I want to stay.’

	Ryan stared at him. ‘Do you really?’

	‘I forgive you.’

	Ryan’s face turned stony. ‘For what?’

	‘Carol. Wasn’t your fault. Wasn’t hers.’

	Ryan stared at him for a moment, then held out his hand. 

	He stared at the hand for five seconds, the shook it, just once, then released it. 

	‘Pick a specialisation,’ Ryan said, ‘and we’ll redefine your role here. We generated a new office for Gregory, all of your things are where you left them.’

	‘What happened to my recruits?’

	‘Hewitt went up to the techs, two chose to leave of their own accord, the rest are still here.’

	He gave a stiff nod, then shifted away. The familiar walls of his office surrounded him as the world became clear again, and he felt more of the tension leave his body. 

	Clothes still littered the floor, the untidy bed lay testament to half a night together, stains still visible on the sheets. The knife had fallen from the door frame lay abandoned on the floor. 

	He crouched, and took pleasure in the stiffness of his legs, the unfamiliar movement, the fact that he was able to move again, lifted the knife from the carpet and placed it in a freshly-required sheath. He slid the sheath into his pocket, and required his office back into order, then left the room.

	The halls were the same. Nothing had changed. Familiar doors and numbers stared back at him. Familiarity. His frames of reference. His…home. 

	Magnolia’s door. Room forty-three. He scanned it – she was inside, awake. Her blue-edged fuzzy outline looked up at the door. 

	‘Come in, sir.’ 

	Tactical retreat was an option. An available option. An easy option. 

	He opened the door. 

	She sat cross-legged on her bed, her workbook spread across her knees, dozens of reports scattered around her, and piled up on the floor beside her. 

	Her look of trepidation, he was sure, mirrored his own. 

	Words he didn’t want to say. Words he didn’t want to hear. Consequences he didn’t want. 

	He had to strike first, to take the advantage of the window her lack of words had provided. 

	‘No, Magnolia.’

	She tilted her head a little. ‘Sir?’

	He put a hand on the edge of her bed, called up a memory, made a couple of requirements, and watched the various piles of paper disappear. 

	‘Sir, I’m not-’

	‘No.’

	‘I made you-’

	‘No.’

	Her shoulders slumped. Defeated. 

	‘I could have let you die, Magnolia. Could have let your mother take you. Could have left at any point before we tried to escape. I didn’t.’

	‘Abandoning your post. Dereliction of duty. Willing entering an unfriendly court. Placing the expendable life of a recruit above that of an agent.’ Her face twisted. ‘I made you weak!’

	‘An army of one is weak, Magnolia.’ He took in a breath and sat at the end of her bed. ‘So it’s your choice. If you’re going to examine your guilt, then consider mine. Everything that happened to you is because Mordred and your mother were able to use me as leverage.’

	‘It’s not the first time I’ve been used like a cheap whore, and I doubt it will be the last.’

	He let the question hang on his face. 

	‘I’m all right sir, I’ve got my coping mechanisms for situations like this, and I will most assuredly cut his dick off at the earliest opportunity.’ 

	‘What else. What about u-us?’

	‘Is there an us, sir?’

	‘Dammit, yes, Magnolia.’ 

	She gave him a smile. She drew level with him, and kissed him, strong arms wrapping around his neck as she straddled his legs and pushed her chest against his. 

	He returned the contact, wrapping his arms around her waist as the kisses continued. She was alive. She hadn’t gone to Death. They were safe – within the safest walls in the world, far from the remains of her mother’s court, from those who would hurt her, and…until paperwork was pushed, far from duty. 

	It was real. No phantoms pushed at the edge of his vision, no horrific images interrupted them. 

	He let his finger trace the sides of her face, her temples, her brow, and tried to push away the nagging memory of her still, lifeless face. 

	She pulled her mouth away from his, her expression, her vitals, the fact that she was grasping at his belt all accurate signs that she was aroused. 

	‘You’re injured,’ he said as she threw his belt to the floor. 

	‘The doctors said that as long as we weren’t…over-enthusiastic, that I should be fine’ She gave a small, derisive snort. ‘Once tired and once injured, sorry sir, I will give you the fucking you deserve at some point in the immediate future.’ 

	‘And my lack of-’

	‘Teaching,’ she said as she pulled off his shirt, ‘is half the fun.’ She bit his earlobe. ‘And I haven’t had any complaints so far.’ 

	Images from his nightmares came into his mind. Memories of sex only experienced within a glitch. It had felt real, he had thought it real, and his dream-version of Magnolia had enjoyed it…It more than met the command from medical to be gentle. 

