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The
Agency series began as a fangirl’s ode to her favorite television shows.  Back
before my first novel, Queen of Shadows,
was published, I started this series entirely for fun on LiveJournal, and it
took on something of a life of its own even as I was hard at work on the Shadow
World series.  


 


I
kept the stories up on my website for a long time, but decided about a year ago
to take them down.  Since then I’ve gotten a surprising number of emails
wondering why they’re gone and if I plan to publish them in some other way.  I
loved writing this series so much that eventually I caved, and here we are.


 


Because
The Agency started before the Shadow World, you’ll find there are a number of
similarities--some of the characters will seem a bit familiar (like Beck, who
inspired the character of Sophie in Queen
of Shadows) and there are a few minor story elements in common.  Sara’s cat
in the Agency and Stella’s in Shadow’s Fall share a name.  I thought about
changing these details, but in the end I decided to let these stories stand on
their own without tampering.  


 


The
Agency also takes place in Austin because that’s where I live, and the city is
one of my favorite characters in all of my work.  But even with those
similarities The Agency certainly has its own personality; it’s a totally
different world, populated by a whole host of creatures that don’t appear in
the Shadow World.  


 


I
only point that out because a lot of people go into this series thinking it
takes place in the same universe as my novels, and I don’t want anyone to
confuse the two--I adore this series, and I adore the Shadow World, and I hope
you’ll enjoy both.
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You
know, shit like this isn't really supposed to happen to file clerks.


 


I
knelt on my living room floor, hands behind my head, staring fixedly at the
barrel of the gun that glinted off the light of my altar candles, while all
around me men in black with the kind of rifles you see in Army movies tossed my
apartment.  I could hear my cat, Pywacket, growling menacingly from under the
couch, but the intruders took no notice of him—small mercies, I guess.  


 


I
can handle a lot of things, but even men with guns shouldn't mess with a
Witch's cat.


 


At
some point in the five or so minutes between the front door flying open and me
winding up on my knees in front of the TV—where an episode of Torchwood was still playing—I had
gone from terrified to numb to the verge of hysterical laughter.  Shock, I
supposed.  My mind was operating quite rationally given the utter
ridiculousness of the situation.


 


"I
told you," I repeated, amazed at the calm in my voice.  "My name is
Sara Larson.  I'm a temp; I do filing at the Capitol Area Tissue and Organ
Bank.  I moved here from Houston a month ago.  I am no longer affiliated with
the Blue Moon Rising coven."


 


"Then
why did their high priest, a man calling himself WolfStar, place five calls to
your cell number in the last week?"


 


The
man asking the questions didn't look like the sort who had the slightest idea
what really went on in a Wiccan coven, and hearing a name like WolfStar in his
brisk military tone almost brought the laughter bubbling up past my lips. 
Well, laughter, and my dinner.  Tip: don’t’ have tacos the night before your house
is raided by the freaking Army.


 


"I
didn't answer," I replied.  "I don't want anything to do with those
people."


 


"And
why is that?"


 


"They're…okay,
in Wicca we have this rule about not hurting people.  You know, like with
guns?"  I glanced around at the other men, who seemed mostly finished
tearing through my possessions.  "Blue Moon Rising was doing things I
didn't agree with."


 


"What,
like hexing people?"


 


A
low undercurrent of laughter went around the room, and my hand clenched with
impotent anger.  Pointing a gun at my head, destroying my home, scaring my cat,
insulting my religion.  Had to be the military.  "Yes, like hexing people.
 You must know what went on; otherwise I can't imagine why you'd be here
threatening the life of a woman in pajamas.  I mean, wouldn't it have been
easier to have some nice agent in a suit show up at my door first?  You don't
even know who I am."


 


"Sara
Elizabeth Larson," came a voice, and the room fell deathly silent. 
"Born in Wharton, Texas, November 17, 1978.  Only child of Meredith and
Richard Larson, both deceased.  National Merit Scholar, flunked out of Rice
University after discovering marijuana, tequila, and the Wiccan religion, in
that order.  Second degree priestess of the Blue Moon Rising coven, moved to Austin
after said coven was discovered performing black magic resulting in the death
of two former members.  Currently a resident of Salem Walk apartments, single,
cohabits with a male American shorthair named Pywacket.  Vegetarian, member of
the Sierra Club, PETA, and the Texas Pagan Alliance."


 


I
stared as another black-clad figure stepped through my doorway, this one in a
black trench coat.  When the others saw him, they automatically stepped
back—including the guy with the gun pointed at my head.


 


The
newcomer walked into the light, and I felt a slow quake of fear return to my
heart.  


 


He
was tall and slender, dark-haired, and even though I shouldn't have been able
to tell in the semidarkness, his eyes were almost insanely blue.  He was oddly
pale, almost ivory, and there was something in the way he moved, a grace that
was almost…inhuman…like a stalking panther, or a snake watching a rabbit from
behind a stand of grass.


 


My
mind cataloged the weapons I could see—disturbingly large guns on each
hip, some kind of knife at his belt, one of those across-the-chest holster
things that held a sidearm.  There were also several digital gadgets on his
belt, one of which emitted a soft blue light.  I had a distinct feeling there
was a lot more I couldn't see.


 


His
eyes were almost glowing, and they were cold, calculating.  If it hadn't been
for that I would have called him drop-dead gorgeous. As it was…


 


I
stared.  I could feel…something.  Even without touching him I could feel
something.  My heart leapt up into my throat and tried to claw its way out.


 


Those
eyes flicked to the TV screen, then back to me.


 


"One
of my favorite episodes," he said before switching the television off and
coming to tower over me, as if he wasn't already intimidating just being in the
room.  


 


"According
to our files, Ms. Larson, you have the gift of psychometry.  You are also a
telepath, although the talent is undeveloped, and an empath at level 3 or
below."


 


I
had no idea what levels he was using, but I swallowed.  "Yes."


 


"Your
psychometric gift is particularly strong.  You read objects by touch, and
combined with the empathy and telepathy you read people and in layman's terms,
talk to houses, sensing the energetic impressions left by former occupants and
events."


 


"How
do you know…"


 


"I'll
ask the questions, Ms. Larson."


 


The
men who had broken into my home had been direct, at least—guns out,
shouting at me, forcing me to my knees.  This…man…watched me impassively, not
making a move toward his weapons.  I knew, without knowing, that even the big
burly guys with the rifles were way less dangerous than this one.  This one
could kill me with one hand…or less.  I swallowed again.


 


The
man who'd held the gun to my head took the opportunity to say, "SA-7, I
was informed that this was a standard detain-and-question op and that the SA
would not be involved at this stage."


 


The
trench-coated man simply looked at him, and the gunman took an involuntary step
back.


 


"The
Agency is unimpressed by your approach to this case," he replied sharply. 
"As the human said, she's hardly a threat to you."


 


"You
just said—"


 


"Do
you really think an M-15 is going to protect you against a psychic?"


 


I
shifted on my knees.  My arms were cramping up badly.  "Could I put my
hands down, maybe, please?  I promise not to throw fireballs at you or
anything."


 


The
man in the trench coat returned his gaze to me, and I might have been
hallucinating, but it looked like he almost smiled.  He gave me a measured nod,
and I dropped my arms, groaning with relief.  


 


"All
right," he said.  "Captain, you and your men may go.  The SA will
take over from here."


 


"I
have orders from—"


 


Just
then another voice interrupted, this one staticky, from the vicinity of the
gunman's waist.  "Team 2, you are
ordered to stand down."


 


Guns
all around the room lowered.  I could suddenly breathe just a little easier.  


 


Trench
Coat glanced back at Grumpy Gun, and said again, "The SA will take over
from here, Captain.  You may go."


 


"What
are you going to do with her?" Grumpy Gun demanded.  


 


"Concerned
for her welfare, Captain?"


 


I
nearly snorted.  


 


Grumpy
Gun said, poison darts in every word, "The SA is not known for its
adherence to interrogation protocol…Agent."


 


"No,
we are not."  He reached into his coat and pulled out a smallish gun, then
removed something from his belt and snapped it into the weapon.  "Don't
worry, Captain.  We don't leave witnesses, and we don't leave marks."


 


With
that, he held up the gun—at me.


 


I
started to cry out, but I heard a click and a whistle, and felt the sting of
something hitting my neck.


 


The
carpet rushed up toward my head, and that was it.


 


 


*****


 


Bright
light stabbed through the fog, and I whimpered, trying to put my hands over my
face.  


 


My
arms wouldn't move.  


 


Something
jerked my head upward, and suddenly I could see—there had been a bag over
my head.


 


Oh fuck, oh fuck, this can't be happening.  This
can't be happening.  This isn't TV, I'm not goddamned Natalie Portman, where's
V when you need him, this can't be happening…


 


I
was sitting upright in an extremely uncomfortable metal chair, in front of a
metal table.  My arms were cuffed behind my back.  


 


There
was a mirror behind the table, and probably one behind me—I'd seen enough
police shows to know this had to be an interrogation room, and there were
probably FBI agents on the other side of the mirror taping what went on in
here.  


 


I
became aware of a clattering sound, from a distance.  My teeth, chattering.  It
was freezing in here and I was still in my pajamas.  Someone was going to find
my body dumped somewhere in my pajamas, and nobody would know to feed Py,
and—


 


The
door opened, and Trench Coat walked in.


 


He
had a black file folder in his hand, and dropped it on the table before taking
the chair opposite me.  


 


Up
close, several things registered that hadn't before:  one, he was definitely
hot, in a going-to-kill-me kind of way; two, he was a lot younger than he'd
seemed, maybe 25; three, where the other men had been wearing body armor of
some sort, he wasn't, just a tight black t-shirt that showed off muscle
definition I should not be interested
in right now; four, there was some kind of contraption behind his ear that gave
off the same light as the thing at his belt, which I interpreted as probably
communications gear, like those dumbass headset things people wore around town
talking to themselves.  


 


He
regarded me in silence for a moment before opening the file folder.  "Do
you know why you've been brought here, Ms. Larson?"


 


"That
was good," I said before I could stop myself.  "You sound just like
that guy on Law & Order.  Should
I ask for a lawyer now, or is it too early in the scene?"


 


One
eyebrow quirked, and I wondered how I must seem to him.  Nuts, probably.  I
certainly felt that way.  


 


It
was about then that I looked up at the mirrored wall behind him, and froze.


 


I
could see the reflection of the room:  the table, the chairs, me sitting there
with my hands behind my back, my knee bouncing nervously.  


 


He wasn't in the mirror.


 


"Oh
shit," I whispered.


 


He
looked back behind him, then back at me again, but didn't comment.  "Do
you recognize this, Ms. Larson?" he asked, laying a photograph in front of
me.


 


"You…you're…what…you're…what the fuck is going on here?" 
That last bit came out almost as a shriek, my voice rising on every word.  I
dug my bare feet into the tile floor and shoved backward, trying to put as much
space between him and me as I could, until the chair rammed into the wall and
took my head with it.  I saw stars, compounded by whatever drug he'd hit me
with earlier, and my head pounded so hard I felt myself start to cry.  


 


"I'm
just a file clerk," I moaned, shaking my head.  "I didn't kill those
people.  I left when things got bad, I just wanted to get away.  They said I
was next."


 


"They
threatened you?"


 


I
nodded miserably.  "I saved the voice mails.  I was going to have my cell
service cancelled.  You've got my phone, check it yourself.  That bastard
WolfStar said I was next, if I talked.  I just wanted to get away.  Please…” I
tried not to sob, but it was getting impossible.  "Please have somebody
feed my cat.  I don’t know anybody else here."


 


He
watched me cry for a minute, apparently unaffected by my outburst, but then he
said, "Send in the Elf."


 


I
blinked, momentarily startled out of my tears.  "Huh?"


 


"I
wasn't talking to you."


 


The
door opened again, and another person entered, this one in a hood…a hooded
cloak.


 


At
this point I think my brain had gone into total overload and was no longer
capable of processing anything.  I just stared, feeling both numb and drunk, my
head hurting so badly I couldn't even react when the figure came toward me,
silent as death, extending a hand from beneath the cloak.


 


The
hand was small, graceful; its skin was an unusual shade of tan, almost
nut-colored.  As his palm touched my head, intense heat flooded through me, as
if I'd had the most intense massage—or orgasm—of my life.  My whole
body slumped, tension evaporating from every muscle, and I was only vaguely
aware that the cuffs were removed so I could sit up straighter.


 


The
other man, or whatever he was, was still watching, and he said, "This is
the part where you rub your wrists."


 


I
obeyed.  Far be it from me to violate the law enforcement cliché.  The chair
was moved back up to the table, and the hand once again touched my head, this
time as if in benediction.


 


"SA-7,"
a gentle voice said, "Your manners are deplorable as ever."


 


"Thank
you, SA-5," he replied wryly.  "Something about dealing with
murderers tends to do away with the niceties."


 


"Niceties
are often all that separate us from the enemy.  The wounds left behind tend to
be the same."


 


"Are
you here to philosophize, or assist?"


 


A
sigh.  "She's clean, Jason.  I could have told you that before you
kidnapped her.  Look at her."


 


"The
woman with the Sphere looks harmless, too, if you'll recall.  You of all people
should know better than to believe appearances."


 


This
time the voice was firmer, but still soft.  "And you of all people should
know to trust your instincts."


 


"Maybe
my instincts said she's a killer."


 


A
laugh, silvery, like water tumbling over rocks.  "Or maybe your instincts
said that if you didn't bring her back here with you, the fools at the FBI
would have her shot in the head and tossed in a shallow grave outside of
town."


 


I
watched them talk with a detached sort of interest, feeling unaccountably like
I was intruding on something far more intimate than I ought to be seeing. 
Lovers?  No, it wasn't that…but they knew each other well, these two.  They had
a common bond, something old, something…


 


"Immortal,"
the cloaked one said to me, reaching up to push back the hood.


 


The
first thing I saw were eyes—luminous, like the other's, but green, the
bright life-soaked green of Spring.  Even with the youth of the color, I could
sense age beneath them, stretching back, and back.  Those eyes had seen empires
rise and fall, had seen pain and death and beauty and the slow turn of the
world, and lit on me kindly, as if we had been friends from childhood.  


 


I
knew he was male, though how I knew, I couldn't say.  His features were delicate,
not exactly feminine but almost gender-neutral, with a triangular face and high
cheekbones.  His ears were pointed, poking up through hair that was about a
dozen different shades of brown, green, even a shoot or two of blue—the
color of a field of bluebonnets, maybe, a riot of living color just like the
season going on outside in Central Texas.  He must singlehandedly be keeping
Clairol in business with a dye job like that.


 


He
made me think of deer, of trees.  Of peace.


 


Of
Tolkien.


 


"You're
an Elf," I said dumbly.  


 


"Yes,
I am."


 


"Then
what is he?  Some sort of vampire?"


 


The
other—Jason, I recalled—made a humorless noise something like a
laugh.  "There's only one sort of vampire."


 


"I
would have to disagree," the Elf said with a smile that was like the sun
edging around a cloud.  "You and Beck are almost positively different
sorts of vampire."


 


Now
he smiled back, and there was an affection in the expression that made me
wonder again if they were lovers.  "Point taken.  Now, if you'll kindly
return to the point, SA-5?"


 


"Of
course."


 


SA-5
tilted his chin toward the photograph that Jason, SA-7, had placed in front of
me.  "The object in the photograph, Ms. Larson.  Have you seen it
before?"


 


I
took a deep breath and noticed for the first time that my headache was totally
gone.  I nearly forgot the question, I was so shocked, but why it would
surprise me that an honest-to-god Elf could heal a headache, I have no idea.


 


I
looked down at the picture.  It was a little blurry, but the object in question
was obvious:  a stone sphere, some sort of banded pattern like tiger's eye, but
in shades of red and black.  I'd seen red tiger's eye before, but this was too
brightly colored.  The sphere sat on a stand made of a dull silver metal,
fashioned after a bird's talon.  


 


I
shook my head slowly.  "No.  The stone looks familiar, but the sphere
itself, no.  Is it tiger's eye?"


 


SA-5
shook his head.  "What you're looking at is known as Muertinite.  This
particular piece is called the Reaping Sphere.  There were three made
originally, and we have two in our possession."


 


"Reaping
Sphere.  So, what, it kills people?  It's cursed?"


 


He
tilted his head to one side.  "Do not…what's the phrase?  Play dumb, Ms.
Larson.  You're a trained Witch.  You are well aware of the power inherent in
crystals and gemstones.  We found at least three dozen in your apartment of
various kinds and shapes."


 


I
breathed deeply again.  "All right.  Muertinite, as in muerte, Spanish, I'm guessing, for death
or dead.  So it must kill people.  What does it have to do with me?"


 


"This
Sphere was used by your former coven to kill James Harker and Leigh Ann
Sellars.  The high priestess of that coven told us that you had the Sphere, and
had stolen it from the group in order to use it on your own."


 


I
blinked.  "Owl tried to frame me for murder?  Are you fucking serious? 
After they tried to force me to help them, and then voted me off their
freak-ass island, they tried to sell me to the fucking FBI?  That…that…"


 


Jason
folded his hands, and said helpfully, "I believe the phrase you're looking
for is 'lying cunt.'"


 


"That
lying cunt!"


 


I
was on my feet, practically pacing.  "Where the hell did they get that
thing?  It must have been through the store.  WolfStar—can you believe
what a stupid name he picked to be known to his gods by?—owned a Pagan
supply store, he probably got it off Ebay or something.  Blue Moon was a
reputable coven when I joined, right after Foxglove retired.  Things were fine
for the first two years, then they…there were all these secret meetings,
and…wait…” I stopped, faced them again.  "You don't believe her, do
you?"


 


SA-5
and SA-7 exchanged a look.  "No," SA-5 answered.  "I knew she
was lying before she opened her mouth, just as I knew you weren't.  The search
of your apartment turned up no evidence of the Sphere, and it's obvious you'd
never seen it before."


 


"And
we're not FBI," SA-7 added.  


 


"Then…who
are you people?"


 


"We're
the SA," he said.  "The Shadow Agency.  On paper we're a branch of
the FBI specializing in classified weapons technology."


 


I
sat back down.  "I guess that's a front.  Unless there are Elves and
vampires in the FBI too."


 


"It
would be a cold day in hell," SA-7 said, disdain clear in his tone. 
"The SA is dedicated to evaluating and eliminating potential occult and
supernatural threats to national security.  We keep tabs on every major magical
and psychic power in the country.  We have files on every coven, every secret
society, every ceremonial group, and every idiot named Raven in America,
harmless or otherwise."  He tapped the folder in front of him.  "This
is your former coven."


 


He
opened it again, and I saw sickeningly familiar faces…but not mine. 
"Shouldn't I be in there too?"


 


The
Elf smiled, reached into his cloak, and pulled out another file.  "You
have your own, Ms. Larson."


 


"Do
I want to know why?"


 


"You
have what we classify as a level 7 psychometric gift, and your secondary gift
is at…I would say…a 4 or better, possibly a 5 to 6 with proper training.  Even
without the Blue Moon issue, you would be of interest to us."


 


"You've
been watching me?  That's a breach of privacy!  What is this, England?"


 


"England
has its own problems.  The Shadow Agency doesn't answer to the same sets of
regulations as other law enforcement agencies.  We deal with nonhuman citizens,
powerful psychics, weapons that defy conventional physics."


 


"Don't
I still have rights?"


 


SA-7
cast his eyes around the room, then to my face.  "You're in a windowless
interrogation room being questioned about occult murders by a vampire and an
Elf, Ms. Larson.  You have bigger problems than privacy right now."


 


The
Elf gave him a mildly irritated look, then said, "I think we've kept this
poor woman long enough, Jason.  I'm sure that if we have more questions about
her associations, and we don't come in guns blazing and tear up her home,
she'll cooperate."


 


The
vampire stared at me again, then shook his head.  "Too risky.  We'll have
to wipe her memory and send regular FBI next time."


 


I
sat back hard.  "Wipe my…what now?"


 


"You
can't leave this room knowing what you know about the Agency."


 


"I
won't tell anyone—"


 


The
Elf reached over and put his hand on the vampire's arm.  SA-7 paused in
whatever he was about to say to counter my assertions, and stared at the hand,
seeming surprised, and even a little flustered, his words dying on his lips.  


 


Withdrawing
his hand, the Elf pointed out, "She isn't safe if this Wolf person has
made threats against her life.  Until we find the Sphere we should assume she's
a target."


 


"What
do you suggest, then?  We can't very well turn her loose with her memory
intact."


 


He
opened my folder and withdrew a stack of blank forms.  Beneath the stack I saw
what looked an awful lot like my most recent resume.


 


"Ms.
Larson," the Elf said, "we can offer you protective custody and
relocate you outside of Austin, but I have another proposal you may find more
appealing."


 


Now
the vampire looked bewildered.  "Rowan, what the fuck—"


 


I
looked down at the stack of papers.


 


It
was a job application.


 


"We're
in need of an admin," SA-5 said.  "Filing, general office tasks,
possibly some logistical backup for our field Agents.  Nothing terribly
glamorous, but it pays double your current salary.  Room and board are covered,
as is health care.  All Agency personnel live on base."  


 


"Why…why
me?"  I stuttered, staring at the application as if it were a unicorn. 
Christ, maybe they had them here too.  


 


The
Elf pointed at my file.  "You've already been pre-approved, pending
official paperwork and a final interview with the Director of Operations."
 


 


"Do
I have time to think it over?"


 


"Thirty
seconds," he said with a smile.


 


"Can
I bring Pywacket?"


 


"He's
already here," the Elf replied.  "He scratched the hell out of
SA-14."


 


"And
if I say no?"