	‘Do you trust me, Magnolia?’

	She stopped her efforts to disrobe him. ‘You know the answer to that, sir.’

	‘I need to hear it.’

	She pressed her forehead against his. ‘I trust you, sir.’ 

	He lifted her and swung her down onto the bed, her head landing on the pillows – accuracy was important, even in non-combat situations. She gave him a curious look as he turned and knelt between her slightly parted legs, but moved to spread them more, to give him more room. 

	Her clothes disappeared – her requirement, not his – and an authorisation box appeared in his HUD, showing an attempt on her part to manipulate him, to finish disrobing him. He authorised the command, and routed the knife back to the armoury, lest it end up in Lost and Found. 

	She lifted a foot and hooked the back of her ankle over his shoulder, pulling him down, pulling him closer. He turned his head and kissed the ankle, then made his way slowly up her leg, pausing briefly when he found the back of her knee to be a vulnerable, squirm-inducing spot. 

	A requirement lengthened the bed, and it pushed up against the door and wall behind him, but it allowed him to lie between her legs until he was only supported by his elbows. 

	He looked up at her once more, her eyes lustful, half-closed and content. She gave him a small noise of approval, then let her head drop back onto the pillows. 

	He exhaled a warm breath, and felt her shiver. He ran a hand over her, fingers sinking into the white curls of her pubic hair, feeling the heat already radiating from her. 

	He slipped the hand beneath her arse and lifted her, bringing her closer, letting her legs open just a little wider. 

	She moaned his name as he exhaled another long, warm breath against her, and he felt himself smile. 

	He opened his mouth, extended his tongue, and made contact. 

	The effect was instantaneous, electric. Her body snapped taut for a moment before the tension left, relaxing, yielding to him, to his inexpert technique. As with all of the new experiences, he knew his technique was rudimentary, unskilled, basic. It was, if nothing else, a place to start. Basic skilled demanded practice, intensive hours, advancement of techniques, and the opportunity for master classes. 

	All of that would come in time. They had time. 

	She panted as he took long, slow explorations of the outer areas and made short, fast attacks on the centre region, all of it seemed to please her, inexpert technique or not. 

	He heard the sheet tear, and her hands slap back down on the bed, looking for new places to grab, to hold her steady. 

	She gave a short scream and then convulsed against his tongue. 

	She put a hand to his head, and he slowed the movements of his mouth as she rode out her orgasm. The hand fell away, and her body went limp. 

	He rose, and wiped the residue from his face with the back of his hand. He moved up the bed to join her on the pillows, the bed widening with a thought to accommodate him more easily. 

	‘I think,’ Magnolia said in a quiet, far-away voice, ‘that my soul just came.’ She gave a short exhale, and moaned, something that sounded far too much like a mix of pleasure and pain. 

	‘Magnolia-’

	She turned to him, and gave an attempt at shaking her head. ‘I’m fine, sir,’ she said, ‘that was just…good. I haven’t let many guys go down on me and that was…good.’ She wrapped her arms around him. ‘I’ll be fine in a minute. I just need to…oh that was good.’ 

	She put her head against his chest, and was asleep in under two minutes. 

	He closed his eyes, and felt himself tending towards unconsciousness without initiating a sleep cycle. He stated his love for her once more, then let his tired body sleep. 

	 


51 – Last Defense

	Posted on April 26, 2011 by Stormy 

	Taylor opened his eyes. 

	There was an arse floating above him. 

	It was a nice arse. Still, it had no reason to be floating five feet off the ground.

	‘Magnolia.’

	She turned over to look at him, her head resting on folded arms that rested on nothing but air.

	‘You’re floating,’ he said. 

	‘Not on purpose, sir.’

He sat up, wrapped an arm around her, and pulled her from the air. She slipped a leg between his, anchoring herself to the bed, to him. 

	‘Is this the mirror?’ she asked. ‘Did you-’

	‘No,’ he said, ‘I think it’s…After we went through the sky, what do you remember?’

	She shook her head slightly, her hair bouncing like it would underwater. ‘Nothing, sir.’ 

	‘You were dying. You were almost- Death was there. She wanted to take you. I didn’t let her.’ 

	‘How?’

	‘Life told me how to give you a chance. Your mother’s heart. I think it’s logical to assume you may have inherited some of her power.’ 

	‘…she’s dead then?’

	‘Yes, Magnolia, she is.’ 

	‘Thank you sir.’ 

	He gave her a nod. ‘Floating isn’t useful,’ he said after a moment.