 


"You'll
wake up tomorrow with no memory of the last 24 hours.  But I can't guarantee
your ex-covenmates won't try to harm you.  As part of the Agency you can help
us bring them to justice and stop them from killing anyone else.  You can help
us, Ms. Larson.  Out there, you're just a file clerk who talks to buildings. 
Here, you'll be part of something extraordinary."


 


I
looked from Elf to vampire, one face open, the other hard; I looked at sheaf of
paper in front of me.  It was standard government-issue complete with boxes for
my SSN and birthdate.  The official seal of the Shadow Agency, Texas branch,
was stamped atop each page:  a stylized bald eagle perched atop a pentacle,
with a Latin motto beneath.  I puzzled at the words until the Elf translated
them for me:


 


"Ten thousand gods, five hundred races, one
people."


 


I
took a deep breath, and met his bright green eyes.  "Got a pen?"


 


 











[bookmark: _The_New_Girl]The New Girl


 


            "Well, Py," she said, sitting down on
the brand-new, plastic-covered mattress with a loud crinkle, "Here we
are."


 


The cat gave her a
withering look and set to performing his feline yoga, a Butt Salutation, while
he licked his back leg and pointedly ignored her.  He had in fact been angry with
her since the night before, when armed FBI agents had stormed their apartment,
then she'd disappeared while someone called SA-14 had stuffed Py into a carrier
and brought him here...wherever here was.


 


She'd been told by the
friendly guard with the big gun that the Shadow Agency's campus was west of
Loop 1, back behind Camp Mabry.  It was in fact disguised as part of the
University of Texas research complex, and looked to all outward eyes like a big
brick campus building, three stories and carefully-manicured grounds, one of
dozens like it around Austin, totally innocuous and unremarkable.  Most of the
employees and Agents of the SA lived aboveground, where she was.  The majority
of the nonhumans and a few others lived underground.


 


The main command
center and most of the classified operations were below the surface, too,
branching off something just called "The Floor."  The diagram she'd
been given depicted the Floor like the middle of a spider web, with training
rooms and archives and living quarters branching off of it in all directions.  


 


Sara hadn't seen any
of that yet.  Her tour below was scheduled for Monday, her first day on the
job.  Today, Saturday, she was free to walk around the upper levels and
familiarize herself with the layout.  At her orientation on Monday morning she
would receive her security pass for the Floor.


 


She'd spent a restless
night in an empty, windowless room on the most uncomfortable excuse for a bed
she'd ever dealt with, worrying about her belongings, fending off nightmares
about guns and shouting men.  She'd lain awake remembering the two creatures
who had interrogated her, and that was no more comforting than her dreams.


 


Vampires.  Elves.  Not
only were they real, they were now her coworkers.


 


What in hell was I
thinking?


 


She'd spent an hour
filling out the application forms, been shown to a temporary room, and given
assurances that her possessions would be transferred to her new quarters by
morning.  The Elf--SA-5, whom the vampire had called Rowan at some point, she
remembered--had been very sweet in promising to see to her cat's welfare
personally.  He had slipped her application into her file without even looking
over it, smiled at her, and turned her over to the guards before vanishing down
the same corridor that SA-7, the vampire, had taken earlier.


 


And now, here she was,
in her new home.


 


"Here we
are," she said again, as if to force herself to believe any of this was
real.  "Hi, my name is Sara Larson, and I work for the Shadow Agency, a
top secret branch of the FBI that investigates the occult.  Yes, I’m insane,
why do you ask?"


 


She stared around her,
trying to make sense of her surroundings without dwelling too much on the fact
that her life had suddenly become a prolonged X-Files episode.  Her
entire apartment had been packed up in a few hours into stacks of cardboard
boxes that now surrounded her; each was labeled CLASSIFIED in huge black
letters, but underneath was a smaller sticker that indicated which room the
items had come from.  Thank goodness she'd only been in Austin for a month, and
had fled Houston with only what she could fit in her rented Corolla.  


 


She wouldn't need any
cookware or anything like that; there was a cafeteria that saw to the varied
needs of the diverse staff, and it was open all night and all day, presumably
to feed those who were nocturnal...she found herself wondering if the vampire
got his blood there.  Did he have to stand in line with a tray?  Drink it with
a straw?  And what did Elves eat, anyway?  Morning dew and acorns?


 


And what else worked
here besides humans?  Werewolves?  Leprechauns?  The Wizard of Oz?


 


Her brain was spinning
again.  Too much, this was too much.  She had to focus on something, something
mundane and small, or she was going to blow a gasket.


 


Sara forced herself to
stand up and open one of the boxes.  She could unpack.  That was good and
normal.  


 


Her new quarters were
a small suite of rooms that seemed situated in the corner of the building.  She
had a small bedroom, a sitting room off that, a walk-in closet, and her own
bathroom.  Nothing luxurious, but bigger than she'd expected, and probably
better built than her apartment had been.  The walls were standard beige, the
floor hard wood and bare.  There was no decoration.  The furniture was plain
and utilitarian, with a bed and desk and bookshelf, overhead lights.  There was
a small sofa and TV stand in the sitting room, and a mini fridge with a
microwave.  


 


She'd moved to Austin
with nothing, so she had nothing here, furniture-wise; she wondered if they'd
let her have more shelves.  She had a lot of books, a TV, a reasonable
collection of DVDs, and a set of speakers to connect to her iPod.  That was
really about it.


 


One of the bookshelves
was about the right height for an altar.  She should set that up first; maybe
having incense burning, assuming that wasn't against regulations, would make
her feel less panicky.


 


She walked past the
desk to try moving the shelf, and noticed a folder there with the SA seal on
it.  "Welcome to the Shadow Agency Living Quarters," it proclaimed in
sober silver lettering, as if she'd booked a room at the Hyatt and would find
the room service menu and concierge phone extension inside.


 


The folder contained
lists of rules about what she could and couldn't do to her new home.  Painting
was allowed, but only using an approved zero-VOC organic paint that could be
requisitioned through Housekeeping.  Incense, she saw, was permitted
"within tolerance of nearby residents."  Candles were not to be left
unattended.  Trash pickup, laundry pickup...it was like a cross between a dorm
and a hotel.  


 


Also in the folder was
a requisition form for additional furniture, a more detailed map of the surface
level building, a phone extension list, a guide to getting on the Agency
network...which was pretty useless to her at the moment, as she had no
computer.  Her faithful Mac laptop had finally died the week before she'd moved
here to Austin, and until she got a job she'd had no hope of replacing it. 
Temp work had been a last resort when her usual interviewing skills had failed
her.


 


It occurred to her to
wonder, for the first time, if Blue Moon had had something to do with her
streak of ill luck.  They'd threatened her, lied to her, tried to frame her for
murder.  What was a little hex between exes?


 


The magma of rage rose
in the back of her throat, and she dug her fingernails into the paper she was
holding until it started to wrinkle.  Blue Moon--the people she'd pledged to
support and defend.  Her covenmates.  They were supposed to do the same for
her.  She'd stood in Circle with them, called upon the old gods, celebrated the
eight holidays of the Pagan year...danced...chanted, called up power the
mainstream believed a fantasy...and they had betrayed her, broken her trust
under their collective heel.  They had killed.


 


"I'm going to
stop you," she murmured, feeling dizzy with anger.  "I'm going to
stop you."  She looked down at the Agency seal.  "We're going
to stop you."


 


Sara took a deep
breath, grounding herself, and turned back to the pile of boxes.  "Okay. 
Altar.  One step at a time, girl."


 


As she stripped the
packing tape from the first box, she heard a knock at the door.


 


"Come in,"
she called, a bit uneasy as to what might cross the threshold.


 


To her relief, the
head that poked in was perfectly ordinary--a messy-haired young man in a dark
blue lab coat, wearing a clip-on badge with his picture.  


 


"You must be the
new recruit," he said with a cheerful grin.  "I'm Frog."


 


She stared at him. 
"Frog?  So, are you, like, an amphibian of some kind?"


 


His grin grew wider. 
"Nope.  100% regular human being.  I'm your next-door neighbor.  I work in
Research and Development."


 


"So why do they
call you Frog?"


 


He shrugged.  He was
kind of cute, in a geeky way, with his horn-rimmed glasses and slightly crooked
nose.  He reminded her of every guy she'd dated in high school, and, lucky for
him, he looked nothing like a frog.  "I keep frogs," he explained. 
"I have three Poison Darts and a Peruvian Laughing frog."


 


"Oh.  Well, I'm
Sara.  Larson."  She gestured at the now-retreating grey rear end of her
cat.  "That's Pywacket."


 


"What?"


 


She smiled. 
"Pywacket.  He's named after the cat in Bell, Book, and Candle--you
know, that old movie with Kim Novak, about the witches?"


 


Frog shrugged. 
"Never heard of it.  Cool name, though."


 


"Thanks."


 


"So, what did
they recruit you for?  I heard there was an opening in Admin."


 


"Yeah, something
about filing and dispatch?"


 


Frog nodded. 
"Awesome.  I've been here for five years--I started there too.  They
always throw people into Admin and then move them wherever."


 


That was interesting. 
It hadn't occurred to her that this might be an entry-level position. 
"Like where?"


 


"Well there's
R&D, where I'm at--we take the weird weapons and stuff that we confiscate
and figure out what they do and if they’re useful, or we send them to the
Vaults to be permanently stored.  We research the history of a lot of
organizations and suspects, too.  There's also the Floor, where you run
logistics for the field Agents."


 


"Logistics, as
in..."


 


"Maps, satellite
recon, computer stuff, dispatching Agents to emergency situations.  Sometimes
the FBI or another agency calls for our help when they find something they
can't handle.  Then there's the field itself, but unless you're psychic they
won't even train you for that."


 


"Wait, so all of
the Agents are psychic?"


 


"Yep.  Have to
be.  The communication system is part tech, part telepathy.  Wait till you see
the system, it's amazing--a regular human can work the Floor end, but you have
to be at least level 3 telepathic to use the Ears."


 


Sara sat down on the
couch, inviting Frog to follow suit, her mind awhirl with questions.  "So
anybody they hire that's psychic, they've probably got a plan for, right?  I
mean, you wouldn't need a telepath to file and type."


 


"Right, right. 
I'm a total dud, thank God, just a computer geek."  He chuckled affably,
and she decided she liked him.  "Otherwise I might have to do something
dangerous."


 


"So what do you
do, exactly?  Or can I ask that yet?"


 


"Technically no,
I guess you shouldn't until you have your clearance, but...” He shrugged. 
"I don't think anybody will care, I mean, SA-5 vouched for you and that's
all the clearance I think you need."


 


"Do you know him?
 The Elf guy?"


 


Another grin, and a
nod.  "Yep.  We work together a lot--that's my current project.  We're
developing a prototype for a psychic inhibitor.  Agent 5 is the most powerful
psychic in the Texas branch, but he can't shield very well, so he has to stay
here on base.  Big crowds of unshielded people screw him up pretty badly.  The
inhibitor would stabilize his shielding, and amplify it, so he could go into
the field to crime scenes and on-site investigation."


 


"I don't get
it," Sara said.  "If he's so powerful, why can't he shield?" 
She hadn't noticed it last night, but then, she had her own psychic barriers;
it was part of the fundamental training for Witches to learn how to keep their
own emotions and thoughts separate from other people's, so that they could
better take responsibility for their own actions.  Mucking about with magic
made you sensitive to other people's energy, so it was essential to have good
boundaries.  


 


Frog's smile faded,
and he shook his head.  "I don't really know.  It has something to do with
what happened to him before he came here.  All I know is he was in the
infirmary in isolation for a month before he could even carry on a conversation.
 He doesn't interact a lot with the staff except the SAs and a few of the
techs, like me."  His cheer returned as he added, "Probably in
another month we'll be ready to run initial testing on the inhibitor, though. 
Totally unprecedented technology, a hybrid of human and Elven."


 


"You must be
pretty damn smart if they gave you a job like that."


 


"Genius
level," Frog said proudly.  "I built my first computer when I was
six.  I used to code for Apple before the Agency recruited me. What about
you?"


 


"Oh, um...well, I
went to Rice for about a semester, but it didn't take.  Mostly I've done admin
type stuff."


 


"Oh."  Frog
looked like he was confused but trying not to be rude, and she could see the
question on his face--why had the Agency hired her if she really was just a
secretary?  


 


She was rather
interested in the answer to that, herself.  Obviously it had to do with her
gifts, and possibly with her religion, but she highly doubted it had to do with
her ability to alphabetize and type 85 words per minute.  


 


Instead of asking
about her obvious deficiencies, however, Frog went with, "So...is it true
that you got interrogated by SA-7?"


 


"Yeah, why?"


 


He gave her a
conspiratorial smile.  "Did he scare the piss out of you like he does
me?"


 


"Oh, hell yes. 
Even before I figured out he wasn't human.  The guns alone would have done it. 
Have you ever met him?"


 


"Kind of.  He
doesn't really speak to those of us on the lower end of the ladder--actually he
doesn't really speak to anybody except his sister, and SA-5, and Ness."


 


"Who--he's got a
sister?  A real sister?"


 


"Her name's Beck,
she's SA-8.  They're twins."


 


"Twin
vampires." 


 


"She's way
cooler, but still pretty scary.  She plays bass in a vampire band called Fang
Porn.  You'll know her when you see her.  They look a lot alike except she
smiles and he doesn't.  But they're the toughest Agents in the place.  Ness is
the Agency Director, Vanessa MacMillan.  She's a human--I think you'll probably
meet her on Monday at your orientation."


 


Frog glanced at his
watch, and then yelped.  "Damn, I've gotta go--I have to run down to the
lab and check on some calculations I had going that are due to finish up any
minute."  He stood and headed for the door, adding, "But if you need
anything, I'm the door on your left, #138.  And don't worry--you'll do
great."


 


She shut the door
behind him, trying to organize all the information he'd just dumped on her, and
went back to her boxes with a sigh.  Every new thing she learned about this
place made it that much weirder.  


 


She had a feeling it
was only going to get worse from here.


 


*****


 


“Right this way,”
Steve said, not bothering to look back and see if she was keeping up.  Sara had
fairly long legs, but she had to practically run behind the lanky Executive
Administrative Assistant, otherwise she’d end up lost in the maze of subsurface
corridors for the third time that morning.


 


After two hours of
paperwork, left mostly to herself in a room that bore no small resemblance to
the room she’d been interrogated in, Steve had come to fetch her for her pro
forma interview with Vanessa MacMillan, the Big Boss of Everything.  MacMillan,
whom everyone but Steve called Ness, had an underground office adjacent to the
Floor.  


 


Sara figured that
Steve would point out at least a few of the important details of the subsurface
layout, but he didn’t seem all that inclined to speak to her; he was obviously
much too important to bother with an entry-level Admin.


 


She pursed her lips in
irritation as she followed him.  He was a regular old human, and she could tell
he was no more psychic than Frog was, so it wasn’t like he was out risking his
life for truth and justice or anything like that.  He was a secretary, probably
with the same level of education as Sara.  She hoped the boss wasn’t as stuck
up; she hoped double that her voice wasn’t as nasal as Steve’s.  The boy
sounded like he had chronic sinus congestion and someone clamping his balls.


 


Finally, the long
hallway from the elevators opened out into a huge expanse of open space, and
Sara nearly froze stock-still to take it all in.


 


The Floor was half the
size of a football field, easily, and though there were no windows there was a
whole wall of digital displays:  a huge map of Texas with all sorts of colored
lights indicating…well, she had no idea; a screen that looked like an arrivals
board at the airport, which she assumed kept track of the Agents; and several
other things she had no idea how to interpret.


 


There were two rows of
cubicles, each with a very strange-looking computer system; about half of the
seats were filled with people wearing headsets that were lit up the same blue
as the communication devices she’d seen on SA-7.   She couldn’t even describe
what was weird about the computers—the way they were constructed
looked…almost organic.  She saw that the people in the seats were clicking and
touching away at various screens of data—maps, lists, even
websites—and speaking in low voices, presumably to whatever Agent was on
the other end of the line.


 


Other people bustled
to and fro, delivering files and seeing to the needs of the dispatchers.  The
back half of the room was taken up by office equipment and a sitting area that
looked like it had been well loved.  The Floor was mostly round, except for the
flat front wall, and all around Sara doors led away from it.  A few were open,
revealing conference rooms, offices, and more hallways than she could even
count.  She thanked the Goddess silently when she saw that all the doors were
clearly labeled.


 


She followed Steve
across the floor and to the left.  No one else seemed to take any notice of
her, perhaps because now she looked pretty much like they did.  There wasn’t
exactly a uniform for the Admins, but they all wore basic black, blue, or grey,
along with the standard ID badge.  She was glad she’d picked a simple black
suit with a white dress shirt for her first day—a bit less casual than
most everyone she’d seen on the Floor, more casual than Steve’s rather
pretentious suit and tie, and perfectly average.  From what she’d seen the
R&D guys had lab coats and the Agents wore black fatigues into the field.  


 


She had also noticed
that the Agents didn’t have badges, at least not that they wore; they probably
had those pocket folding ones like the FBI.  She’d have to ask Frog about that
later—they were supposed to meet for dinner in the cafeteria after he got
done with whatever it was he was doing with neural-response encoding and other
impenetrable technobabble like that.


 


“In here, please, Ms.
Larson,” she heard Steve say ahead of her, and walked through the door he’d
indicated, into the office suite of the Director.  The first room was probably
Steve’s office.  There was an obsessively neat desk and the usual files and
shelves an Executive Assistant would have.  


 


He stopped at the desk
and hit a button on the phone.  “Director MacMillan, Sara Larson is here.”


 


A smooth voice, deep
for a woman’s, replied, “Send her in, Steve.”


 


Vanessa MacMillan
wasn’t a vampire, but Sara wouldn’t have wanted to meet her in a dark alley. 
She was tall, muscular, and had a calm authoritative air that would be the envy
of any politician.  She had absolutely gorgeous chocolate brown skin, wore a pinstriped
black dress that had to have been custom-fit, and wore her hair short and
sophisticated.  Her wide, generous mouth looked accustomed to hearty laughter,
yet she surveyed Sara gravely, her hands folded, perfectly manicured nails in a
shade of deep plum tapping lightly together.


 


“Have a seat, please,
Sara,” she said.  She looked and sounded an awful lot like Angela Bassett crossbred
with the Terminator.  


 


“I’m Vanessa
MacMillan, Director of Operations here at the Texas branch.  SA-5 has told me a
lot about you.”


 


Sara shook her hand
and saw that her file was lying on the Director’s desk.  “All good, I hope.”


 


“Aside from your…unsavory
prior associations, yes, it was all good.”


 


Sara felt herself
flushing.  “Yes, about that.  If I’m some sort of suspect…”


 


“Then we wouldn’t have
hired you,” MacMillan said firmly.  “As it is, I expect your full cooperation
in the ongoing investigation into your former covenmates.”


 


“Absolutely,” Sara
said, trying to put all the force of her conviction into that one word.  “They
murdered people, and they betrayed me.  Anything you need me for, I’m there.”


 


The Director looked
her over again, as if considering what all Sara might be needed for, and then
asked, “Have you been briefed on the details of your position?”


 


“No.   To be honest
nobody’s really answered my questions except the guy living next door to me.”


 


“Ah, yes.  Frog.”  A
hint of a smile touched her lips, making her seem far more human. “Well, what
we need you for right off the bat is general administrative work, but once
you’ve passed your probationary period we’ll have a lot more for you to do. 
You’ll start out under the office manager’s training and supervision.  Her name
is Dru Carter.”  She paged through Sara’s file, then added, “We also want to
get you into specialized training with SA-5, to hone your psychic abilities.”


 


“Can I ask a
question?”


 


“Yes?”


 


“Frog mentioned that
Admins don’t need psychic talent, so you guys must have something else in mind
for me here.  Was he right?”


 


MacMillan gave her
another long look, and simply said, “Yes, he was.  At the moment the position
we have in mind for you is above your security clearance, so I’m afraid I can’t
discuss it with you until after your probationary period.  Of course, you’ll
have full disclosure and time to consider your options when you’re ready, and
if you choose not to accept it you can remain part of the Administrative staff.”
 She smiled, and Sara felt a heady sense of approval and relief—she got
the feeling that those smiles were rare.  “I think, however, that you’ll find
the opportunity irresistible.”


 


The tall woman stood
and offered her hand again; Sara, surprised that the interview was apparently
done with, followed suit.  


 


“Welcome to the Shadow
Agency,” MacMillan said, and there was actual warmth in her voice.  She hit the
intercom button and summoned Steve.  “Steve will take you to the file room
where you’ll start work, and then Dru will show you around and answer any
further questions you might have.”


 


Questions?
Good…that should only take the next seven years or so.  Sara shook her head as she fell into step
behind Steve’s impressive gait.  


 


 


*****


 


 


"Dru will be
along in about fifteen minutes," Steve informed her as he dropped her off,
sounding relieved not to have to baby-sit her.  "While you're waiting, how
about you take these--” he pointed toward a foot-high stack of black file
folders on the table-- "and put them in case number order, then put them
in the To Be Filed drawer.  That way you'll get a little taste of the filing
system."


 


"Okay," she
said, but he was already out the door before she even finished the second
syllable.


 


She looked around the
Current Case File room, and was disappointed to note that it was exactly the
same as every other file room she'd ever worked in, especially at a government
office.  Rows of metal file cabinets, all locked, all labeled in sequential
order; a long table with bins for sorting; a computer whose screen saver was
the SA seal bobbing around on a black background.  There was a separate cabinet
labeled "Personnel" that she tried to open, but of course it was
locked, as were all the cabinets except for "To Be Filed."


 


Everything here was
black, blue, and silver, she'd noticed.  The techs wore blue lab coats, the
office supplies were all black, signage was black with silver lettering.  Even
her badge, complete with an awful picture of her taken before she'd had her
first cup of coffee, was done in those colors.  She was listed as an “Admin
Tech I,” with security clearance A.  If the clearance levels covered the whole
alphabet, she had her work cut out for her.


 


She picked up the
first folder in the stack and opened it, partly to get a sense of how things
were organized and partly to see more of what she was getting into, here.  Easy
enough on the first:  each case file had a unique identification number that
incorporated the date it was opened, so they would all be stored chronologically.
The cabinet drawers started with the current month and went back six months;
everything earlier must have its own archive.  


 


The file was very
similar to the one she'd seen for herself and the other for her ex-coven. 
There were printouts of reports from the Agents who'd worked on the case and
official case disposition forms stamped CLOSED; in the back of the folder was a
slot holding a small strip of metal with a USB connector on it.  A flash drive,
she realized.  All the folders had them.  


 


Curious, she stuck the
first one into the port on the computer and jiggled the mouse; it prompted her
for her ID.  She saw that the monitor had a scanner-looking thing attached to
it, and held her badge up to it, barcode first.


 


The computer beeped
and the screen changed, flashing a warning; she didn't have sufficient security
privileges to access those files.  Damn.  Not very trusting, these secret
agents.


 


Behind the warning
window, though, she saw what was on the drive that she couldn't get to:  photographs,
video, and other media pertaining to the case.  She'd bet that if anyone had
been interrogated for the case, a video of it was on that drive, which would
mean there was a video of her own interrogation in her file.  She pulled the
drive out of the port and slid it back into its place in the folder, then
turned her attention to the paper copies.


 


The case she was
looking at was a simple one, looked like, involving the sale of something
called Ravloch's Shewstone to a minor in Round Rock.  Apparently there were
statutes governing what sort of magical objects could be sold to whom.


 


Where exactly were all
these laws written, anyway?  


 


She wondered if her
former high priest, who ran an occult store in Houston, had been familiar with
the laws governing his market.  She would bet her first week's pay that he had
been aware, but hadn't expected anyone to try and enforce it.  How had he
gotten his hands on that Reaping Sphere?  Surely there was a law about not
selling magic murder rocks?


 


According to the file
in front of her a tip from an informant somewhere in North Austin had led the
SA to believe that this Shewstone, which was apparently a Type 7 Artifact and
therefore dangerous, had been sold to a high schooler named Terry Winthrop. 
The Agent's case notes were there, typed up dutifully, but she could sense that
the Agent involved had been a little irritated about the whole thing,
especially when he discovered the Shewstone was a forgery and the kid had
bought it to impress his girlfriend.  


 


"Suspect is about
as psychic as a box of dryer lint," she read, and her burst of surprised laughter rang off the metal
cabinets.  "Poss. Level 1 Empathy.  Artifact confiscated, disc. as
resin with gilt paint.  R&D authentication unnecessary.  Seller of Artifact
fined $10,000 for violation of Paranormal Artifact Trafficking Statute 1477.0
Section B.  Buyer given warning and released, no further charges filed."


 


At the bottom of the
printout was a short form filled out by the Agent:  name, rank, ID number,
dates, et cetera.  Her eyebrows shot up as she saw who it was:  Jason Adams,
Shadow Agent 7.


 


God, no wonder he'd
been pissed, if they'd sent someone as important as him out to investigate a
tenth-grader with a fake rock.  


 


A quick look through a
few of the other files showed they were all very similar.  There were a lot of
false alarms.  Only a couple more files bore SA-7's signature.  As she paged
through them she could sense faint wisps of residual energy coming off a few,
revealing the emotions attached to the case.  Most of them, being routine, held
a sense of "here we go again."  


 


The last, however, was
so soaked in emotion that she could barely hold it in her hands.  Anger, hot
and dark, was burned into every line of the Agent's notes, and the signature
had been made in almost a scrawl of rage.  Almost shaking, Sara took a deep
breath and lay the folder down, forcing herself to ground and center, an old
Witch's exercise as basic as shielding that helped her regain her calm and
focus.  It was just an echo, she told herself sternly.  Whatever had happened
had been before she even came here--the file was dated February 8, and she
hadn't even arrived in Austin until the first of April.


 


The case was a ritual
murder investigation in a suburb of Dallas.  A seven-year-old girl had been
skinned alive, her heart cut out, as part of a ceremony to summon some kind of
demon.


 


Sara's vision swam. 
Things like this really happened?  There were people who would...how could
there be anyone warped enough to skin a little girl?


 


She read the file
cover to cover, her heart pounding.  Not only was it real, it had worked.  The
demon had been lured out of its dimension, a place designated simply
"MAGOS-9," by the promise of flesh; in return for doing the human's
bidding, it was given the girl's heart.  The demon was noncorporeal, and
required a child's skin to wear to keep it manifested on Earth.


 


Some sort of energy
detection system the SA had in place had raised an alarm, and Agents were
dispatched to deal with the situation before the demon could get loose.  The
team included a ceremonialist of some kind, who banished the demon back to its
world, and the Agents destroyed the ritual circle; during the raid the man who
had called the demon, an investment banker by day, was shot in the head.  


 


All of the SAs in
attendance reported the same thing:  the suspect was shot attempting to escape.
 Sara, however, could feel the truth radiating from the paper in front of her. 
The senior Agent had been so disgusted and angry that he had walked up to the
man and shot him to keep from tearing him limb from limb with his bare hands.  


 


She was thankful that
the crime scene photos and video were all on the thumb drive where she didn't
have to look at them.  She couldn't imagine being the one to catalog all of
that, much less have to face the man who had done it.  It made sense, now, why
Frog was grateful he wasn't psychic, if that was what being an Agent meant.


 


To her surprise, the
SA who had held the gun was Jason Adams.  She wouldn't have expected someone
who wasn't even human to get so upset over a child's death that he was willing
to shoot someone in cold blood--but then, depending on how vampirism really
worked, he might have been human once.  Hell, he might have a daughter of his
own out there somewhere.  He had a sister, after all, and she hadn't thought
that was possible.  Who knew, in this place?


 


“Demons,” she
muttered, closing the file.  “Demons and vampires and Elves…oh my.”


 


Putting the folders in
numerical order took all of two minutes, which was fortunate, because the
second she finished straightening up the stack, the door opened.


 


“Hi there,” said the
woman who walked in.  “You must be Sara.”


 


Sara blinked.  “Hi.”


 


“Dru Carter.  I’m the
Office Manager.”


 


Sara found herself
shaking hands with the shortest adult woman she’d ever seen—Dru might
have been five feet if she stood tiptoe.  That wasn’t the interesting thing,
though.


 


Dru was blue.


 


Literally.  


 


Head to foot, her skin
was a smooth and shiny robin’s egg blue, with a smattering of darker blue
freckles over her nose and neck.  She had dark blue dreadlocks that were held
back from her face with a silver clip.  Her facial features suggested African
American, and her eyes were a burnished silver color.  To further spin Sara’s
logical mind off kilter, Dru wore perfectly normal office clothes, heels, and
jewelry.


 


“I can tell you’re new
here,” Dru laughed.  “You’re trying not to stare.  It’s all right, I’m used to
it.”


 


They shook hands; Dru
had a firm grip and a friendly, infectious smile.  “If you don’t mind my
asking…”


 


“What the hell am I?” 
Another laugh.  “I don’t mind at all.  I’m a Naiad.”


 


“A river nymph, like
from Greek mythology?  God, is all of that stuff real?”


 


“In a way.  My people
are mostly gone now; the SA rescued my mother from an accident, and after I was
born I lived here on base—next to the pool.”


 


“There’s a pool?”


 


“Yeah, in the
courtyard across from the labyrinth.  I’d prefer a river, really, but it’s the
best they could do with the existing building.  I go to the lake every chance I
get.”


 


“So you don’t live in
the water.”


 


“No, that’s part of
the myth.  There are creatures who do, like mermaids, but they don’t associate
with humans, and besides, having them work here would be kind of messy.  I can
breathe underwater or on land.”


 


Dru should have been
the one named after an amphibian, then…did she have gills under her suit
jacket?  Sara decided not to ask.  “Wow.  I thought I’d seen everything already
after I met SA-5.”


 


Dru had a wonderful
laugh—it did, indeed, sound liquid.  “Oh, Rowan’s plenty strange.  Wait
until you see him in the winter.”


 


She decided not to
pursue that one just yet.  “So, um…you’re in charge of the whole Admin team?”


 


“That’s me.  There are
six other Admins besides you, and everyone reports to me.  We’re going to start
you out on filing for probably the first month, then Ness wants you to train
with Rowan so you can do dispatch out on the Floor.  As I understand it you’re
way above the telepathy level they need, but there are a few skills you’ll need
to develop to use the system.”


 


Finally a glimpse of
the SA’s plan for her!  “So that’s why they hired me?”


 


Dru’s smile turned
mischievous. “For now.  At any rate, today I’d like to show you around the
sub-levels, introduce you to everyone, and get you started in here on current
cases.  I’m assuming while you put those guys in order you poked through a few
of them?”


 


Sara bit her lip. 
“Um…”


 


“Everyone does, their
first day.  Don’t worry about it—you’ve got clearance for case files,
just not Personnel files.  Nobody can get into those but me and Ness without
submitting a request form.”


 


Dru beckoned for her
to follow, and they headed back into the hallway.  “Now, the basic layout of
the place is pretty simple,” she began, as Sara fell in stride beside
her—one advantage to Dru’s height was that it was much easier to keep up
with her than with Steve.  “You’ve seen where Ness’s office is located. 
Several of the senior Agents have their own offices off the Floor, too.  Now,
over here, this hallway leads to the Agents’ locker room, and also to the
combat training arena…”


 


*****


 


Filing for a secret
government organization, it turned out, was pretty much like filing for anyone.


 


It took her all of one
full morning to learn her new job, which was a bit disturbing seeing that she
was going to have to do it every day for a month at least.  She was quite
willing to do whatever they wanted her to do, but if she were perfectly honest
she would have to say that by the end of the first week she was bored out of
her mind.


 


She could have been
working for the IRS for all the excitement she had.  Every morning she got up,
showered, dressed, and went to the cafeteria for breakfast; she was allotted
three meals per day for free, but could go back for snacks at her own expense. 
She could also keep anything she liked in her little fridge, so when Frog
stopped by again she could offer him a beer.  The cafeteria served an
astonishing variety of food, and it even had a coffee bar, which was usually
her first stop of the morning.  


 


After breakfast she
took the elevator down to the Floor, then crossed the room to Current Files,
where she spent the day alphabetizing, organizing, and storing. 


 


She was, as it turned
out, too efficient for the government; by the first Thursday Dru had already
started giving her more tasks.  She was granted access to the main files and to
the computer, and learned how the case files were assembled, so she could take
the piles of haphazard notes the Agents threw together and turn them into an
official record of the case.  She printed labels on the special label machine
attached to the computer, which was fun in a very nerdy way.  


 


She could also get
into the media files on the thumb drives now; her security clearance had
already been upped to B so that she could pull files off the server and copy
them to the thumb drives.  


 


That first week she
hardly saw anyone; she had learned all the Admins’ names, but they were so busy
nobody had time for anything but a “Good morning” and a “Have a good night.” 
She saw Dru every day, and that was good; she already liked the Naiad
immensely.  Beyond that, though, Sara’s interactions were with the files, and
occasionally with Frog for coffee or dinner in the cafeteria.  


 


Frog, bless him,
didn’t seem to mind that she peppered him with questions about the Agency, many
of which he couldn’t answer.  


 


Sara started to have
dreams about black file folders chasing her naked across the Floor.  At that
point, she asked Dru if there was anything else she could help with.


 


Dru was amused.  “I
knew you were going to make short work of this department.  How about you help
me do some copying?  It’s not that interesting but it’ll occupy your for an
hour or two.”


 


The copy machine, a
massive beast that did everything but wash cars, was out on the Floor, so Sara
jumped at the chance to see something besides the antiseptic white walls of
Current Files.  Dru handed her a pile of interoffice mail envelopes and
instructed her to copy the contents of some, scan others, and give them all
back when she was done.  


 


Glad to have something
new to do, even something as banal as copying, Sara all but bounced out of the
file room.


 


When she arrived at
the corner where the copier stood, someone was already using it, and again,
Sara found herself staring.


 


It was another small
woman, probably five-five, but ivory skinned instead of blue.  She had a mop of
jet-black hair streaked through with vibrant red, the same color as her
lipstick.  The woman wore black fatigues, the standard dress of SAs, but over
it was a black patent coat, matching the shiny steel-toed boots that laced up
to her knees.  Her eyebrow and nose were both pierced.  


 


She looked up at
Sara’s approach.  “Do you know how to use this piece of shit?”


 


“Um…” Sara stammered,
taking in the woman’s face—a carbon copy of another she’d seen, but a
little smaller and more feminine.  “What are you trying to do?”


 


“I was thinking of
photocopying my ass.  Or this.”  She held up her document, a binder clip full
of field notes.  “I want it front and back.”


 


“Oh, easy.  Look…” Sara
moved closer, feeling a twinge of atavistic fear; her instincts knew exactly
what she was standing next to, even if she wasn’t ready to say it aloud.  She
tapped the copier’s screen, bringing up the menu that she needed, and within
seconds the woman’s paperwork was zipping through the document feeder, copies
spitting onto the tray.


 


“Cool.”  The woman
looked her up and down, blatantly examining her.  “You’re the new girl, right? 
Did you make the coffee this morning?  It tasted like bong water.”


 


“There’s coffee down
here?”


 


A tip of her head to
the right.  “Third hallway left of Ness’s office.  Staff lounge.  They have
donuts.”


 


“Oh, do
you…eat…donuts?”


 


The woman had a loud,
bell-like laugh, one that sounded like she used it a lot.  There was a Puckish
glint in her eye.  “No.  Solid food makes me vomit.  It’s all liquid for us,
all the time, and thank god that includes vodka or I’d have staked myself a
long time ago.”


 


She reminded Sara
strongly of the watercolor “bad faeries” by Amy Brown—sort of punk, sort
of wicked, and far younger than she really was.  The contrast between her and
her twin was nothing short of amazing.  


 


“So you’re Beck,
right?”


 


“The one and only. 
How’d you guess?”


 


“Well, you look a lot
like your brother.  Sort of.”


 


Beck snorted softly. 
“Two different eggs, two different planets.  You met him?”


 


“Yeah.  He
interrogated me.  And shot me with a tranquilizer dart.”


 


“Rock on.”  Beck
picked up her document and leafed through it, checking it over; then, she muttered,
“Speak of the devil.”


 


Behind Beck, on the
far side of the Floor, SA-7 emerged from the hall that led to the Agents’
locker room.  He looked like he’d just had a shower, as his dark hair was damp
and a bit tousled.  His coat was slung over his arm and instead of regulation
black he was actually wearing a pair of jeans and a plain white t-shirt that
allowed a much better view of both his muscles and a tattoo, a black dragon
with the Moon in its claws, covering his left bicep.   


 


Sara had never seen
anything so sexy in her entire life.  


 


Unfortunately she had
a bad track record with attractive men, so by the time he reached the copier
area, she had completely lost her hold on the English language and just gawked
like a teenage groupie.


 


He strode up to Beck
and handed her something—a small brown paper bag.  Beck looked in it and
rolled her eyes.


 


“You are such an
idiot,” she told her brother.


 


“And you’re going to
be late,” he replied.  Sara started to wonder if his facial expression ever
changed, but right then a smile passed briefly over his lips, and he added, “As
usual.”


 


Beck saluted him.
“Sir, yes sir.  Coding on for my patrol shift right away, sir.”


 


“Fuck off, little
girl.  Have you seen Smurfette around anywhere?”


 


Beck shrugged, pointed
at Sara.  “Ask her.”


 


Jason finally seemed
to acknowledge Sara’s presence; his eyes fixed on her at first as they might a
particularly troublesome bug, but then she saw recognition.  “The Witch.”


 


Sara realized how
stupid she must look staring at him; whether his attitude was due to arrogance
or something less obnoxious, she had every bit as much right to be here as he
did.  Plus, she’d had a glimpse that there was more to him than disdain,
reading over his case files.  There was wry humor in them, but also, more subtly,
real compassion.  She knew he cared about his job and the people the SA
protected.  


 


Still, he didn’t have
to act like a dick.


 


“The jackass vampire
with the big gun,” she responded evenly.


 


He stared at her for a
second, seeming almost astonished, then gave her a dazzling smile.  “Do you
know where I might find Dru?”


 


“Last I saw she was
heading for her office.  Does she know you call her Smurfette?”


 


“Of course,” he said. 
“I’ve been calling her that since before you hit puberty.”  He looked her up
and down as Beck had, and Sara knew she was blushing but stood her ground under
his scrutiny.  She wasn’t sure what he was evaluating her for, but apparently
he found it, because he said, “So Rowan isn’t as crazy as I thought he was.”


 


“That remains to be
seen,” Beck told him, smacking him lightly on the arm with the paper bag.  


 


Jason gave her a look
that Sara couldn’t begin to interpret, and then said curtly to Sara, “Welcome
aboard.  Office 303, next door to the coffee.”  


 


He turned and headed
for Dru’s office, and Sara tried not to be obvious in checking out his ass as
he walked, but failed pretty spectacularly.


 


Beck shook her head. 
“Honey, don’t waste your time.  You’re not his type.”


 


“Oh, I didn’t—I
mean, I wouldn’t—“


 


“Sure you wouldn’t. 
You and every other woman here, right?  Trust me, there’s no way in hell,
unless there’s more going on under there than I think there is.”  She gestured
at Sara’s midsection.


 


“What, he doesn’t date
humans?”


 


Beck wrinkled her
nose, which was adorable, in a strange and faintly creepy way.  “It’s less the
humanity and more the vagina that’s the problem.”


 


Sara looked over to
where Jason had disappeared, mouth working soundlessly in shock for a moment. 
“You’re kidding.”


 


The vampire grinned
broadly. “Nope. Anyway, nice to meet you and all that, and thanks for the help.
 See you around.”


 


 “Yeah, you too. 
Thanks for keeping me from making an ass of myself.”


 


“Much fun as that
would have been to watch, I figure, you’re new here, you deserve a break.  Good
luck.”


 


With that, Beck
walked—actually strutted was a better word—the way her brother had
come from earlier, tossing the stack of papers she’d just made into a bin by
the door where a bunch of similar documents were waiting, Sara assumed, to be
turned into case files.


 


She went back to her
own copying, trying to decide how she felt.  It was a combination of
disappointment and relief, she decided, but really, it wasn’t as if she’d had a
shot with SA-7 anyway.  She knew the sort of women that guys like him usually
went for…when they went for women, anyway.  He was probably great in bed but
crap at relationships, not interested in anything deeper.  Intuitively…


 


Well, that was odd. 
Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t really sensed anything from him at
all.  Aside from the impressions she’d gotten from his case files, he was a
blank slate to her.  That meant he must have the best damn shields in Texas. 
Her empathy wasn’t very well trained and didn’t work nearly as effectively as
her psychometry, but she usually got at least a vague idea of someone’s
character right off the bat.  Jason could have been anyone, or no one.  It
couldn’t be a vampire thing—Beck hadn’t been nearly so closed off.  He
was either a really private person, or he had something to hide.  


 


It was almost
certainly the latter.


 


Sara found herself
curious, as she returned to her administrative exile, how difficult it would be
to break into the Personnel files.


 


*****


 


Nearly a month into
the job Sara was positively dying for some adventure, but when it found her,
she really wished it hadn’t.


 


At the end of a shift
when the Agents had finished stopping bad guys and confiscating dangerous
magical objects, someone had to deal with the paperwork.  For every TV show
about FBI agents and crime scene investigators there was a fleet of
underappreciated, underpaid staffers making copies, brewing coffee, and putting
things in alphabetical order.  


 


“Just call me Ianto,”
she muttered irritably as she dumped a wet coffee filter full of grounds, the
fourth she’d made that day, into the trash.  “At least he gets laid.”  


 


The staff lounge had
become one of her favorite places.  There, working her way through one of half
a dozen cups of coffee for the day, she could watch the Agents come and go and
overhear their conversations.  Most of them were consummate professionals; they
responded to her conversational overtures cordially enough but then went back
about their business.  The Admins, of course, were a lot more personable, as
were most of the folks from R&D.  


 


Still, like every
other office she’d ever worked in, it was like pulling teeth to get anyone to
make a fresh pot of coffee after they’d drained the last one, so she more or
less took over.  At least Beck had no complaints about her brewing skills.


 


Sara reminded herself
for the hundredth time that morning that the government always did things at a
snail’s pace, and that if they’d promised her something besides Admin, she’d
get it eventually.  It was a matter of yet more paperwork, protocols, and
probationary periods.  


 


She knew that outside
the base very exciting things were always happening, but it was a testament to
how smoothly Ness and Dru ran things that on the Floor the atmosphere was
almost always calm and orderly.  Even in the midst of a massive raid on some
sort of otherworldly arms dealer, on a night when two Agents were badly injured
and half the dealer’s henchmen were killed, the people at the system consoles
never raised their voices or ran around yelling “Get the Pentagon on the
phone!” or “We’re not losing anyone on my watch!”


 


She sighed.  Science
fiction was turning out to be too much like real life.


 


At least she was
getting somewhere in accessing the Personnel files.  The cabinet itself was a
no-go; it required either Ness or Dru’s badge to unlock.  Luckily, the
redundancy of government paperwork meant that the hard copies that Sara dealt
with were actually the secondary versions of the files.  The electronic
versions on the main server were what most of the staff used on a day-to-day
basis.  In fact, the electronic Personnel files were more up-to-date, as the
hard copies were only updated twice a year during performance reviews.  Getting
into that part of the server was just a matter of figuring out either Ness or
Dru’s password.  