	‘It could be fun,’ she said. A look of concentration crossed over her face, and suddenly he wasn’t touching the bed any more. He looked down – he was only a foot off the bed, still, an impressive feat for a new skill. 

	‘You can do this on purpose, but not come down?’

	She gave a shrug of slim shoulders. ‘New magic still doesn’t come naturally or logically to me.’ 

	‘You need practice.’ 

	She shook her head. ‘There’s something I need to first. Something that’s overdue.’ 

	‘We’re not combat any more,’ he said, ‘paperwork belongs to our replacements now.’ 

	This seemed to surprise her. ‘So what are we now?’

	He gave a shrug. ‘On mandatory leave until we decide. Considering armoury master if nothing else.’

	She gave a nod. 

	‘What do you need to do, Magnolia?’

	She pushed lightly against him, and he landed back on the bed. She sat astride him for a moment, then slipped off the bed, her feet almost touching the floor as clothes appeared over her body. ‘I need to go speak with the other Aide Hammond, sir. I’d appreciate a shift since I can’t cut through the Library.’ 

	He gave her a nod. ‘When you get back, however, we’ll work on extracting usefulness from floating, and see if you inherited any other powers.’ 

	She leaned against him, and laid a soft kiss on his lips. 

	He targeted her in his HUD, and shifted her to Caboolture’s front desk. 

	Magnolia blinked as the shift completed…something wasn’t right. The front desk was being manned by a small child. She required a notebook, made a small note of it, then stepped forward and stared down at the child. 

	‘I need-’

	‘Are you from the circus?’

	She growled, and reached across the desk and hit the service bell. 

	‘You can’t do that.’ 

	‘Then go get one of your parents.’ 

	‘Say please.’ 

	‘Go.’ 

	‘No need.’ 

	She turned and saw Darren, resplendent in a suit covered in milky baby vomit. ‘I’m here to see Don.’ 

	‘He’s your father, you can call him-’

	‘Is he here or not?’

	‘Of course he is, Maggie. This way.’ 

	‘Don’t call me that.’ 

	‘Coming or not?’

	She followed him up the stairs, surprised at the lived-in sounds of the Outpost Agency. It sounded more like a daycare than a place of first line defence. It was noisy. It was inefficient. An agency could be a home, sure, but that wasn’t a blank cheque to leave children and nappies and plates everywhere. It made her skin crawl. 

	With half an hour, she could turn it into a real Agency. It had never been this bad before. Never. 

	‘Don,’ Darren called as they crossed the open-plan office space of the main floor. 

	He’d gone grey – that was the first thing that she noticed. Other than that, not much had changed since she’d seen him. 

	He started to walk toward her, arms raising as if to hug her, but Darren put a hand against his chest, and her father’s arms immediately dropped back down to his sides. 

	‘Can we use the conference room?’ she asked, ‘or is it a playground now?’

	‘Only on Saturdays,’ Darren said with a grin. 

	‘Of course we can,’ Don said as he walked towards it, the lights coming on as they approached. 

	She stepped in behind him, closed the door and the blinds, and took the seat at the foot of the table, while Don stood awkwardly, leaning against the wall. ‘What did you want to talk about, Magnolia?’

	‘A few things,’ she said. ‘No, just one, really, your failure.’ 

	‘I won’t be-’

	‘Oh, you’re going to listen to everything I want to say, and before you argue with me, remember that I outrank you, and Ryan needs me a lot more than Darren needs you so I can easily make your life very difficult.’ 

	‘You don’t outrank me, Maggie.’ 

	‘Maybe not on paper, Don, but everywhere where it counts. I work for a central agency, you work for an outpost, so my influence outweighs yours, and comparing Taylor with Darren, no contest of value there.’ 

	‘Taylor is-’

	‘Careful what you say, Don, he’s my commanding officer, and the man I’m sleeping with, so I won’t take kindly to any insults you may have.’ 

	Don sat down very quickly at the table. ‘You’re-’

	‘Yes. But no more questions, you’re here to listen to me, only fair, don’t you think?’

	Don pinched the bridge of his nose, and she smiled.

	‘She’s dead.’

	‘Who?’

	‘My mother. Finally. The bitch got what was coming to her.’ 

	‘Darren relayed some of what Clarke told him, but I know he left things out.’

	‘The details aren’t important. What is important is for you to realise that you have to shoulder some of the blame for this.’ 

	‘What did-’

	‘You never wanted me to learn how to use my magic, so I’m still playing catch-up. Judging by the amount of power that every other half-sibling of mine seems to possess, we would have had a much better chance of fighting back, I might have even been strong enough to not let her get to me in the first place. It’s all academic now, but I just wanted you to know that I’m safe, and it’s no thanks to anything you ever did.’ 