 


Every time she went
into Dru’s office, Sara paid careful attention to the personal effects she saw
laying around, in the hopes that something would jump out at her.  Most people
used names of children, pets, and spouses as passwords; Sara’s password was
Pywacket’s name backwards.  Dru didn’t have any pets, and her only family had
been her mother Atrella, who had worked for the SA when Dru was a child.  Sara
tried a dozen permutations of the name but got nothing.


 


The fact that all her
snooping could get her fired, or worse, didn’t bother her as much as it should
have.  She was just bored enough that it seemed worth the risk.  


 


Sara plopped into one
of the staff lounge chairs to wait for the new pot of coffee.  The lounge was
comfortable, even welcoming, considering it was five stories underground; it
was a place to decompress, have a snack, and socialize a little.  There were in
fact several areas like it both below ground and on the surface level, and when
hanging out in her quarters got too claustrophobic she made her way there with
a book and got to know her fellow travelers in this bizarre new world called
the Shadow Agency.


 


Just about everyone
hit the off-Floor lounge at least a few times a week, for the food and
beverages if nothing else. There was a fridge stocked with every form of
carbonated drink imaginable, and Food Service brought down all sorts of
between-meal goodness to keep the staff going on long shifts.  Agents, she
noticed, mostly came for the coffee.  


 


She’d seen the twins a
few times, and if her own caffeine habit was serious, theirs was insane.  Beck
had an enormous travel mug that she filled before her shift and again
afterward, and often dropped several venti-sized Starbucks cups into the
recycling bin whenever she blew through between cases.  She was currently on
patrol, which Sara had figured out meant that she basically walked a beat
around the city’s most troublesome areas, monitoring known offenders and
possible situations, checking up on informants, and complaining a lot into her
Ear about how dull it all was.


 


Sara snorted.  If she
thought that was dull she should try filing.


 


Every Agent took a
month on patrol every six months, even Jason, who was important enough to have
his own office.  He went through about a full pot of coffee just by himself. 
As the senior SA he was a sort of team manager, coordinating who went on patrol
when and who was assigned to what case.  He usually spent the first three or
four hours of each night in his office, then went out into the field.


 


And every night, without
fail, he brought Beck a brown paper bag of…something.  Sara hadn’t worked up
the nerve to ask what it was yet.  Drugs, maybe?  Somehow she couldn’t quite
see them being so obvious about it.  


 


Sara looked up at the
clock:  four-thirty.  She’d be off at seven.  Shifts here were flexible, mostly
in deference to the nocturnal folk.  As far as Sara was concerned the world had
no business being awake at eight in the morning, so she’d applied for a
ten-to-seven.  When she went on dispatch she’d probably have to switch, since
she had to match up with the shifts of the field Agents, but at least for now,
nobody really gave a damn what hours the file clerk kept.


 


Maybe she could get
Frog to go to a movie or something this weekend; they hung out a couple of times
a week, and he was pretty frazzled these days and could probably use the break.
 Or there was always—


 


She sat up straighter.
 What…


 


Something was
wrong.


 


She could feel it,
rolling through the base like a slow-building tsunami, starting from—


 


Suddenly the room
shuddered, and alarms began to blare all around her.  The lights dimmed
momentarily, flickered, then powered back up, but the alarms continued,
deafening.  


 


A voice boomed out
over loudspeakers she had never noticed were there.


 


“ALL SA PERSONNEL
PLEASE EVACUATE THE SUBSURFACE AREAS.  ALL SA PERSONNEL PLEASE EVACUATE THE
SUBSURFACE AREAS.”


 


Sara leaped out of her
chair and bolted for the door, where she was nearly knocked over by a herd of
other employees making for the stairs.  She stepped into the group and tried to
stay in the flow so she wouldn’t get shoved, her heart pounding, her eyes
scanning the Floor for smoke or some sign of what was going on.  


 


Aside from the fact
that everyone was leaving, everything looked normal.  The Ear system had been
put into standby mode, and she caught sight of Dru ushering people out of the
room, her face grave and pale.  All the while, the alarms kept sounding, and
the loudspeakers repeated their command once more before changing the message:


 


“SA-7, REPORT TO
R&D LAB #4.  SA-7, REPORT…”


 


Lab #4?  That was
where Frog was working.  


 


Oh shit, oh shit…Sara’s guts twisted with the knowledge that
something had gone very, very wrong, and that her friend was in trouble.  


 


She ducked out of the
mass of evacuees and made for the spot where Dru was standing.  She had to know
what had happened before she could stand to run away.


 


Before she could reach
the Naiad, however, someone grabbed her roughly by the arm and hauled her
sideways.


 


She started to
protest, but when she saw who had her, the words froze on her lips.


 


“There’s a situation,”
SA-7 said shortly.  “You’re coming with me.”


 


*****


 


The R&D department
was made up of several large labs, each one with its own security codes and
systems.  All sorts of things could happen when the techs started screwing
around with magical objects, so each lab had fail-safes designed to lock the
room down and protect the rest of the building from whatever disaster might
befall it.  The walls could withstand explosions that would take down a
skyscraper.


 


Sara stared at the
scene before her, unable to comprehend it, barely able to breathe.  She thought
she’d been scared when the FBI had broken down her door; that was nothing
compared to the rock-hard ball of dread sitting in her stomach now.


 


The lab walls were
some form of glass, so she could see into all of them from the main door. 
Everything seemed perfectly fine:  a centrifuge was whirring, computers were
calculating, there were various bits of technology and a few strange stones and
amulets at some of the stations.  The only anomalies were the lack of
lab-coated techs going about their research, and the presence of half the
building’s security staff, Ness, and emergency personnel hovering around.


 


Lab #4 was a haze of
smoke and debris.  Sparks flashed from a loose cable of some kind.  Sara
couldn’t really see in, but there was a dark shape moving around inside, the
sight of which made the knot of dread in her gut increase in size by a factor
of ten.


 


Jason led her over to
the lab door, where Ness and the head of the emergency team were supervising as
the workers tried to get the door unlocked.


 


“I want the smoke
vented out of there right now,” Ness ordered, her voice loud and not one to be
disobeyed.  “Where the fuck is Dr. Wu?  I want to know who was in there and
what they were working on.”


 


The head of R&D,
an Asian woman who always seemed one step away from a nervous breakdown,
appeared at Ness’s elbow.  “Here,” she said breathlessly.  “I’ve got the
roster.  Lab #4 had two projects going—the Arcadian Opal and the psychic
inhibitor."


 


Next to her, Sara felt
Jason’s entire body go rigid.  “Was SA-5 in there when the explosion occurred?”
He demanded, his shadow falling over Dr. Wu and cowing her almost into a fetal
position.  The vampire took her by the shoulders, and there was an almost
imperceptible tremor in his voice.  “Who was in there?”


 


Wu was shaking all
over, but managed to nod her head.  “Rowan and Frog were both in there.  So
were Dr. Samuel and his assistant.”


 


“What the hell
happened?” Jason asked, all but throttling her.


 


“SA-7, stand down,”
Ness snapped.  “If you can’t control yourself we can call in Beck to do this.”


 


He blinked, seeming to
realize how he was acting, and let go of Wu’s shoulders, calm settling back
over him like a cloak.  “I’m sorry, Dr. Wu.  Ness, what do you need us for?”


 


Ness looked over at
Sara.  “Now’s your chance to do something interesting,” she said.


 


“What—what
happened?” Sara stammered.  


 


“We’re not sure. 
That’s part of why we need you.  Chase, how’s that door coming?”


 


The man she was
speaking to looked up from the equipment he was working with.  “Coming, ma’am. 
We can blow it any time, we’re just waiting for the internal scan results so we
don’t end up venting toxic gas outside.”


 


“Right.  Patel, what
have you got for me?”


 


A woman in emergency
uniform held up a palm-sized device.  “Atmosphere is stable, the ventilators
and filters should be able to handle the smoke.  We’re okay to vent.”


 


“Do it.  What else?”


 


Patel motioned at
Chase, who flipped some switches.  Sara heard a massive roaring from somewhere
up above, and the smoke that filled the lab began to suck out through the vents
in the ceiling.  


 


“We’ve got four life
signs.  Two human, one Elven, one…other.”


 


“Shit,” Ness said.  “I
was afraid of that.”


 


She turned back to
Jason and Sara.  “All right, you two.  Here’s what we need.  SA-7, when we get
the door open, you go in.  Are you armed?”


 


Jason gave her a grim
smile.  “Aren’t I always?”


 


“For once I’m not
going to lecture you about guns in the base.  You go in and incapacitate
whatever’s in there.  Make sure the room is secure and there aren’t any more
explosions imminent. Once you’re sure it’s clear we’ll send in the EMTs.”


 


“What about me?” Sara
asked.


 


“This is where it gets
tricky,” Ness said.  “We know that Samuels was working with something called an
Arcadian Opal.   Legend says it’s cursed, that anyone who wears it will die a
horrible death.  Samuels figured out that it’s not a curse, it’s a holding
cell.”


 


“So whatever’s in the
lab came out of the opal?”


 


Ness nodded, pleased
that she was catching on quickly.  “Problem is that we don’t know what kind of
creature it is, and I’m not sending anyone in there until we do.  You’re listed
as a contact clairvoyant, aka a psychometrist, meaning you can read things by
touch, right?  As I understand it you have a knack with buildings.”


 


Sara was starting to
see, and not liking it one bit.  “I don’t know,” she said doubtfully.  “I’ve
never really developed it to where I could use it on command.  It’s kind of a
passive gift.”


 


“Well now’s the time
to activate it.  See what you can get.”


 


Sara looked from Ness
to Jason, who was very clearly trying not to show his impatience.  “Just let me
go in and kill it,” he said.  


 


“We don’t even know if
you can,” Ness replied sternly.  “And it’s possible it’s stronger than
you—you’re not invincible, Jason.   Even a vampire might not be able to
kill it.”


 


“I bet bullets can,”
he said, reaching back and pulling a pistol from somewhere.  “We don’t have
time to wait for her, Ness.  They could be dying in there.”


 


Sara ignored him and
walked over to the wall of the lab, breathing as slowly as she could, trying to
get past the chaos and the fear and the noise.  She reached out and put her
hands against the wall, closing her eyes, saying a silent prayer to the gods
that this would work, not just because of her job, but also because of Frog,
and Rowan.  She tried to think of them, and of the other two she’d never met,
and block out everything that was going on behind her.


 


“All right,” she
whispered.  “Talk to me.”


 


Her whole life, houses
had spoken to her.  Inanimate objects contained energy just like living things
did, but theirs was only residual; every person who touched something left some
of himself or herself behind.  Personal things like jewelry and clothes were
full of energy, but the best she had found were places.  Buildings soaked up
the lives of whoever lived in them, and the land beneath had a long memory that
murmured in the back of her mind, the spirits of the Earth telling stories
around the campfire of time.


 


There were ways to
clean out that energy so that a place was new and receptive again, but only
Witches and other spiritual practitioners seemed interested in that, probably
because the average person never realized how much of an influence one’s home
had on one’s own life.  She could tell walking into a house who had died there,
who had argued there, what kind of people it had sheltered.  It was harder with
other kinds of buildings, but still there were echoes, ghosts that weren't
ghosts.  In a place like this, where people were always in motion, she had to
really stretch to hear anything.


 


Come on…talk to me…


 


Sara extended her
senses out through her hands, through the wall of the lab, and into the
still-smoky air beyond, reaching, reaching…


 


Her head began to
pound.  She wasn’t prepared for anything this hard, and she’d never had to
force it before.  It had been years since she’d actively worked with the gift;
like she’d told Ness, it generally worked by itself, telling her things she
usually ended up wishing she didn’t know.  Like empathy, feeling what other
people were feeling, it seemed invasive, both to her and the place she was
reading.


 


Not strong
enough…come on, Sara…they’re counting on you…


 


It wasn’t working. 
She could sense the room, and that there were living things inside, but she
couldn’t figure out how to sharpen the images.  It was all a blur.  She didn’t
have the training for something like this.  Gods, why had she ignored it for so
long?  If she’d had the balls to face it, and learn to use it—


 


[Sara.]


 


The light, gentle
voice flowed into her mind, and she nearly jolted out of her trance, but a hand
of energy reached in and held her steady.  


 


[Easy, child.  You
have all the skill you need; just let it work.]


 


The energy was soft,
fluid.  The contact was more intimate than any she'd ever had telepathically. 
There was pain beneath it…so many years of pain…but woven in among its power
was love, a love so deep and elemental that it made her body ache.  She felt
the "hand" carefully steering her perception just a tiny bit, guiding
her, showing her how to adjust the dial of her mind's eye.   Suddenly the
blurry images jumped out, crystal clear, and she gasped.


 


“I see it!” she said,
and both heard and sensed the others coming over to her.  


 


“Are they hurt?” she
heard Jason ask.


 


Sara extended her
energy a little more, sweeping it around the room, and said, “Samuels has a
broken leg and ribs, Frog is unconscious but he'll be okay—he got thrown
into the wall.  The other boy…the assistant…he’s dead.  Rowan is…”


 


[Rowan is pinned
under a table and covered in sulfur,]
came the voice again, this time flavored with a remarkably calm laugh, and she
smiled as she realized who it was.  [He would really appreciate it if
someone came and dealt with this Loshnar so he can take a shower.]


 


“Rowan says it’s a
Loshnar,” Sara told them.  “Does that mean anything to you?”


 


Ness nodded.  “It
means this won’t be as hard as I thought.  SA-7, you have a green light.”


 


Jason smiled
dangerously and cocked his gun.  “Fuck yeah, I do.”


 


He disappeared, and
seconds later Sara heard the sound of glass shattering—whatever they’d
done to get the door open, it sounded like it would have to be replaced.  


 


She kept her senses
inside the room, watching, as Jason slipped in, making no sound as he moved
around the demolished lab.  She cast about for the Loshnar, and found it, a
dark pool of seething energy in the corner.  It felt…scaly, and clawed, but not
huge—probably a little bigger than a turkey.  If she had to describe it
to a stranger she’d say it was some sort of dinosaur.


 


A dinosaur with poison
dripping from its teeth.


 


Sara clamped down on
her fear and stayed in the room, ascertaining pretty quickly that Samuels’ assistant
had taken the brunt of the blast, and was little more than a charred heap of
flesh on the floor of the lab.  He’d been doing…something stupid, she could
tell, to the Opal, and it had basically gone into self-destruct mode, also
tripping whatever mechanism freed the Loshnar, presumably so it would take out
whoever was foolish enough to try and dismantle the Opal.


 


The Opal was pretty
much dismantled.  Bits of it had flown all over the room, glowing stone
shrapnel burying itself in the walls, equipment, and people.


 


There was movement as
the Loshnar sensed a new presence in the room, and it gathered its limbs
underneath it, waiting to spring—


 


A single shot, and the
creature shrieked and fell forward, slimy green blood oozing from a hole in its
head.


 


Sara heard Jason over
the intercom.  “Lab secure.”


 


EMTs began pouring
into the room, and Sara, faint with relief, withdrew her senses back into her
body.  Her head ached fit to split, and the palms of her hands felt like they’d
been burned; she was so dizzy that the minute she blinked her eyes and settled
back into herself, she sagged backwards, legs giving out.


 


[Easy there,] Rowan said into her mind, and her headache began
to fade.  [Sorry I can't do more, but I'm about to pass out myself.]


 


"That's…okay…"
Sara managed as she tumbled.


 


Someone caught her and
lowered her gingerly to the ground.  She looked up at the Director of
Operations.


 


“Good work,” Ness told
her as the room started to fade.  “See me on Monday morning.”


 


*****


 


She woke in the
infirmary, another place she’d never been, to find a large Hispanic woman in a
white coat standing by her bed with a clipboard.


 


“Good afternoon,” she
said, her voice accented and musical.  “I’m Dr. Nava.  Can you tell me your
name?”


 


“Sara Larson.”


 


“Do you remember what
happened to you?”


 


“Yes…” It was a bit
foggy, but not too hard to grasp.  “There was an explosion in R&D, and I
passed out.”


 


Dr. Nava chuckled. 
“That’s the short version, all right.  The official report is that you suffered
psychic overload and a mild case of neural shock brought on by overextending
your abilities to a hazardous degree.  I’ve already read Ness the riot act
about it.  If our only other contact clairvoyant hadn’t died two weeks ago I
would be a lot angrier at her for allowing you to do something so stupid.”


 


“Wait—Frog, is
Frog okay?  And what about Rowan?  And Dr. Samuels?”


 


“They’re all doing
just fine.  We lost Barnes, Samuels’ assistant, but the others escaped with
minor wounds.  Frog actually came out of it with hardly a scratch.  He’s always
been lucky like that.  Rowan had a few scrapes and a piece of the Opal lodged
in his arm, but he’s fine.  Samuels broke several bones.”


 


“Thank Goddess,” Sara
murmured.  “Am I okay?  Do I need to stay here?”


 


“No, you’re welcome to
leave if you feel able.  You’re off duty until Tuesday.  Ness wants to meet
with you Monday at 10:30, but aside from that I expect you to rest.”


 


“Got it,” Sara said. 
The doctor smiled and watched her get up, making sure she didn’t topple over
again.  Satisfied, she nodded and shooed Sara out of the infirmary.  


 


Sara made her way from
the infirmary, which was aboveground, to her quarters, where she took a scalding
hot shower and put on faded old jeans and a t-shirt.  When she emerged from the
steamy bathroom, Pywacket was sitting on the bed, giving her The Look.


 


            "We're
in for it now, Py-baby," she said tiredly.  "Things are going to get
even crazier."


 


She knew she should
sleep, but there was still too much adrenaline and too many thoughts running
through her to let her rest.  Instead, she got her journal and pen, put on a
pair of slipper socks, and headed for the staff lounge closest to her.


 


It was a sunny,
cheerful room during the day, but she was a little thrown to find it was night,
and the shutters were closed.  She must have been out for a whole day.  Still,
the lamplight was soothing and there were cookies and hot tea, and she
administered both before looking around for an empty couch.


 


To her surprise, it
took her a moment to see the slender figure reclining in the corner.


 


"Sara," the
Elf said with a smile.  "Shouldn't you be in bed?"


 


She smiled back. 
"Shouldn't you?"  She went over and settled in the chair opposite
him, and noticed that his arm was bandaged.  "Are you okay?"


 


"Don't worry. 
I'll be fine."


 


He was wearing some
sort of long robe the color of an eggplant, and his feet were bare.  She stared
at him for a minute before realizing that something was different about him
from when they'd met in the interrogation room.  What was it?


 


"Would you like
some?" he asked, lifting what he had in his hands—a carton of fresh
strawberries.  


 


Sara reached out and
took a few.  They were fantastic, perfectly ripe and juicy, and she said as
much to Rowan, who nodded.


 


"Beck's patrol
route goes by the Whole Foods on 6th," he explained.  "She
always brings me something local in season.  We can get most anything through
Food Service, but it's mostly conventionally grown or at least shipped
in."  Wistfulness touched his face as he said, "I can taste the life
in these.  It's like being home again.  At any rate, Beck said I should smile
more, so she started bringing me fruit almost every night.  Sometimes it's an
orange, sometimes a pear, and in the autumn she goes through every variety of
apple she can find me."


 


Sara was a bit
distracted, staring at the plain brown paper bag lying empty on the table
beside him; she looked from it to the strawberries, and couldn't help but smile
to herself.  "Yeah, that’s really sweet of her…she must like you a lot, to
go through all that trouble.  So…where is home, for you?"


 


"Here," he
answered.  "The place I was born, where I was a child, no longer
exists."


 


"I'm sorry,"
she said.  She thought about what Frog had said about him, and asked, "Did
the explosion destroy that thing you and Frog were working on?"


 


He shook his head, and
that's when she figured it out—his hair color had changed.  The blue was
gone, and it was almost all green and brown now, with grey entwined.  From spring
fields to an early summer forest, she realized.  His eyes, too, had darkened in
color to the green of oak leaves.


 


"You see it
now," he said with a smile of approval.  "It usually takes people a
while to notice."


 


"So what do you
look like in winter?" she wanted to know.


 


"You'll see in winter.
 But to answer your question, no, the inhibitor was safe.  We had just finished
wrapping up our work and had put it into the vault for the night."


 


"Do things like
this—stuff blowing up and people dying—happen a lot?"


 


"Not here,
no," Rowan said, biting into another strawberry.  She couldn't help it;
she remembered the way his energy had felt moving through her, and how sensual
it had been, and that sensuality was matched by the way he ate, savoring every
bite, every drop of juice.  She would have expected an Elf to be a lot more
ethereal.  Way too much Tolkien, she decided, mentally editing her list of
books to read.


 


"Most of the
hazardous action goes on out in the field.  I've been here about twelve years,
and this is only the second accident I've seen in R&D.  The first was,
well, a lot less serious.  Some kind of incident with a toaster, minor burns
and the like.  Life inside the base is very secure.  Barnes was being stupid
and trying to open the Artifact without fully understanding its
mechanisms—he was young and impatient, and wanted to see what was inside.
 Humans often do.  You're endlessly curious, always seeking more knowledge.  It
is one of your greatest strengths and often your downfall."


 


Sara listened to him
speak, watched his mouth move, and the thought kept intruding:  He's not
human.  He's immortal.  And he's absolutely beautiful…I've got to stop crushing
out on everyone here with a penis, for gods' sake!


 


"How old are you,
really?" she asked.  "If you don't mind saying."


 


Another soft, sad
smile.  "By human reckoning, I am 420 years old, give or take."


 


"And how old do
your people get?"


 


He shrugged.  "As
old as they get until someone murders them. We age one year for every fifty. 
But we can be killed, and we are.   There are precious few of us left, anywhere."


 


"Do others work
for the SA?"


 


"A half-dozen or
so.  I'm the only one at the Texas branch.  Our talents are in high demand, so
we're stretched thin."


 


“Must be lonely,” she
observed, taking another offered strawberry.  


 


“I suppose.  I’m…used
to being alone, though, so…”  


 


He stared down into
the berries for a while, seeming in another world entirely, and she looked back
over at the paper bag before asking, “You wouldn’t happen to be gay, would
you?”


 


Rowan’s expression was
a very cute combination of bewildered and amused, but he didn’t comment on how
rude, or unexpected, the question was.  “All Elves are bisexual, in theory.  I
personally am celibate.”


 


“Celibate?  Why on
earth would you do that?”


 


He smiled, and she
realized she was being both inappropriate and nosy—something about him,
though, invited that sort of honesty, as if she could tell him pretty much
anything and he would accept it, and her, without question.  Still, they barely
knew each other and he outranked her by a galaxy’s worth of years and
experience…and power, she remembered, nearly shuddering at the thought of his
energy again.  God, with energy like that what in hell was he celibate for?


 


Or maybe that was why,
if that’s how he affected people.  


 


“It’s a long story,”
he finally replied, then changed the subject.  “So, Ness is going to have you
train with me starting next week.”


 


“I kind of figured.”


 


“Is that all right
with you?”


 


Sara laughed.  “If you
had any idea how boring it is in the file room, you wouldn’t even ask.”


 


A grin.  “Very well,
then.  We’ll start on Wednesday, most likely, with a series of assessments so I
can see where you are in terms of power and skill.  I have a pretty good idea
already but we have to go through the official protocol.  From there we’ll work
on your receptive and projective abilities.”


 


“Okay.  Sounds great.”


 


He reached over and
stuffed the empty berry carton back into the paper bag, then picked up his mug
of still-steaming tea and sipped it, saying, “Why don’t you tell me a little
more about your gifts?”


 


Sara echoed his motion
with her tea, taking a bite from her cookie as well.  “Are you sure you want to
talk about it now?  You probably need rest—or at least you have something
more important to do than listen to me talk.”


 


“At this precise
moment in time, Sara Larson, nothing is more important to me.”  


 


She felt herself
blush.  “Thanks.  You know…you’re not what I would have expected from an Elf.”


 


“That’s funny,” he
replied, giving her a knowing smile that, damn it, made her toes curl.  “You
are exactly what I would expect from a Witch.”


 


“You mean chubby and
sarcastic?”


 


Rowan laughed.  “No, I
mean strong, and passionate, and willing to risk everything for what matters
most to her.”  His green eyes grew serious, meeting hers with calm authority. 
“You’re going to be a phenomenal Agent, Sara.  It will take time, but I promise
you, one day you’ll intimidate the hell out of the new Admins just by walking
in the room.”


 


Her mouth dropped open
at his words—the full import of what was happening to her had not yet
really hit her, until now.  She started to stutter out some sort of reply, but
had no idea what to say.


 


The Elf was still
smiling.  “Don’t worry.  You’ll have plenty of time to get used to the idea. 
For now, let’s start simple.  Tell me when you first realized you had psychic
abilities.  Whatever you remember, the more detail the better.”


 


Sara nodded, heart
doing flip-flops in her chest, her fingers digging into the arms of the chair. 
Terrified or not, there was a sense of rightness to being here, to this moment,
that she couldn’t deny.  The Goddess had Her mysterious ways, after all…and
Sara, it seemed, had also stumbled upon Her quirky sense of humor.  


 


And so, making a
conscious choice and acceptance of all the possibilities stretching out in
front of her, she took a deep breath, and began.











[bookmark: _A_Week_in]A Week in Flux


 


Sara
stared at the sheet of paper on Ness's desk, eyes widening. "All of
this?"


 


"Yes."


 


"You
mean…I have to learn how to shoot people?"


 


"If
you want to be an SA, yes, you do." Ness regarded her seriously, arms
folded. "Shadow Agents are routinely placed in situations which involve
the use of deadly force. As a specialized Agent you'll probably be spared a lot
of that--we protect our powerful psychics and only dispatch them to scenes
where their talents are needed. But you will have to patrol every six months
like every other Agent, so you will be trained on weapons, and held to the same
physical standards as every other human SA."


 


Sara
frowned. "Meaning I lose forty pounds."


 


"I
don't care if you top out at 300 as long as you can pass the course. It's not a
matter of size; it's one of ability. As you can see from the schedule there
you'll have several trainers. You'll also have courses in policy and procedure,
occult law enforcement, et cetera."


 


"What
if I fail?"


 


Ness
sat forward. "You won't."


 


"How
do you know?"


 


"Because
I said so. Now, the first order of business is to fill out some paperwork--big
surprise there, I know. You'll also be expected to keep up with the filing as
part of your regular job, but given how easy that was for you I don't imagine
you'll have too much trouble. I'm going to assign SA-7 as your program
counselor, so if at any point you need to make changes he'll be the one to talk
to."


 


"Okay."


 


"Here's
your application packet." The folder full of forms was half an inch thick.
"You have today and tomorrow off as per Dr. Nava, but Wednesday we'll get
started, so have those filled out by then. I hope you don't mind moving to a
mostly-nocturnal schedule."


 


"Not
at all," Sara said, trying not to sound as overwhelmed as she was feeling.
"I'm definitely not a morning person."


 


"Good,
because neither are vampires. Wednesday come in to Admin at 10am, as usual,
then at 3 report to the infirmary; Dr. Nava will run a physical and the usual
battery of tests. Then at 5 you'll have your first meeting with your
counselor."


 


"Yes
ma'am."


 


Ness
stood, her standard dismissal, and Sara did the same, shaking her proffered
hand. "Good luck. It will be hard, Sara, but you'll do fine."


 


"Thank
you," Sara said with what she hoped looked like a confident smile. "I
won't let you down."


 


"I
know. And Sara…"


 


She
paused, looking back at the Director, who gave her a genuine smile. "I've
never been wrong about a new recruit. Prove me wrong and I'll kick your
ass."


 


*****


 


The
novelty of sitting in a vampire's office kept Sara from being nauseated as she
waited for her counselor to arrive Wednesday night.


 


Two
hours of being poked and prodded and running on a treadmill hooked up to
electrodes and MRIs and x-rays and questions about her medical history had left
Sara in a pretty foul mood, but she was still extremely nervous. This would be
the first time she'd been alone with SA-7 since he'd interrogated her--plus,
she had no idea what to expect from this whole Agent training thing, other than
the fact that the thought of holding a gun was both ludicrous and scary as
hell.


 


It
occurred to her that even Rowan must have had weapons training, being an SA and
all. She couldn't imagine him killing anyone either, but somehow he must have
gotten through it.


 


SA-7's
office was, as he'd mentioned, adjacent to the lounge, so the tantalizing smell
of coffee wafted in. It was pretty normal as offices went, with a sophisticated
computer system, a flat-panel monitor on the wall tracking what Agent was
where, desk and chair, a mini-fridge in the back corner…she wondered what was
in it…and the usual seeming chaos of papers corralled into piles. There wasn't
much in the way of personal effects or decoration, except for an ivy of some
kind in a blue pot on the fridge, trailing all the way down to the floor; and a
gorgeous figurine of a red and black dragon sitting next to the monitor. She
thought she recognized the artist as one that was popular among Pagans--Pena, or
something like that.


 


There
was also, she saw, a small brown paper bag on the desk. She grinned, and with a
quick glance behind her to be sure no one was coming, reached over and poked
it, finding something hard and round that had to be some sort of fruit.


 


"Beck's
patrol route, my ass," Sara muttered. "You need to work on your cover
story, Mr. Hot Stuff."


 


The
door opened, and she nearly jumped out of her skin, yelping, which of course
made her blush with embarrassment as Jason Adams appeared in all his trench-coated,
blue-eyed, utterly indifferent glory.


 


He
sat down at his desk, and she saw that once again he had her file--if the first
thing he asked was if she knew why she'd been brought here, she was running for
the hills.


 


"So,"
he said, folding his hands. "Ness seems to think you'd make a good
Agent."


 


"Yeah."
Sara crossed one leg over the other and tried to sound casual. "She also
said she's never been wrong."


 


A
flicker of a smile. "She hasn't, to my knowledge. And, for the record, I
think she's right this time too."


 


Sara
blinked. Had he just complimented her? "You do?"


 


"You
need a lot of work, that's certain. Your physical fitness is pretty abysmal.
Your psychic abilities, while considerable, aren't half of what they should be
in terms of control and finesse. Clearly you've never held a firearm in your
life, and if presented with a situation requiring hand to hand combat you'd try
to sarcasm your way out of it and end up with a broken neck."


 


"Thanks,"
she said irritably, knowing he was right on all counts. "I appreciate the
support."


 


"However,"
he went on, ignoring her, "You are remarkably calm under pressure for a
human; you're intelligent, a fast learner, and able to overcome your fears.
You've also got mothering-strong gifts. By the time I'm done with you, you'll
be a credit to this Agency. Now." He opened her file, where the enormous
stack of application forms were already signed and annotated in what she recognized
as his handwriting. "Based on your assessments we'll set up your schedule.
Carlos will be your personal trainer, and I'm assigning SA-8 to you on weapons
for the first six months. We'll need you to take the SF3AT tomorrow…"


 


"The
what?"


 


He
didn't look up, but said, "Specialized Field Agent Aptitude Assessment
Test. Report to SSR-3 for that tomorrow at 10. SA-5 has an opening at 2 for
your first psionics session. That will be in L-27. We'll fit the rest of your
evaluations in on Friday, and by Monday you'll have a schedule for the next
month."


 


Her
mind was reeling. "What kind of aptitudes are they testing for?"


 


"Tomorrow?
English, math, logic and reasoning, written communication, computer skills, the
usual. Then you'll be tested out for official levels on your psychic gifts.
Friday will be a session with Carlos to determine your physical fitness, and
you'll also be given a complete psychological profile."


 


"All
this and filing too," she said, already tired just thinking about it.


 


"You'll
be paid overtime," he replied evenly, making some notations on her forms,
before closing the file and finally looking at her.


 


It
was really unfortunate that him being gay didn't stop him from being infernally
attractive. The futility of wanting to leap across the table and suck his
tonsils out was incredibly frustrating. Just as well that he wasn't going to be
her weapons trainer--getting to see him all sweaty and armed would just make
things worse until her body caught up with the idea that she was lusting in
vain.


 


Of
course, she was still doomed to spend hours at a time with Rowan, and she had a
sinking feeling that one-on-one psychic work was going to be even more
intimate. What was worse: a gay vampire or a celibate Elf? Couldn't at least
one of them have been ugly?


 


"You'll
make bimonthly reports to me on your progress. If all goes as planned you'll
graduate in a year. I should tell you, however…" He seemed to debate on
whether or not to go on, but said finally, "there's every possibility that
you'll be sent out into the field before that on a conditional basis."


 


"You
mean before I'm certified? Can you do that?"


 


"Under
certain circumstances, yes. You may or may not recall Ness saying that our
other contact clairvoyant died two weeks ago. We have several Agents with far
lesser powers who can work together to fill in if necessary, but if something
comes up where only SA-22 would have been strong enough, you may find yourself
temporarily drafted."


 


He
saw the panic on her face, and added, "You'll of course be well protected
if we have to send you out, most likely with myself or SA-8 as a bodyguard. We're
not going to risk your life before we have to."


 


"That's
supposed to be comforting, right?"


 


For
a moment his eyes became piercing, and she had a feeling he was looking into
her, not at her. "Miss Larson…this isn't a game, and it isn't for fun.
You're training to become an agent of the government who investigates and
enforces occult law. As an SA you will see and take part in things that no
ordinary human should ever have to be involved with. That may include killing
other people and races. It may involve getting injured or killed, or at least
seeing other Agents injured or killed. If I put a gun in your hand and you're
unable to pull the trigger, you have no business as an Agent. As your counselor
I'm taking responsibility for your performance here, so if you have any doubts
as to whether or not you can handle this job, you had better back out now. If
your work reflects poorly on me or on the Shadow Agency, there will be serious
consequences."


 


She
swallowed hard. Here, again, was the predator she'd seen that first night, his
eyes edged with silver, steel underscoring every word.


 


"We'll
go ahead with your assessments, but by the time we meet again on Monday I
expect you to have thought long and hard about whether you want to do this.
There's no shame in not being cut out for this line of work, Miss Larson."


 


She
nodded. "Do you think I am?"


 


He
lifted his chin, considering. "Yes."


 


"Based
on what?"


 


"Based
on the fact that SA-5 said you are."


 


She
smiled. "And you trust his judgment?"


 


"Completely.
Now, do you have any questions before I send your paperwork ahead?"


 


Sara
took a deep breath, waiting for something to come up, but she was still too
dazed by the whole thing to really articulate anything specific. The first
thing that came to her lips, bursting past her brain/mouth filter as such
things were wont to do, was, "Yeah…do you want me to take that to him for
you?"


 


He
followed her eyes to the paper bag, and then looked back at her. His
expression, while potentially hazardous to her health, was priceless--a
split-second of shock, followed by anger, followed by recognition. Within a
heartbeat his face had resumed its usual calm.


 


"All
right," he said, crossing his arms. "What's it going to take?"


 


"What
do you mean?"


 


He
gave her what she was sure was a rare smile, this one wry. "For you to
keep your mouth shut."


 


She
laughed. "Why don't you want him to know? It's just fruit."


 


He
raised an eyebrow. "Are you playing me?"


 


"No,
no. And I'm not trying to blackmail you either, I swear. I'm not even 100% sure
what I'm not supposed to know, here."


 


He
stared at her for a long moment, unspeaking, and she wished she hadn't been so
forward--it wasn't as if they were destined to be friends or anything like
that. He was, more or less, her boss now, and definitely her superior, and it
was none of her business regardless why he let the Elf think Beck kept him in
strawberries. One of these days her mouth really was going to get her killed.


 


Finally,
he reached over and picked up a pad of Post-It notes and wrote something on
one, then pulled it off and handed it to her.


 


Sara
looked down. "Eliza Doolittle?"


 


Jason
clicked his pen and shuffled through several reports on his desk, looking
completely disinterested in her confusion. "When Dru was a child she
watched My Fair Lady at least once a
day for over a year. Her first pet, a stray cat found near a flower market
downtown, was named after the heroine." He shrugged. "Just for your
information. I'd suggest you destroy that immediately."


 


Sara
grinned, holding back gales of laughter. "Absolutely. Thank you. I'll see
you Monday, then."


 


"5pm.
You can go now."


 


She
did, and all but skipped from his office.


 


It
wasn't quite 6, meaning she wasn't off shift technically for another hour; she
could clock out early and nobody would care given the state of flux she was in
until Monday, or she could go into the Current Case Files room and…see if there
was anything she needed to catch up on for the day. She was, after all, going
to have to keep up her work filing while she trained, if she trained. She'd
think about that later.


 


Just
to be safe, she looked over at Dru's office door before entering the file
room--it was dark. Excellent. The network would detect if two computers were
signed on with the same ID.


 


She
ran her badge through the scanner to get access to the main server, and pulled
up the Finder. The Personnel files were clearly labeled, but when she had tried
to open them she was prompted for a username and password. The usernames were
the employee's last name plus first initial. Sara, smiling to herself, typed in
"CarterD" and for the password, "elizadoolittle."


 


It
worked. Access granted.


 


Impossible
as it was to believe, her own counselor had just helped her perform espionage.
She all but whooped in triumph, and tucked the Post-it note in her pocket;
there was an office shredder on the Floor she could run it through on her way
out.


 


There
were folders for each department, and within that, a folder for each member of
the staff. Naturally, she opened up the SA folder first, and double-clicked on
SA-7.


 


You do not have sufficient security clearance to
access this file.


 


"Oh,
god damn it!" She exclaimed.


 


It
seemed that Dru had access to the files for the Admins, R&D, Food Service,
Housekeeping, and General Staff, but not the Agents themselves. There were
exactly two usernames with those privileges: MacMillanV and AdamsJ.


 


Bastard.
Of course he'd known that. She could spend days poring over the files of all
the other staff, and probably find out some really interesting things, but the
people she wanted to know most about were out of reach, unless she could figure
out Ness's password…or Jason's.


 


Given
that he was over a century old, it could be anything.


 


She
stuck her head back out the door and noted that his light, too, was now off.
He'd have left for the field already and would be out of the system. She could
try, she figured, but what? "Beck" wouldn't work; the system required
at least five characters for a…password…


 


Sara
felt a twinge of almost demonic glee as she typed in, "Rowan."


 


Access granted.


 


"Pathetic,
SA-7," she muttered. "I hope you guys are way more observant in the
field than you are when it comes to each other."


 


The
first file she opened, of course, was Jason's.


 


At
least a dozen documents populated the list--basic personnel data, scans of
forms, medical results, and a file that was apparently specific data on his
species. She started at the beginning.


 


"Jason
Adams, born May 1857, City of New York," she read. "Exact date of
birth unknown; abandoned along with twin sister Rebecca on the steps of St.
Jude's Foundling Hospital. Later DNA testing confirms: offspring of Irish
immigrants."


 


Aside
from the fact that his history took place in the 19th century, really, Jason's
youth wasn't all that remarkable--an orphan, raised by nuns, then sent to work
as a servant in the home of a corrupt Irish politician at age 11. Life was hard
for the Irish in New York, so he'd been lucky to find work at all. Beck, too,
had worked at the estate as a kitchen maid. It was hard to imagine them that
young, let alone that young and practically slave labor, but at least they had
a roof over their heads and food to eat…until…


 


Until
six years later, when Jason was discharged for unspecified misconduct. Sara
couldn't find any reference to what that might have been. Where Jason went,
Beck followed, and the two landed work at a boarding school for young
Northeastern aristocrats. Again, only a few months later, Jason was fired,
again without a reason given.


 


The
facts were dry in black and white, but Sara felt a stab of sympathy for the
twins, alone in a hostile world with no inheritance and few opportunities. In
1881, at the age of 24, they went to work at yet another wealthy New Yorker's
estate, this one listed as Charles Duvalier, a Parisian immigrant who, as it
turned out, was a vampire.


 


There
had to be more to the story than what she saw, but basically, Duvalier had
turned Jason into a vampire and then Jason had turned Beck. All three had lived
together for nearly 20 years before members of some sort of anti-occult holy
roller society killed Duvalier. In turn, the entire society--all 15 members--was
found dead, bodies drained of blood, one by one over the course of the next two
weeks.


 


At
that point Jason and Beck left New York and took up residence in Washington,
DC. They lived off of Duvalier's remaining fortune until Jason joined the SA,
just after it was formed in 1941; he had been an Agent ever since. Beck had
followed a year later.


 


There
was a list of commendations and awards Jason had earned during his tenure,
which took up several pages. He'd served in six different branches, and had
arrived in Austin ten years ago. He'd trained over 100 Agents, been senior
Agent on nearly 1200 cases, and had been presented with a Silver Hexagram for
Distinguished Service by JFK.


 


That
would, Sara supposed, explain why he didn't have any qualms helping her get
into the files. Someone with his record was pretty much an 800-pound gorilla.


 


According
to the data sheet he also enjoyed basketball and played the violin.


 


She
looked at Jason's medical history, again amazed; he'd been injured hundreds of
times, but apparently vampires healed very quickly, so only a few of those
injuries had still been in existence by the time he got back to the base to
file an incident report. Mostly there were just notations, a long log of
gunshot wounds and lacerations, a few burns. Once or twice he'd been
hospitalized for sun exposure; she'd have to read the other file to see just
how bad that was, and whether vampires really went poof if they were in the sun
too long.


 


She'd
intended to find out things about him that would make him more of a person and
less scary, but instead she was more intimidated than before.


 


The
file on vampires was a good twenty pages long, and she didn't especially want
to be in the file room after hours given what a long day she'd already had, so
she sent it to the printer while she looked over a few of the smaller documents
that remained. Most of it was cryptic, or at least uninteresting compared to
the rest.


 


She
grabbed the printed pages and stuck them in her jacket. She really was going to
have to see about replacing her laptop. Frog could probably help her decide
what kind; they had a government employee discount with most companies, but
since the base ran on a Mac system--and that was whom Frog had worked for,
once--that might be the way to go. Then she could email herself files, or at
least transfer them to a flash drive and take it back to her quarters to
violate everyone's privacy in private.


 


Really,
though, everything she'd found so far was a matter of record, not terribly
personal. She surmised that this Duvalier person had been Jason's lover, but
that based purely on her own reasoning. Why kill 15 people in revenge unless
you were in love with the one they'd murdered? The official history hadn't
given her any really juicy details, including one that was really baffling her:
if Jason and Duvalier had been a couple, where did that leave Beck? Why turn
her into a vampire too? Were they some kind of weird incestuous threesome? She
hadn't gotten that "keep it in the family" vibe off the twins when
they'd met, but still, they were well-shielded. The thought made her queasy,
and it wasn't exactly logical if Jason was gay, but it was possible that his
reputation was partly to keep people from asking awkward questions about his
sister.


 


Ugh.
Sara didn't like where her thoughts were going, and her eyes were starting to
hurt from spending too much time at a monitor that day, so she logged out and
left the file room with her report on the nature of vampires safely in her
jacket. She stopped at the shredder to dispose of the little blue piece of
evidence, then clocked out and made for the elevators.


 


*****


 


"Um…you
didn't read my file, did you?"


 


Sara
chuckled. "Yeah, I did, and I have to say that thing about you and the
sheep was really surprising."


 


Frog
turned seven kinds of red and made a face at her. "Liar. You didn't read
mine."


 


"Nah.
The only ones I'm really interested in are the nonhumans. And maybe Ness, if I
can get into her file. She's probably got even more security on hers."