	‘I tried, Maggie, gods know I tried.’ 

	‘If I’d been a normal child, then trying would have been enough.’ 

	‘Do you want an apology?’ 

	She shook her head. ‘No. What good would an apology do at this point?’ 

	‘Then what do you want from me?’ 

	‘One last favour, and then to never see you again. Agents Parker told me that Darren was stomping around Queen Street while I was gone, huffing and puffing and blowing the walls down. Do you have any idea how professionally embarrassing that is? What that does to my reputation, to how people look at me?’

	‘Your dress sense-’

	‘Don’t you dare impugn the way I look. I don’t wear the suit, my loyalty isn’t wrapped up with a tie. I’ve nearly died countless times during my time there, this time was no different, it’s just that this time you knew about it. You, neither of you, had no business interfering.’ 

	‘You’re my daughter, I still worry about you.’ 

	‘Just for a little while longer.’ 

	‘Pardon?’

	‘I’ll be having papers drawn up, and I want you to sign them. I’m here to let you know that they’re coming, and to…politely request that you sign them without bitching.’ 

	‘What kind of papers?’

	‘For you to legally disown me, in the eyes of human law and under King’s law.’ 

	‘You couldn’t think that I would-’

	‘Coercion is a powerful tool,’ she said, ‘and I don’t want control of my life to be in the hands of anyone else.’

	‘Not even your,’ he stared at the table for a moment, ‘lover?’

	‘He trusts me with his,’ she said, ‘it’s different, Don.’ 

	‘It’s not what I want. I always thought we could-’ 

	‘I don’t see reconciliation as very likely, do you, Don? The thing that drove us apart will keep us apart, we’re just too different. I’m not Maggie any more, dad, and that’s how you always see me. You don’t want to know me now, it’ll ruin whatever memories you do have of me.’ 

	‘Magnolia-’

	‘Read every one of my mission reports. Look at the photos. Look at the bodies I’ve left behind. Look at the hospitalisation lists. Get the department reports and statistics. Learn who I am, then really, really reconsider if you still have a single shred of interest in ever speaking with me again. Until then, sign the papers when they show up.’ 

	He gave her a nod. 

	She pressed the transmit button on her headset. ‘Magnolia to Taylor.’

	‘Done?’

	‘Yes sir.’

	The world blurred and the gym came into view. For once, all of the wood panels were gone, revealing the true extent of the weapons they possessed – and this was even without taking the ones in the vault and in storage. 

	‘The Gideon Street market is open,’ Taylor said as he polished a knife and returned it to its wall bracket. ‘Gnomes start discounting around this time of year.’ 

	‘Do you want me to request some petty cash?’

	‘No need,’ he said as he pointed to a small roll of bills on the rolling cart. ‘It’s a “get well” gesture from Grigori. He suggested a date, but…’

	‘I’d prefer a new eightset than overpriced wine, sir.’ 

	He moved along the wall to inspect the small leather strap that held eight tiny, sharp throwing knives. ‘You didn’t tell me the tips were blunt.’ 

	‘I was hardly using it,’ she said, ‘but I’d like to practice with a new one, just so I’ve got the skill.’ 

	He gave an affirmative grunt. 

	He slipped the money into his pocket, then the world blurred. 

	They walked through the framing store, past the sleepy-looking half-fairy owner, to the back room, then sideways over the threshold of the fairy stair. 

	She made a quick note to alert the fairy relations team about the stairs – the lighting was poor, good for an attack, good for an assailant to hide in, waiting to take a cheap shot at any Agency staff who took the stairs at the wrong time. They reached the bottom without incident. 

	The market bustled ahead of them – the area around the staircase was clear of course, other than a small child selling purple apples on purple sticks from a small table, and a few milling fae, either waiting to leave, or waiting for others to arrive. A six-inch fairy in a suit screamed into a phone, complaining about stock prices and the lateness of his taxi. 

	Something bumped against her side. She looked, and saw Taylor’s arm, crooked at an awkward angle, his eyes focused on a couple a dozen metres ahead of them. She smiled, threaded her arm around his and looked up. ‘Relax it a little, sir,’ she brushed her body against his arm, and she felt it relax and fall into a more natural position. 

	He leaned in and kissed her, then an odd look cross his face, and he stared past her. She turned to follow his gaze, and saw what he was looking at: a display of war axes and armour. 

	‘We’ll start there, shall we, sir?’

	He gave a nod. He looked away from the weapons, kissed her again, and smiled. ‘We do need more axes.’
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