 


"You
know I should really report you for this kind of shit," Frog pointed out,
gesturing at her with his fork. "It's illegal, and totally against
policy."


 


"Whatever.
The Agency spies on people. It's got a file on me going back years. All this
proves is that I have the right mindset."


 


They
were sitting in the cafeteria--although that was really a harsh word for what
was in reality a very nice place. It was set up more like a restaurant than
some institutional chow line, and had self-serve bars as well as hot lines for
the entrées of the day. She'd popped by Frog's to see if he wanted to join her
for dinner and bring his Mac catalogue.


 


She'd
felt oddly protective of Frog since the explosion in Lab #4, but he'd come out
of the accident none the worse for wear and was already back at work, albeit in
a different room. The lab itself would take weeks, and millions of dollars, to
rebuild. The only things that had been spared the blast were those that were in
the wall vaults, including Frog's inhibitor. He'd been more worried about the
device than his own body afterward.


 


She
sighed, looking at the huge plate of macaroni and cheese in front of her.
"I guess I'm going to have to start eating actual vegetables and stuff if
they're going to turn me into an Agent."


 


"They'll
probably have a plan for that too," Frog said. "Carlos is big into
nutrition, I hear."


 


"So
what do Naiads eat? And Elves?"


 


"Dru
eats a lot of fish and sea vegetables--you know, kombu and kelp and stuff.
Loves sushi. But she also really loves potatoes, for some reason. I think it's
kind of like ice cream for her. Rowan's pretty much a vegan but I don't know if
that's an Elf thing or a him thing."


 


"How
do they feed the vampires?"


 


"The
Agency has a contract with the Blood and Tissue Center, so they get human blood
delivered twice a week, fresh. It's given directly to the twins, though, not
here. I'm kind of grateful for that. Don't know if I could watch."


 


"You
don't mind the blood coming out of that steak," she pointed out.


 


Frog
looked thoughtful, then nodded and took another bite. "Good point. I just
hope the vampires don't like to sop theirs up with garlic bread when they're
done."


 


"Oh,
gross." Sara laughed. "I wonder if that garlic thing is just a
legend--I'm going to read through that file tonight and see what it says about
all that stuff."


 


"Cool,
you'll have to tell me what you find."


 


"Deal,
if you tell me what to buy." She tapped the catalogue. "Keep in mind
I'm on a budget here."


 


Frog,
who was as zealous as any other Mac devotee, launched into the merits of
various models and why she was better off with one versus another, and she
listened with half attention, watching the ebb and flow of the people in the
cafeteria. Finally she got him to just circle what she needed.


 


"So
are you excited?" Frog asked when that was dealt with.


 


Sara
stabbed a noodle and turned it this way and that, as if she were looking at her
own fate, plus cheese sauce. "I don't know. I was, but now…I don't know.
On the one hand it sounds so great… I love the thought of being able to use my
talents for something that could actually help people. But…then there's the
whole danger and guns thing, and…the psychic guy they had before me died, did
you know that?"


 


"Yeah.
I heard. But you know how he died, right? Did Ness tell you?"


 


"No.
He got shot or something, I guess."


 


Frog
laughed. "He got hit by a bus. Seriously. He snuck out of the base without
leave to get drunk on 6th and tried to walk across Congress totally
wasted."


 


"You're
joking."


 


"Nope.
The last hardcore psychic to get killed in the line of duty was about thirty
years ago. They protect you guys, Sara. Do you know how hard it is to find
anyone with a talent over level 4? That's why Rowan and I are working so hard
on the inhibitor. About one in a hundred people can hit a 3 on at least one
gift, but one in ten thousand goes over 4. Someone who can read stuff by touch
like you is probably one in a million."


 


"Wow."
Sara sipped her iced tea, a bit taken aback. "Hit by a bus. That's
really…lame."


 


"I
know. Ness was super pissed."


 


They
finished their meal in companionable silence, but then Sara looked up at the
clock on the far end of the room. "Damn. I should probably get to bed
soon," she said as she savored the last bite of her macaroni. "I've
got tests and psychic hoo-hah tomorrow, and I have no idea what to
expect."


 


"Well,
congratulations anyway," Frog said with a lopsided grin. "I knew
you'd get drafted into the Agent program eventually. I think it's
awesome."


 


"Why,
because I'll do a good job?"


 


The
grin widened. "No, because it means Frank in Lab Three owes me ten
bucks."


 


*****


 


"L-27,"
she muttered, wandering up one corridor and down another. "Where the fuck
is L?" The ground-level rooms were either numbered, as in the staff
quarters, or they started with G. There were no L's anywhere. All the
sub-surface rooms started with SS.


 


"Why
isn't there anyone else walking around this time of day?" Sara demanded of
the empty air. "And where the hell am I?"


 


Up
until now the maps she'd been provided with had been lifesavers. They were
drawn perfectly, except for the fact that L-27 didn't seem to exist. The ground
level was a big square donut, with staff quarters on the north and south sides,
and rooms with various other purposes on the east and west. The east and west
rooms were designated G-1 through G-26. There wasn't even a G-27, so she could
think that Jason had told her wrong.


 


"G-22,
G-23…" She followed the numbers with her finger on the diagram, going
around in circles without taking a step. Conference rooms, lounges, the
audio/visual theater where big presentations and Staff Movie Nights were held…a
couple of hallways leading to the open space at the center of the building…


 


What
was at the center, anyway?


 


She
scrutinized the diagram. There was a large round shape, and an ameba shape,
kind of like one of those kidney bean swimming pools.


 


"The
pool!" she said. "Dru lives by the pool! And the pool is across from
the labyrinth!"


 


She
ducked down one of the hallways to the center, pushed open the door, and
stepped out into the blinding sun.


 


She'd
barely been outside since coming to the SA; staff were allowed to leave the
base, but only if they checked out, so they could be found in an emergency. A
lot of field trips went on for staff members both to encourage bonding and
discourage association with outsiders. It was best for all concerned if those
who worked here didn't have a lot of ties with reality.


 


The
interior of the main building was a gigantic courtyard about the size of the
Floor five stories below it. It was landscaped as a park, complete with paths
and huge oak trees that had probably been there since before the base was
built. To her far left, beyond a fence, was the pool. A sign on the wall bore
its designation, P-28, and an arrow toward it. According to the sign, in the
opposite direction, was L-27.


 


The
labyrinth.


 


Sara
followed one of the paved paths among the trees and shrubs, past an absolutely
gorgeous herb garden that smelled like a Witch's paradise, and through a border
of rosemary bushes that opened onto a wide, circular plain. Sure enough, it was
a labyrinth, laid out in flat round stones interspersed with grasses.


 


She'd
walked labyrinths before; they were an excellent meditation tool, and could be
found at botanical gardens, monasteries, and even hospitals all over the place.
One had only to consider one's problem or prayer and allow it to ferment while
walking the twisting paths, trusting that by the time the center was reached,
an answer would present itself, or at least the questioner would feel more
grounded.


 


Well,
one thing was for sure--after four hours of standardized tests in a freezing
cold room, followed by a maddening trek all over the building, she sure as shit
needed to ground.


 


Sara
found the entrance easily enough, but as soon as she stepped on the path to get
a closer look, she felt a strange humming start in her feet, not quite a
vibration, but electrical in its way. The hum traveled slowly up through her
body, and it seemed that the air over the labyrinth shimmered with heat…no,
with energy.


 


There
was power here. A lot of it.


 


And
it was waiting for her.


 


She
took a deep breath and started walking, trying not to think of anything in
particular. As she followed the path deeper in, she felt herself slipping into
a trancelike state, her mind slowing down, her feet and their motion the only
things that mattered. Her psychic barriers parted very gently, and she felt
something…or someone…move through her, head to toe, root to crown, examining,
evaluating, weighing her in ways she couldn't quantify.


 


In
any other situation she might have felt threatened, or at least invaded, by the
energy, but her whole being felt at ease, trusting the power that touched her
so gingerly, as if she were made of spun glass. Everywhere the energy moved,
she felt a familiar sensation of comfort that could very easily tip into
arousal; it was as though fingers were trailing over her skin, from the inside.
She hadn't felt that kind of tickle in a very, very long time.


 


To
her disappointment, she soon reached the center. There she paused, unsure
whether she should walk back out the way she'd come, or wait.


 


[One moment, please,] came a voice she knew, and she smiled.


 


As
she watched, mouth dropping open in astonishment, the stones in front of her moved, shifting so that the path opened
up to lead her straight out of the labyrinth.


 


On
the far end was an enormous oak tree that she hadn't even noticed before, and
sitting underneath it, reclining against the bark, was SA-5.


 


"Hi,"
she said as she approached.


 


"Good
afternoon," he replied, gesturing for her to sit.


 


"You
built this," she said. "It's incredible."


 


"Thank
you. I find that it's much easier to test people if they're relaxed."


 


"So
what did you test me for? Did I pass?"


 


"I
should say so." She saw that he had her file, and a clipboard, and had
been filling out yet another form. "Psychometry, also known as contact
clairvoyance, level 7. Telepathy, level 5. Empathy, level 3.75, possibly 4 with
further training. General psychic ability--that means anything we can't really
categorize--3."


 


"How
high do the levels go?"


 


"Ten
is the highest in existence," he replied, and her heart did a cartwheel.
"Anything level 8 or above, however, is crippling and requires such heavy
shielding that most people with that great a power end up classified as insane
and locked away before they can be trained. The average human tops out at about
3 on everything. The SA requires a 4 or above in telepathy for Agents due to
our communication system."


 


"If
you don't mind my asking--"


 


He
smiled. "I'm a level 6 telepath and a level 9 empath. General ability,
level 5."


 


"Holy
shit. No wonder you don't get out much."


 


"My
people are capable of controlling those levels pretty easily. It's part of who
we are. Humans for the most part deny the existence of psychic ability, so when
they have it, it's either blocked off while young or goes rogue."


 


"So
am I that high up because I'm a Witch, or am I a Witch because I'm that high up?"


 


"That's
a question you'd have to ask yourself, Sara. My jurisdiction is how we proceed
with what you have. Now, your basic shields are very good; I'm not as concerned
with that as I am with you learning to use your gifts actively. The SA is most
in need of your ability to read objects and locations. It's my opinion that we
need to fully train all of your gifts; empathy in particular can be…very
debilitating if allowed to run amok."


 


"This
is going to be hard, isn't it?" she sighed. "Months and months of
mind-breaking work. Just learning to meditate without writing grocery lists in
my head took a year."


 


Rowan
laughed, and she felt the sound in places she probably shouldn't have. God, she
needed to get laid before things got out of hand.


 


"Actually
compared to learning to shoot a gun or use the Ears, this will be very easy.
With your consent, I can step into your mind and implant the knowledge you need
directly. It takes several weeks of sessions to be sure your energy doesn't
burn out, but there's really not a lot of effort involved until afterward. I'll
give you exercises to do daily--a workout regimen, if you will--to keep
yourself sharp."


 


"How
come you can't teach people to use the Ears that way too?"


 


"I
don't fully understand the technology," he admitted with a shrug.
"I've never learned how it works because I don't teach it. And most of the
time, when I train someone, we have to do it the old fashioned way. You, Sara,
are strong enough to make my job easier as well as your own."


 


"Wow.
I mean…damn. I had no idea. I mean, I've been able to do stuff all my life, but
I had no idea."


 


"A
testament to your shielding," Rowan observed. "You've been able to
keep your energy under control even though you couldn't do a fourth of what was
possible with it." Something dark she couldn't interpret crossed his face
briefly. "I envy you."


 


"So…what
happens now?" she asked.


 


He
shook his head and the lightness returned to his eyes. "I send this to
SA-7 with my recommendations, and he takes that, your other test results, and
whatever Carlos comes up with tomorrow, and creates a training schedule for
you. I'll probably see you five days a week for the next two or three weeks,
then three times a week after that, tapering off to once a week until you're
certified as an Agent."


 


"God,
I'd forgotten about that. Exercise and I have never been more than nodding
acquaintances. I'm dreading that almost as much as I am the whole weapons
thing. Speaking of which…you're officially an SA, right?"


 


"Yes.
And yes, I can shoot a gun. No, I've never killed anyone in the line of duty.
Very few Agents have, when all is said and done."


 


She
would have disagreed, having read Jason's file, but she didn't want to give
herself away. "Good. That makes me feel better."


 


"We're
not all gun-toting lunatics like the Adams twins," he said wryly.
"However…on the few occasions when I've left the base, I've always
requested SA-7 as my bodyguard. I'd trust him, and Beck, with my life before
anyone else."


 


She
thought about Jason's password and the bag on his desk, but again, said
nothing.


 


"For
now, you're free to go and finish out your day however you like," Rowan
said. "If you have any questions about the work we'll do together, or need
anything at all, my quarters are #117, in the southwest corner of the
building."


 


"Thank
you," she said, unfolding her legs and standing up. "I'm looking
forward to working with you."


 


"Likewise,"
he told her warmly. "I'll see you Monday, then."


 


She
picked her way back across the courtyard, along the paths that wound among the
herbs and a few early-growing vegetables. She knew, just by looking, who'd
planted them, and the thought cheered her that she was going to get to spend so
much time with the Elf. His presence was soothing, his kindness a welcome
relief after so much that was clinical and ruthlessly efficient.


 


She
could still sense a lot of sorrow beneath that kindness, and some
instinct--maybe her empathy, actually--made her wish she could do something
about it. Regardless…Sara definitely knew whose file she was reading next time
she had an hour to herself.


 


The
question still remained, as she returned to her quarters: was she really going
to do this? SA-7 had been right to doubt her when it came to the violence of
the job. So many of the case files she'd read had been aftermaths--the Agency
had responded to an emergency after the deed was already done and the child
sacrifice or explosion or whatever had already occurred. Did they ever actually
save anyone, or prevent any crimes, or was it all cleanup? What would she have
to offer such a group?


 


Pensive,
she passed by her door and went to the staff lounge to sit and think for a
while. There was hardly anyone there, but as always there was coffee and baked
goods, so she scored a muffin and sat down, wishing Rowan were here this time
too. He could tell her a lot more about what she was getting into, and if it
was what she really wanted.


 


Her
whole life she'd sort of drifted from one thing to another, going where the
wind blew her, but now she had a chance to really make a choice. Granted it was
a weird choice, one that could permanently sever her life outside the borders
of this world she hovered at the edges of right now. But still, it was her
choice.


 


Everything
pivoted on the central question: did she want to be a Shadow Agent? Beyond the
thought of having the coolest job on the planet, and beyond the thought of
belonging to such an elite group of creatures, beyond the idea of saving people
if that's what she'd be doing…was it what she, Sara Larson, wanted to do with
her life?


 


That
question continued to plague her throughout the weekend, all day Monday, and
right up until her meeting with SA-7 where she was supposed to tell him the
answer.


 


She
stared at his desk, trying to hammer her thoughts into some sort of shape, and
he watched her, silent, waiting.


 


Finally,
he sat back in his chair, hands folded, and said, "Let me tell you a
story."


 


"Oh,
okay. Sure."


 


"About
twelve years ago I was SA-3 at the branch in California, operating out of
Sacramento. We received intelligence of a large Artifact trafficking ring in
Los Angeles, run by some fairly nasty characters. After the standard recon, I
was sent with three other Agents to raid the warehouse and bring the operation
down, preserving as much evidence as possible."


 


Sara
nodded, "Right."


 


"So
we got to the warehouse, broke in, and the suspects opened fire on us. Two of
my team were killed, a third injured, and I took a bullet to the arm. I took
out all three suspects. While we waited for the med-evac team and
reinforcements to arrive I took a look around the place. My thinking was that
they were awfully jumpy for men who were just supposed to be dealing stolen
crystal balls and grimoires. That was when I found the hidden door."


 


He
paused, took a sip of his coffee, and went on. "The warehouse was a front
for the Artifact trafficking, but the Artifacts were a front for something
else--a whorehouse. This woman, one we'd been trying to get behind bars for
decades but never could get enough concrete evidence against, was running a
buffet of dirty delights for all races and all tastes. Her most
popular…employees…were children, especially children of other races or humans
with psychic abilities. Her people had some fairly sophisticated tech that
allowed them to control their slaves using neurotoxins injected via an implant
in the skin."


 


Sara
felt a bit nauseated at that, thinking back to the file she'd read about the
little girl whose heart had been fed to a demon. "God."


 


"Ah,
but it gets even better. I broke down the door to the whorehouse, and what do I
find? A slaughter. One of the slaves had gotten free, somehow gotten his hands
on a gun, and shot the old woman dead along with all her henchmen."


 


"Good
for him."


 


"No,
it really wasn't." His face took on the slightest haunted quality as he
said, "The slave was an Elf. Elves are pacifists; they abhor bloodshed.
This one had been tortured and abused for so long, and poisoned for years by
that toxin, that he had completely lost control of his powers, lost himself. He
no longer even really knew who he was, just that he was not going to take it
anymore. He had the gun to his head when I got there. I stopped him, got the
medic in. Then he started screaming--he lost his hold completely. He just
screamed, and screamed…I'll never forget that sound. It was like the wailing of
the damned. They had to sedate him so deeply that he nearly died. As they were
waiting for the helicopter to come airlift him out, I sat by him and held his
hand, did what I could."


 


"So…what
happened to him?"


 


"Dr.
Nava, who works here now, was in California at the time. She's an expert on
Elven physiology, but there are better facilities here, so she brought the Elf
here to treat him. It took months, and in a lot of ways he's still badly
damaged, but he survived. The SA rescued him from that hell and gave him
another chance. This is what we do, Sara. We shut down people like that woman
who think that just because someone isn't human they have no rights and no free
will. We keep people from hurting each other when they can't tell the
difference between Harry Potter and the real thing. We stop people like your
old coven who believe power is an end in itself regardless of the consequences.
We bring the consequences. And we find members of the Elder Races, other beings
who've shared this planet with humanity since they first climbed out of the
trees, and let them know that the human race isn't hopeless, that we can work
together."


 


He
caught Sara's gaze and held it. "Now. Do you think that sounds like
something you'd like to do with your life?"


 


She
couldn't help it--she started to laugh, a strange kind of dark joy bubbling up
from within her. She practically beamed at the vampire as she answered,
"Oh, hell yes."


 


He
smiled back and slid a piece of paper across his desk to her. "Then sign
here, and let's get started."











[bookmark: _The_Healer]The Healer


 


When
he walked into the file room and saw what Sara was doing, she immediately
closed the window on her computer screen and blushed deeply.


 


"Mine?"
he asked with a slight smile.


 


She
bit her lip, and then nodded.


 


"I'm
not going to ask how you got access to the Personnel files."  He went to
the A-B cabinet, quickly retrieved the folder he'd come after.  "As far as
I know, you're here after hours catching up because we had such a busy
day."


 


"I'm
sorry," she began, her lush, full lower lip almost trembling.  "I
didn't mean to pry, I just…"  She gestured helplessly at the computer. 
"I can't believe anyone would…I mean…"


 


For
all her wit and sarcasm, she was a genuinely kind person, and he couldn't be angry
at her—besides, with the complete known records of every Agent at her
fingertips, who could blame her for wanting to know more about the strange
creatures and unusual people that surrounded her?  


 


"All
I'll say is that if you keep looking in there you're going to learn a lot of
things you'll regret knowing, and not just about me.  We all have our
ghosts."


 


"I
just never expected…” Her expression turned angry. "You're the most
amazing person I've ever met, Rowan.  The thought that anyone could…do those things…to
you…I can't believe it."


 


He
managed to smile at her again.  "Think about this place a moment.  Think
about the sort of person who would choose to live here, to work here, to have
so little contact with the outside world, except as an outsider themselves. 
That sort of person has very little to lose."


 


She
shook her head, and her eyes were shining, their smoky hazel full of tears of
compassion.  Yes, her empathic gift was getting stronger, working with him; he
made a mental note to start incorporating more exercises for it in their next
session.  Ness wanted her telepathy trained first so she could learn to use the
Ears, and Sara wanted to learn more uses for her psychometry, but it was the
empathy that was going to get her into trouble.  Sara didn't know everything
the Agency had in store for her, but Rowan knew quite well.  It had, after all,
been his idea.  


 


"I'm
sorry," she said softly, lowering her eyes.  She had such long lashes,
dark and thick like her hair, and her eyes were large and almost
innocent-looking.  Here, in the archives off the clock, her tailored jacket was
slung over the chair, and she had on a low-cut pullover the color of a ripe
raspberry.  Her breasts, as full as her lower lip, pressed round and creamy
against the fabric.  Rowan closed his eyes—not now.


 


"Is
this why you're celibate?" she asked, and the echo of where his thoughts
were headed was too close for comfort.  


 


"Yes,"
he replied.  "It's also why I can't shield properly.  The…I was forced to
use my skills, and when I tried to block them, the implant—you saw the
scar in the photographs—released a neurotoxin into my blood as a
punishment.  Over time the nerve damage became permanent."


 


She
was trying even harder not to cry.  "I'm so sorry."


 


"Thank
you."  He turned to leave, adding, "I trust you not to share anything
you see in those files.  They're a matter of official record and national
security, as well as being deeply personal."


 


Sara
took a deep breath.  "I'm done.  I don't want to know any more."


 


Rowan
smiled, this time with actual humor. "Oh, I don't know—you might
have a look at Beck's first.  Hers is pretty entertaining."


 


He
left the archive, and was halfway down the hall before he remembered the file
in his hand—he could barely even feel himself gripping it, and his
fingers were white with strain.  So now, besides Dr. Nava and selected members
of the medical staff, there were two people at the Agency who knew:  Ness, who
was aware of every Agent's history, and Sara, who already wished her curiosity
hadn't gotten the better of her.  


 


He
knew why she'd done it, obviously:  Jason.  She was a bit smitten with the
vampire, even knowing he would never reciprocate.  Jason was like that, though.
 The looks, the immortal allure, the attitude—irresistible.  People either
hated him, lusted after him, or were simply fascinated.  Rowan understood that
better than most.  Beck, even with her 180-degree divergence in personality,
commanded attention the same way.  


 


Beck
was different, though.  She was straightforward in what she wanted.  She never
took "no" for an answer, not that anyone ever said "no." 
She liked it rough, liked being shoved back against the wall, mouth and thighs
pried open, tight leather skirt pushed up over her hips.  Her nails dug in,
leaving half-moons of blood in his shoulders, as she sucked hard on his tongue,
the kitten-claw prick of her teeth a reminder that she was always in control. 
Her clever hands had his zipper down between one heartbeat and the next, and
her smile was wicked, even feral.  Her muscles clamped around him, legs
latching on, and she lowered herself, grinning wickedly, taking one inch at a
time.  He could feel her thighs engaging as she raised herself, then lowered,
teasing, every muscle in her body taut, worked to perfection from hours and
hours of fighting and fucking.  Her luminous blue eyes, so like her brother's,
locked on his, and there was darkness in them, the insatiable need of the
hunter.  Quick as a snake, her head darted forward, and pain shot through his
neck as the blood flowed…


 


Rowan
sagged back against the hallway wall, shaking his head in a vain attempt to
clear it.  Damn it.  He was more tired than he'd thought, if it was starting
already.  Thankfully it was night, the offices closed; he could avoid people,
avoid losing control.


 


Right
on cue, the pain flared up, and he bit back a whimper; he needed to get back to
his quarters.  His pills were there, and if this got worse, he would need them.



 


Blame it on Sara, he thought with an inward smile, imagining what
she would think every time she saw him now.  She had suffered under the popular
notion that Elves were pure beings of white light, sitting on mushrooms and
teaching squirrels to talk.  Despite her attraction to him—yes, he was
aware of that too, he couldn't help but be—she still expected him to be
some sort of saint.  He was a healer, yes, but not the kind she had expected. 
The word in his tongue, rethla, had
no English equivalent—the closest words were all used as insults, almost
always against women by a society that feared and hated the feminine.


 


Once,
humans had treated their sexuality differently.  They too had had sacred
prostitutes, those who healed through the sexual arts, channeling divine power
through their bodies.  There were still vestiges of those arts in the East,
bastardized by long-haired Westerners with bad hygiene and worse boundaries,
but in this world, there was no way to describe what he was, no way for a human
to fully understand.


 


What
he was, past tense.  No more.  It was just as well there was no place for him
here as rethla—he, once the
most sought-after of his entire Clan, was little more than a shadow of the
priest he had been.  The slave traders had broken him; the mortals who had
bought him had shattered him.  His abilities had been twisted into a perversion
of the beauty and grace they once were.  As far as anyone here knew, he was an
Elf, nothing more.


 


Only
the medical staff, which had kept him alive those first weeks after the Agency
had raided the brothel and found him half-dead, filthy and starving and unable
to control his power, knew better.  He'd been kept isolated until strong enough
to block off the energy, after a nurse had come to check his vitals and ended
up climbing over the machines and fucking him in his sleep, the act nearly
killing him.  She had disappeared, and he hadn't asked after her.  He'd been
too busy trying not to throw down and rape every orderly who entered the room.


 


That
had been twelve years ago.  Now, the power itself was at bay, and he refused
all but the most casual of touches—a hand here and there, but no hugs,
and certainly nothing more.  He could stop it from leaking out, unless he was
exhausted or injured, but he couldn't stop from absorbing knowledge about
others, from knowing intuitively just how to touch them, just where to apply
pressure with his teeth, to have them dissolve into an orgasmic puddle at his
feet.  It wasn't arrogance.  It was what he was born for.  


 


Male,
female, old, young, human, otherwise, it didn't matter.  He had never actually had
sex with Beck, never even kissed her, but he knew what she would want, and if
she were to demand it, to fasten her heart-shaped mouth to his, he would have
no choice.  


 


There
had been a choice once, before the humans destroyed his home and took him and
the two other rethla of the Clan as
slaves.  He had been a legend among his kind.  No one here knew that, either.


 


He
had told Sara they all had ghosts.  He hadn't told her he was a ghost.  His true identity had been brutally murdered, slowly,
by dozens of humans, for years.  Each human who shuddered to a climax that his
power amplified against his will, each pair of meaty hands clenching his hips,
each thick, graceless human cock forced into his body, had killed him a little
more, and a little more, until there was nothing left but Rowan, a tree growing
alone in the pale light of morning, an Elf who had forgotten his own name.


 


Yet,
perhaps as a testament to the depth and beauty of what had been killed, he
still felt it stirring, still wanted.  He pushed himself off the wall and made
his way to his quarters, forgetting about the file and his intention of
researching the Dulaney case.  Once in, and the door locked, he was safe, and
everyone else was safe; he didn't have to fight it so hard.  


 


Sara's
lip intruded on his whirling thoughts again, and he considered:  she was human,
and a traditionalist when it came to sex.  To truly bring her out would take
hours of foreplay—slow, easy caresses along her skin, preferably by the
light of her altar candles.  She was body-shy, being rounder and softer than
the idiotic American ideal of beauty, but he'd always liked the feel of human
women who were made like her—Elven women were as slender as the men,
without much in the way of breast and belly.  Sara had both, and that lovely
porcelain skin, set off even more by her dark brown hair.  


 


Kisses,
first. She would taste like a baked peach with cinnamon and brown sugar.  She
would not be shy with her mouth, not while her clothes were still on.  She
would slide a hand around the back of his neck, and he would shift her onto his
lap, arms moving around her.  She would need to feel safe, not because of a
traumatic past, but because she did not value herself very highly.  Feeling
secure she would be able to accept what he would whisper to her, the way her
body responded as his hands moved up under her shirt, palms encircling the line
of her generous breasts beneath their restraint of lace and elastic.


 


He
closed his eyes, smiling, and in his mind lifted the shirt over her head,
leaning in to taste the exposed skin.  She would enjoy being devoured, one
mouthful at a time, and his mouth had always been prized by his
partners—while his hands finished undressing her, he would trace spirals
on her belly with his tongue, dipping into her navel where she was just
ticklish enough that a shudder would run through her.  She would need contact,
body to body, at least the first time; no athletics, just the sweetness of skin
over skin, her legs wrapping around his waist, the two of them moving in
perfect concert, one long undulation so slow it would leave her sobbing into
his chest.


 


No,
she wasn't at all like Beck.  By the time he got Sara's body bare to the
candlelight, Beck would have come twice and fallen asleep straddling him, or
possibly have brought out the handcuffs.  Beck's breasts were smaller, more
muscle than softness, but there was still something deeply feminine about her,
tattoos and piercings and all.  He followed the lines of her tattoo with his
mouth, pushing her onto her back—it was a game she enjoyed, playing with
control.  He pinned her shoulders with one arm and slipped his other hand down
between her legs, all but shoving his fingers inside her, but her cry of pain
was deceptive—she was already wet, hips thrusting up against his hand,
eager.  She was a biter, of course, but he bit back, hard.  A low growl built
in her throat.


 


She
tried to force her way back on top of him, but he was stronger than he looked,
and held her down a moment longer, cruelly teasing her in slick circles while
she strained and moaned and snarled.  Her eyes lost their color and went
silver—the feed was on her, as he'd heard her put it.  He saw her teeth
lengthen and sharpen about halfway, and though at this point she could have
subdued him easily, she stayed where she was.


 


"Smart
girl," he hissed into her ear, then shifted down the length of her body,
seizing her thighs and replacing his fingers with his tongue.


 


Her
cries were beautiful, almost bestial, as he flicked his tongue against her
clit.  Her hands wound in his hair and held him there, as if he had any
interest in resisting.  She would put off her orgasm as long as possible, to
make him work for it, and he would allow it, allow her to think she was the one
who knew.  Meanwhile he would reach into her mind, his power sliding inside her
the way his fingers did, stroking the energy centers of her body, driving her
pleasure to a fever pitch.  She wasn't just a biter, she was a screamer, but
few men ever got to hear it—she was so wrapped up in the idea of
controlling events that she almost never let herself dissolve into her own
skin.  


 


She
would scream for him.  She would scream herself hoarse, and when he was done
with her—when he had fucked her so hard her pelvis felt like it was
cracked, and when he had sculpted her into positions no human body could attain
without mechanical assistance, he would finally come, sweat gluing them
together as he tore into her shoulder with his teeth, leaving a mark she would
touch again and again for days with one hand while her other hand snaked
beneath her gun belt.


 


Rowan
sighed, thankful it wasn't daylight like it had been the last time he'd had
this much difficulty with his impulses.  Last time, he'd been in the R&D
lab when it started, and had caught himself staring at poor Frog, who was
working with him on the technological wonder that they hoped would one day
allow Rowan to leave the base and be of use in the field.  


 


Frog
was straight, of course, and like most geeks painfully under-laid, but that was
of little consequence to a rethla; it
would take mere moments, perhaps even a single kiss, to overwhelm the boy's
usual preferences and have his pants around his ankles.  


 


He
couldn’t help it; the thought made him laugh now, but at the time it had been
alarming, especially for Frog, who saw the look in Rowan's eyes and went pale. 


 


"Rowan?
 Um…Agent 5, are you all right?"  The boy blushed—damn it, Rowan
hated it when humans blushed, it was about the most attractive thing their
species could do—under the intensity of the Elf's gaze.  Grinning
awkwardly, Frog groped at his own cheeks and forehead.  "Do I have
something on my face?"


 


"Do
you want to?" Rowan asked softly, looking around the room…then he blinked,
appalled at what he was doing.  He was evaluating the height of the lab tables
and desks for the appropriate place to bend the boy over and fuck him. Straight
human males often loved being penetrated; it was a hallmark of the breed.  They
would insist otherwise, out of abject terror of being branded unmanly, but he
would have them begging, offering, bargaining away anything he would take, if
he would take them.  Frog wouldn't take much convincing; he was young, and
funny-looking in the eyes of women, and didn't get out much.  One slow, hard
stroke of the palm, delivered to the outside of his jeans, one hand curved
around his…


 


Damn
it.  


 


"Excuse
me, Frog," Rowan said, standing up and nearly bolting from the room.  


 


The
good thing, or perhaps the sad thing, about it was that Rowan's own body would
show no obvious signs of arousal until he permitted it to.  He had learned in
his first month of training as a rethla
how to control himself, and even after everything he had endured, he still had
that control.  It was easy, really; he marveled at how difficult a time human
men seemed to have with their penises.  So, at the very least, he didn't have
to contend with a massive erection terrifying Frog, just a certain look, a
certain change in his energy that, to another Elf, would be unmistakable.  Then
afterward came the pain—fighting his sexual impulses, and the need to
give himself to another, triggered the nerve damage that had yet to heal.  He
had spent that night stoned out of his mind on painkillers; an Elf of his power
relying on oxycontin was just embarrassing, but he had no choice.


 


The
next day they'd gone back to work and not mentioned it again, but still
sometimes he knew Frog was watching him warily.  Luckily it was well known
among long-time staff that Rowan was celibate, and his behavior and aura would
never give anyone reason to think otherwise…most of the time.  In the last few
years he had noticed a marked increase in his…episodes.  He knew why, and that
knowledge terrified him.


 


Jason.


 


Why,
oh why, did a beautiful gay vampire have to join the same Agency branch as
Rowan had?  Each state plus D.C. had its own branch, and with a reputation like
SA-7's he could have had his pick.  But everyone knew about Austin:  it wasn't
the biggest or the busiest, but it was the best.  The minute the Adams twins
walked through the doors, that reputation was locked.  No one, human or
otherwise, could compare to either of them in the field.  They could out-shoot,
out-fight, out-track, out-intimidate, and out-command every Agent in the United
States, and even the director of the FBI had gotten up and let Jason have his
seat once in a crowded conference room.  


 


One
simply did not fuck with SA-7 or SA-8.  That was part of the reason Texas was
so quiet in terms of illegal occult activity.  People who wanted to cause
trouble usually went to Louisiana instead.


 


And
while Rowan's psychic gifts allowed him to know how he would serve Beck, she
wasn't the one he lay awake craving.  She wasn't the one he had actually
fantasized about—he, whose entire purpose was to give pleasure to others,
and who hadn't been genuinely attracted to any one individual since he was
still with his Clan.  It wasn't the way of the rethla to bond with any one person, or even to want any one person
at the exclusion of any others; they saw the beauty and desirability of
everyone, even geeks like Frog.  His charge was to lie with those who needed
him, and his own needs…well, it was assumed that rethla had no needs, that their own pleasure was fulfilled entirely
through the ecstasy of those they served.


 


Apparently
not.


 


But,
he reminded himself, he was no longer truly a rethla.  He had been broken—if he had still been with his
Clan, another of his own kind would have been assigned to him, and through
magic and the holiness of lovemaking they would have worked together to restore
the sanctity of his body and his power.  The humans who had rescued him had no
such ability.  They could heal his body, offer him counseling, but even if they
had understood what he was, that level of magic was almost unheard-of among humans.
 Sara was probably the closest to his peer, and even if she were fully trained
she was still a single drop of water compared to his sea.  There was much she
could do, but she could not heal him.


 


No
one could.


 


He
curled up on the sofa, wishing he could think about something else, but there
was no help for it.  Sex preoccupied most males regardless of species, but for
him, it was far worse; until a dozen years ago, sex had been his entire life. 
In the end he still couldn't decide whether it was worse to be forced to use
his gifts under torture, or too scared and scarred to use them at all.  


 


He
could no more stop himself from mentally filing away the erotic subtleties of
everyone he met than Beck could stop drinking blood.  He knew that Ness, the
tough-as-nails head of the entire Texas branch, liked having her toes sucked,
and also had a thing for dessert toppings.  He knew that for vampires the neck
was the primary erogenous zone.  He knew that SA-19, a gigantic
African-American man who chain-smoked and played professional football until
being recruited for the Agency, gave fantastic head.  He knew that SA-21 was a
virgin.  He knew that Jill, one of the Admins, had masturbated with a cucumber
she then sliced up into the salad she brought to the Christmas party last year.


 


Only
Jason remained an enigma to him.  That, perhaps, was why Rowan wanted him so
badly.


 


Vampires
had unparalleled shielding ability, and while Beck seemed to wear everything on
her sleeve—or rather, in her ammo belt--she was actually an expert at
psychic protections and barriers, just as her brother was.  The difference was
that she chose to let people see more of her.  She laughed, she joked, she made
inappropriate comments about people's asses, she brought Rowan fruit every
night from the organic market near her patrol route.  She had told him once
that her twin was the reason she had learned to give of herself.  She didn't
want to end up lonely and, in her words, "all mopey goth" like her
brother.


 


Jason
had never seemed mopey or particularly goth to Rowan, but he was definitely a
closed book.  Rowan knew he had been hurt by love, long ago, and that the story
was somehow bound up in his becoming a vampire.  He could easily have passed as
asexual, like Rowan, but he made no secret of the fact that he was gay, even
though no one had ever actually seen him express any interest in a man.  Some
speculated that he was actually straight but wanted to keep the legions of
women who flirted with him at a distance.  


 


Not
true.  Shielded or not, to Rowan, it was as easily visible as his cobalt blue
eyes.  He had in fact seen it the first moment Jason had walked into the
Agency, mere weeks after Rowan had finally left the infirmary and was working
on his first case.  


 


He
remembered it quite well.  It was late evening, just after sunset, and Ness had
called an Agent meeting—Rowan had only just been given a number, and
chances were he would never go into the field, but he'd felt almost as proud of
his badge as he had long ago, the day of his initiation as a rethla.  He sat at the long conference
table surrounded by the ten other Agents, right next to SA-4, who would die two
days later on assignment.


 


"I
heard we're getting two new Agents," she had said to him quietly as they
waited for Ness.  "A couple of badasses from somewhere up North."


 


"Humans?"
he asked.


 


"No.
 Vampires.  A brother and a sister."


 


Rowan
was about to say something about how odd that was, two vampires in the same
family, but just then the Director of Agency Operations arrived…and she wasn't
alone.


 


Ness
was a formidable woman, toe-sucking aside, and it took a lot to make her look
small and insignificant.   As eyes widened all around the room, Rowan watched
Ness take her chair—she seemed almost nervous, and it was easy to see
why.


 


The
two Agents strode in side by side, in the standard SA uniform but with the
addition of long black coats—hers shiny patent leather stopping just at
her knees, his wool and nearly touching the floor.  No one was permitted to
bear arms inside the base except in the training rooms and locker room, but the
way they walked it was obvious they were both used to wearing weapons.


 


The
woman was almost pixielike, the man topping her by a good five inches, but
their facial features were simply two gendered versions of the exact same
thing.  Shining black hair, the woman's razor-cut down past her chin and
streaked with violent purple; eyes of blue fire, typical among vampires;
flawless ivory skin. 


 


They
even walked with the same swagger, but there the similarity ended.  The woman's
expression was unsmiling but there was humor in her eyes, as if she was
perfectly aware of how intimidated everyone in the room was by her presence. 
Rowan could see some sort of tattoo wrapping around the back of her neck, and
her eyebrow and nose were both pierced.   The other was all business,
unimpressed by his surroundings, though Rowan knew he had taken in every detail
of the room the second they entered, his glowing eyes sweeping over them
all…but lingering, Rowan noticed, on the men.


 


Aha.


 


Rowan
tried not to stare, but he felt that gaze move over him, and lifted his eyes
just in time to lock with the vampire's.  


 


Amazing,
how quickly it happened.  In that split-second of eyes meeting, Rowan felt the
entire world fall out from under him, and his life spun off axis, forever.


 


"Good
evening everyone," he heard Ness say distantly.  "As you can see we
have two new Agents on the team.  Meet SA-7 and SA-8, Jason and Beck Adams. 
They are both transfers from Washington.  I hope you'll all do your best to
make them feel welcome here in Austin."


 


She
gestured, and the two swept forward to take their seats, conveniently where
Rowan could observe them both without being noticed if he chose.


 


He
tried to pay attention to the briefing, he really did, but he kept stealing
glances, and to his shock found that he couldn't stop.  It had only been a few
months since his rescue, and keeping his powers contained was already hard
enough, but he found himself nearly losing it halfway through the meeting—sweat
broke out on his forehead, and his head pounded as he held back the tendrils of
energy that reached toward the vampire, seeking to wrap themselves around him
and learn all they could about his body, his tastes, his needs.  


 


Thankfully,
he had met a brick wall.  The surprise at being unable to read Jason had jolted
him back to the present and kept him from getting himself fired.


 


Now,
a decade later, every time he was near Jason he had that same feeling of
breathlessness and pain.  They had a strange relationship; though it never
seemed that the vampire sought him out deliberately, they had a tendency to
wind up alone together, talking, and Rowan was fairly sure he knew more about
Jason than anyone but Beck.  He wished he could attribute the attention to attraction,
but the fact was, Rowan's kind always invited confidence; it was part of what
they were.  His calling was equal parts courtesan, healer, and confessor. 
People shared their secrets with him, even now, even Jason.  They rarely
discussed the past, but occasionally Jason would let things slip, and more than
once Rowan had wanted desperately to simply blurt out his whole story, confess
his feelings, and essentially beg for even an hour spent alongside that perfect
body without guns and a coat and horrific memories between them.


 


He
thought of Jason's hands…efficient, capable…changing out the clip on one of his
myriad weapons…watching the vampire arm himself before a night out in town was
one of Rowan's favorite ways to torture himself.  Jason knew the intricacies of
at least fifty kinds of firearms, including those designed to kill his own
kind.  He could throw knives with supernatural accuracy and had about a
half-dozen black belts to his name.  He had spent years in Asia learning how to
beat the shit out of people.  Those hands, strong and long-fingered, could wrap
around a sword's hilt or choke the breath out of a mortal or squeeze the
trigger of a semiautomatic, but there was something else Rowan knew they could
do…they made music.


 


Rowan
was one of the few who had ever been in SA-7's quarters, and seen the violin.  


 


He
was waiting for Jason to change clothes so they could go to dinner after their
shift, and wandered around the apartment taking in all the things that made the
vampire such a lovely tangle of paradoxes.  A vast collection of CDs, books
from floor to ceiling, ranging through every taste and genre; art from travels
all over the world, disparate cultures that somehow worked together without
pretension or any real plan; luxurious textiles; and then, the real surprise.


 


The
violin sat on a stand in the corner where, in most quarters, the TV was
located.  There was sheet music in an untidy pile beneath it.


 


Rowan
had walked over and held his hand out over the instrument, letting his empathy
seek out anything it had to say; he wasn't a contact clairvoyant like Sara, but
if the emotional impressions in an object were strong he could pick them up. 
This instrument, its slender body and its dark wood, had been a part of Jason
for a long time.  It had taken his sorrow, his rage, his confusion, and turned
them into beauty.  


 


He
stood there hand extended, rocking slightly back and forth, imagining Jason's
hands caressing the wood, drawing the bow back and forth, the room's dim light
casting shadows that moved over the dragon on his arm. He'd gotten the tattoo
in Japan, and it had taken every scrap of Rowan's will not to lean over and run
his tongue along the outline…more than once.  God, those hands…how it must feel
to be that violin, fingertips brushing over the strings, pressing down, drawing
out melody like a lover's cries.  It had been so long since Rowan had been
touched that way, and if he wanted to…if he only could…it would be so easy…


 


"What
are you doing?"


 


He
had looked up, guilty, ears turning pink.  "I'm sorry.  Do you…I didn't
know you played."


 


Jason
eyed him, the openness they usually shared shutting down, something hard and
unyielding replacing it.  "Not for other people.  Let's go eat,
Rowan."


 


Rowan
nodded, acutely embarrassed and angry at himself for violating the vampire's
privacy—all immortals guarded their secrets well, and he was already more
in Jason's confidence than anyone save Beck.  He couldn't stand to lose even
that much.  Their friendship, such as it was, was the closest he could come to
what he truly wanted, and to break Jason's trust would break his own heart.  


 


He
never went anywhere near the violin again, and in fact he noticed that the next
time he stopped by, it was nowhere in sight.


 


Still,
Jason's hands occupied his fantasies for weeks.  He dreamed of nibbling up the
palm of one hand, tracing Jason's long lifeline with the barest touch of his
lips, biting the mound of flesh at the base of each finger.  Hands, and
wrists…and what those hands could do to Rowan…drawing up along his sides,
peeling off clothes as if he were opening the violin's case, unwrapping wood
and string, his dragon-guarded treasure…and god, that mouth, that stern line
softening, lips parting, Rowan's hands sliding up around his neck, weaving into
his short dark hair, one mouth seeking the other with centuries of hunger.  


 


What
would a vampire taste like?  Oh, he knew…darkness…wine …chocolate…wind through
bare-limbed trees…it was against all the prejudices of Rowan's people, but he
craved a taste of Jason's blood, to see if the legends were true.  A drop of
salt-sweetness on his tongue, and they would be connected, mind joining into
mind until they consumed each other as one flesh.  


 


He
wanted to tear the fatigues off of Jason's body, right after he was done with
patrol and still sweaty from walking all over Austin.  To lick the sweat from
his skin, starting at the throat, knowing it would drive the vampire mad with
need.  He wanted to dive tongue-first into Jason's mouth and not emerge until
he was reborn.  To lay beneath him on the floor, nails tearing into the rug,
pressing his hips back to draw the vampire in deeper, deeper, that perfect hard
cock finally filling all the empty places that had ached so badly, for so long.
 


 


And
he wanted to wake up there on the floor, with Jason still inside him, their
arms twined around each other, the candles burning themselves out.  He wanted
to feel Jason breathe on the back of his neck, to hear him whisper…


 


No.
 No.  It couldn't happen.  He had to
accept that.  Jason might even want him someday, maybe, but it wasn't worth the
risk, not knowing what could happen if he let loose the energies he'd been
controlling with an iron grip for over a decade.  He might have lost all his
skill, he might hurt Jason--or worse, the most humiliating thought of all for a
rethla, he might be bad in bed.  


 


He
might as well just kill himself if that were the case.


 


Pain
coursed through him, and he turned his face into the pillow to stifle the moan.
 It was going to be a bad night, a very bad night.


 


Just
as he was about to reach for another pill to knock himself completely
unconscious, there was a knock at his door.


 


Rowan
debated answering it, but was on his feet, a bit unsteady but upright, before
he could really stop himself.  There were warm tones of concern in the hallway,
and he knew who it was before he even opened the door.


 


"Hi,"
Sara said.  


 


"Hello,"
he replied, and they stood staring at each other for a moment.  She had
obviously come with something to say, and forgotten it when she saw him.  


 


For
his part, he had to clench the doorframe to keep from seizing her sweet body
right there in the hall.


 


"Is
there something I can do for you, Sara?" he asked, trying to keep his
voice even.  He could only imagine what she was picking up from him right now,
and at the very least the waves of sexual energy filling his apartment had to
be hitting her pretty hard.


 


"I'm
sorry for just dropping by like this, but I was worried about you," she
said.  "I wanted to check if you're okay.”  


 


"Oh…yes,
I'm fine.  Thank you."


 


"Are
you sure?" she asked, clearly unconvinced.  "You look like hell.  Can
I come in?"


 


"Um…all
right."  He was a bit dazed from the oxycontin, and from the energy that
he had unintentionally raised in his living room as he lay there thinking
things he should have locked away long ago.  "Would you like a
drink?"


 


Sara
looked around with interest, and if she felt the sex permeating every fiber of
every object in the room, she didn't comment.  "Sure, what do you
have?"


 


"Tequila?"


 


She
looked at him, raising her eyebrows.  "You drink alcohol?"


 


He
sighed.  "Of course not.  Elves only drink enchanted spring water and we
only eat acorns."  


 


Sara
grinned.  "Sorry.  Sure, I'd love a shot or two.  It's Friday, and it’s
been a hell of a week."




"It certainly has."


 


She
sat down on the couch while he gathered up the necessary supplies:  shot
glasses, limes, salt, and a mostly-full bottle of Cuervo.  Might as well do it
right.


 


When
he returned she was staring at the prescription bottle on the coffee table, and
looked up guiltily.  


 


"I'm
just the nosiest person in the history of ever," she sighed.  "I
don't know why I do that.  I guess I just…when I care about people I want to
fix whatever hurts them, and it really bothers me when I can't.  Finding out
where you came from was just…awful.  And after we've been working together so
closely for the last couple of weeks, I think I'm more sensitive to you than I
should be.”


 


He
smiled, lining up the ingredients and filling two shot glasses.  "I told
you the empathy was going to be the bane of your existence.  You and I need
that sensitivity to accomplish what we need to accomplish together, and it's
been working very well in my opinion.  Whoever was your first teacher, even if
it was one of those horrible coven people, should be congratulated."


 


She
didn't reply until they'd had their first shot and she was sucking on a lime
wedge. Rowan had never expected to feel envious of a citrus fruit. 
"No," she said, plucking the lime from her mouth. "It wasn't
them.  Before I started looking for a coven I took classes from a woman who ran
a different store in town.  One of those feminist bookstores. I bought every
book, did every meditation…a lot of it was crap, but I found enough that made
sense that I was hooked."


 


"So
are you a Wiccan, or some other flavor of NeoPagan?" he asked, setting up
two more shots, then four more behind those.  


 


"Wiccan,
mostly, with a little bit of Sufism, Hinduism, and Buddhism thrown in for
spice.  I've always done my own thing."  She knocked back another shot,
this time without salt or lime, making a face.  "What about Elves?  What
kind of religion do you have?"


 


Rowan
pointed vaguely at the shrine on the far wall.  "Duotheistic.  We worship
a celestial Goddess and a God of the Earth.  It's actually very similar in
flavor to Wicca, just a bit more organic and less ceremonial.  Given the way
our energies mesh together I would imagine our religious beliefs would,
too."


 


"I
think you're right," she said with a nod, only slightly fuzzy.  "And
so your village got attacked and turned into slaves?"


 


He
was just drunk enough, between the tequila and the drugs, not to feel any real
pain at the question.  "Sort of.  They killed off most everyone and sold
those with particular skills."


 


"What
skills?"


 


Was
now the time?  Was Sara someone he could speak openly with?  He wanted so badly
to trust her.  Or was he simply tired of living like a ticking time bomb full
of secrets?  


 


Or
was he just drunk?


 


Only
one way to find out.


 


"Among
my people I am, or was, known as a rethla,"
he said, almost too softly for her to hear.  "Rethla are a special kind of healer—we work magic through
sex."


 


"Oh,
like in the Temples of Aphrodite, back in the day?"


 


"Yes,
very much so.  It’s one of the highest callings among the Clans.  When we were
attacked, the rethla were taken to be
sold as slaves in the sex trade.  I spent twenty years being bartered from one
bordello to another, chained to one bed and then to another.  I was a birthday
gift once, party entertainment many times, and mostly…mostly just a
whore."


 


"Oh
my god," Sara whispered, and now she really was crying.  He continued to
speak, almost pushing the words out like children from a burning building.  


 


"You
see, our powers work whether we consent to the sex or not.  When we're
willingly engaged with a lover it's amplified, of course, beyond measure, but
even chained naked to a wall and gang-raped by soldiers, those soldiers will
have the best sex of their lives.  They keep coming back over and over until
your body simply gives out.”


 


She
took a deep breath and asked, “Were they all men?”


 


“No…but
mostly. The promise of the ultimate orgasm overrides sexuality--men, women,
straight, gay, given the chance to use something like me, they figure an orifice
is an orifice.  It helps that I don’t look particularly masculine.  They can
pretend I’m whatever they want me to be.”  He could feel a violent shaking
beginning around his heart, speaking about it like this.  It was overwhelming,
terrifying…but the only thing worse was remaining silent forever.  


 


“Did
anyone else survive?”


 


“Not
that I’ve found.  My entire family—my parents, my grandparents, even my
daughter—were all put to the fire that day.  I never saw any of them
again after I was thrown in the truck...but I could smell the bodies burning. 
I never know whether to wish them survival or simply a quick death."


 


"You
had a daughter?"


 


He
had to take another shot before he found the strength to reply.


 


"Her
name was Kaeli.  After I came to the SA I sent out contacts to try and find
her, or anyone of the Clan still alive.  There was nothing to find.  They're
either dead or in hiding."


 


Sara
sat down her shot glass with a thunk and scooched across the couch to put her
arms around him in a slightly sloppy hug.  "I'm sorry, Rowan, I'm so
sorry.  What can I do to help you?"


 


He
leaned into her shoulder, staring down at her small, agile hands.  What could
hands like hers do, he wondered?  He knew hands that made music and hands that
could kill.  Once upon a time his hands had healed.  What about Sara's hands?  


 


He
took one of them in his and lifted it to his lips, feeling the warmth of her
perfectly human, perfectly mortal skin.  Temporary…they were only temporary. 
The urgency of human life was so beautiful, and so horrible, the way it drove
them on and on.  


 


A
different kind of urgency, one he had never felt before, closed over Rowan, and
he leaned in and touched his mouth to hers.


 


Surprised,
she started to pull back, but thought better of it and came back to him, this
time ready.  The kiss began tentatively, but grew from there into the dark
Earth of parted lips and hot breath; Sara started to break apart and say
something, more than once, but found she couldn't.  Mouth danced over mouth,
tongue tasting the soft edges of her lips, moving down to nuzzle behind her
ear.  A light nip against her throat, and she moaned softly, her hands moving
up his arms, curving around his shoulders.  


 


He
slid his hands under her thighs to lift her into his lap…and stopped.


 


“I
can’t do this,” he said, shaking his head.  


 


She
was dazed, her pupils dilated and her breath shallow.  “Why…why not?”


 


He
leaned his head on her shoulder, feeling the weight of his years, all 420 of
them, dragging him down even further into despair.  “About a dozen reasons.”


 


Sara
rested her hand on his neck, stroking gently, the touch more comforting than
any he’d felt in years…in fact it was the only real comfort he’d had in years. 
“Is Jason one of them?”


 


He
would have looked up at her in surprise, if he had been surprised.  As it was,
he simply felt weary and old, and so tired of denying himself, he merely
sighed.  “Only one,” he answered honestly.  “Another being that Elves aren’t
monogamous, and I would hate to risk hurting you.  Also, it’s been so long, I
actually could hurt you.”


 


He
heard a smile in her voice.  “You know, I’d be willing to chance it.”


 


Now
he did look up.  “You would?”


 


“Of
course.  You’ve done a lot for me already—if it weren’t for you I
wouldn’t even be here.  If there’s a way I can help you, I’ll take the risk. 
Besides, I don’t know if you’ve seen yourself lately, but you’re just about the
hottest thing walking around this base, and if you shag half as good as you
kiss…” She shook her head.  “I’m not looking for romance, here, and I know
you’re not either.  You’ve got your heart planted in different soil entirely,
and that’s fine with me.  Let me be your friend, Rowan.  Let me help you find
what you’ve lost.”


 


He
stared into her eyes, seeing nothing there but the truth, with no ulterior
motive whatsoever.  They were already linked enough that they knew each other’s
energy, and she knew most of his past yet wasn’t treating him like a freak or
an invalid.  She wanted to help, and she wanted sex, and really, despite his
fears, he couldn’t see a problem with either.


 


“You
are a remarkable woman, Sara Larson,” he said.  “You are going to change all
our lives.”


 


She
grinned, stood, and offered her hand.  “Yes, I am.”


 


Returning
her smile, he reached over and downed the last tequila shot, then took her hand
and rose.


 


Agents’
quarters were larger than those of the regular staff, but they had basically
the same layout, so she led him to the bedroom without having to ask where it
was.  He was amazed that after four shots of tequila in the space of ten
minutes she wasn’t having any trouble walking—he had an Elf’s
super-efficient liver, or he might have been facedown on the rug already
himself.  


 


"Candles?"
Sara asked.


 


He
nodded, inwardly marking off an item on the list of things he had sensed about
her.  He took the box of matches from the bedside table and handed it to her,
letting her decide how much light was enough, and soon the room, decorated in
the greens and grays of the forest, was bathed in soft golden warmth.  He had
always loved his apartment; it was a haven, away from the press of so many
minds and emotions and the chaos of case after case.  This and the labyrinth
were his favorite places in the world, so far from the darkness and cold he had
borne for so long.  


 


Sara
came back to him, taking his hands again, and said, "This is the part
where I make my mother proud."


 


He
gave her a quizzical look and she chuckled.  "No, not that.  I mean,
grown-up responsibility.  Obviously you've had…a lot of experience, and so have
I, for a human anyway.  You've got almost four centuries on me.  So…I'm
guessing you probably don't have any condoms, what with the celibacy and
all."


 


"No,"
he replied, "but as it happens, we don't need them.  Elves and humans
aren't genetically compatible—it's part of why we're dying out.  We can
mate all we want, but nothing, er, comes of it.  We also can't carry your
diseases, or vice versa."


 


She
looked surprised, and he added, "If you'd like we can go break back into
my Personnel file and you can see my medicals."


 


Another
laugh, this one merry.  "I think I'll just take your word for it.  I trust
you."


 


"Plus
in about five minutes, you'll know if I'm lying."


 


"Huh?"


 


"You'll
see."  He slid his hands up her arms, drawing her closer, and kissed her
again, this time with much more surety.  She leaned into him, and as he reached
up beneath her shirt to feel the smooth softness of her skin, he touched her
mind, the same way he did every day at their sessions but with much more
obvious intention.  She responded as she did every day, lowering her barriers
to let him in; instead of taking control of her psychic abilities and
implanting knowledge, however, he extended a tendril of energy down through her
body, wrapping it around her, caressing her lightly from the inside.


 


She
groaned into his mouth, her kisses becoming more demanding, and he felt her
pushing back with her own energy, both to his surprise and delight.  He hadn't
expected any sort of aggression from her; his skills were definitely eroding,
then.  That thought might have filled him with panic, even an hour ago.  Right
now it didn't seem so important.


 


Sara
guided him back onto the bed, and stepped away, letting him watch as she pulled
her shirt off over her head, tossing her hair as she tossed the garment onto the
floor.  Next went her jeans, and she knelt in front of him in a black bra and a
pair of panties with a silver moon-and-stars pattern all over them.


 


He
bit his lip to keep from laughing, and she giggled rather girlishly. 
"Well I'd have worn something sexier if I'd had any idea I was going to
show them to anyone," she told him, lifting her fingers to undo the
buttons of his shirt.  As she exposed his shoulders, she leaned in and kissed
the skin, her lips warm, insistent.  


 


Slowly,
almost reverently, they undressed each other, his hands almost trembling on the
hook behind her back, she making appreciative noises at the feel of his
muscles.  They wound up lying face to face on the bed, candlelight waltzing
over the bare curve of her hip.  


 


"Tell
me what I can do for you," she whispered.


 


He
smiled. "That's usually my line."


 


"Are
you doing okay so far?"


 


He
nodded, realizing it was true.  This part was easy; nothing too deep, so far,
everything unfolding in its own time.  He hadn't fully engaged his powers, yet,
but he knew he would have to…he wanted to…it was terrifying, but there was no
other way without going back.


 


Sara
touched his face.  "I'm here," she said.  "Trust me."


 


"All
right…” He nudged her onto her back, moving up against her, hoping she wasn't
put off by how hard his heart hammered.  "Then let me serve you, my
lady."


 


"You
don't have to…"


 


"Yes,
I do."  He met her eyes.  "It's why I exist."


 


He
touched her mind again, letting her see some of what he had been once, just a
glimpse of how joyful and loving his life had once been.  He had devoted
himself to his art, to those he served, and had been happy, at peace.  Every
day that he denied himself that, every day severed from his purpose, was a day
he might as well have been dead.


 


She
understood, and lay back onto the pillows, a blank canvas stretched out before
a master's hands.  He let her feel his appreciation for a moment before turning
his attention back to her body and his mind back to her mind.  


 


It
took mere seconds, while he let his mouth travel over the rolling landscape of
her belly, to sweep his senses through her and ascertain every tiny detail
about her desires—most of his earlier impressions were correct, of
course, but this was far more intimate, encompassing her history, her fears,
even things she herself wasn't aware of.  The whole of her sexual identity
logged itself into him, becoming part of the endless evolution of his work.  He
learned from everyone he touched.  Strange how effortless it was to fall back
into the dance, skin and sweat and breath moving in and out, the perfect arch
of her back pressing her hips into his, the taste of her thighs one he already
knew, because he'd already been there, tongue flicking against her flesh, her
nails clutching his sides rhythmically as they had a thousand times, and never.
 


 


He
held her close, barely allowing any space between them even as she writhed and
moaned beneath him.  One of her hands twisted in the blankets, the other in his
hair, and he fed more energy into her and moved so slowly in her body that
every sensation was multiplied.  


 


Twice…three
times…four…orgasms rolled through her, thunder, waves crashing.  She wasn't
loud but her energy certainly was, and he dampened it lest the entire wing of
the building be struck horny and cause mayhem throughout the Agency.  The last
time, she cried out, spasming around him before going completely limp from
exhaustion, slick and spent, eyes unfocused, breathing in gasps.


 


It
was the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen.


 


Rowan
collapsed beside her, his own breath still matching hers, and he deliberately
slowed his, knowing she would unconsciously follow suit as long as the link
between them was active.  


 


Long
minutes passed with only their breathing to relieve the silence, before Sara
looked over at him, her eyes black in the dim light.  Her mouth worked
soundlessly—she had, by some miracle, lost her usual witty hold over the
English language.


 


[Try this way,] he offered, using the telepathic channel they'd been working on
that week.


 


She
nodded weakly.  [I don't…I don't know
what to say.]


 


[I do.  Thank you.]


 


[God, I should be thanking you.  For the rest of
my life.  I thought you said you were rusty?]


 


He
gave her a sleepy smile.  [I suppose all
I needed was proper lubrication.]


 


She
laughed out loud, the sound bright and happy, warming him.  [But…you didn't…]


 


[I didn't need to.  Rethla are
different, Sara.  We live for the pleasure of our partners.  If I get off that
means essentially that the evening is over with.]


 


Her
eyebrows shot up.  [And it isn't?]


 


[I would never assume without asking first.]


 


[Aren't you exhausted?]


 


[Give me a few minutes to rest, and I can give
you more.]


 


Sara
smiled, but shook her head.  [I think
you've shagged me senseless for the night, darling.  It's been a long time for
me, too—my thighs are actually quivering.  And I think you need the rest,
to see how you feel after this.]


 


She
was being far more sensible than he would have been; but then, despite his age
and their difference in race, she was still a woman, and women tended to be
more sensible across the board.  He acquiesced to her wishes readily, and they
curled up together under the sheets, both sticky and damp but unwilling to
break apart just yet while it still felt so wonderful, and so peaceful, just to
be together.  He hadn't slept with anyone beside him in many years, and yet he
felt himself wandering down the shadowed corridor of oblivion, releasing his
hold on wakefulness as soon as he was sure that his partner was asleep first.


 


It
was there, in the dark, that the nightmares found him.


 


*****


 


Chains.  The sound of chains rattling.  Water
dripping from the wall.  The sounds were almost the worst part—footsteps
meant they were coming, the rattle of a key meant they were here.  Guttural
voices beyond the cell door were the worst, the worst.  He knew those men.  


 


"Get him up."


 


Bright light across his face, and someone dragged
him to his feet.  He hadn't been fed in days and could barely stand, and once
upright blood began to flow sluggishly from several of his wounds.  He was
filthy, emaciated.  Only the magic, magic that was supposed to connect to
bodies in love and healing, explained why they wanted him again and again, even
disgusting and half dead.  


 


"There's a party tonight.  Clean him."


 


Fear, cold as iron, filled his empty belly.  They
dragged him forward, out of the cell, and he tried to walk but ended up mostly
pulled along on his knees.  He heard other captives mocking him, hooting and
whistling at his naked body—many of them had fucked him too, as a reward
if their masters were feeling charitable.  He had been ridden by every dick in
this place at least once.  


 


They threw him into a windowless stone room and
turned a blast hose on him.  The water pressure was so high the water stung
unbearably against his already-abraded skin, and he cried out in pain, trying
to curl up into a ball in the corner.  One of the guards kicked him until he
was back on his feet, and they held his arms and legs apart and soaped him
over, groping and playing with his body however they liked as they washed off
the filth from the last time they'd had his company.  Then they hosed him off
again, and he slipped and fell onto his hands and knees, watching hypnotized as
blood and semen and water and dirt washed down the drain, all evidence of the
last few days gone to the sea.


 


One of the guards pushed him with a foot and he
vomited into the drain, mostly dry heaves.  Another shot with the hose, and
they forced him back onto his feet again, but he wasn't strong enough to stand,
and kept sinking back to the ground.


 


"Get UP!" the guard roared, reaching
for the button at his belt, and through Rowan tried desperately to obey, his
body was simply too worn out, and he fell again.  The guard hit the button, and
agony unlike any he'd known in his long life coursed through him from the
device implanted in his wrist, every nerve in his body on fire, stung by a
thousand wasps, screaming, screaming.


 


When he had finished his spasms they got him up
again, and he stayed upright through sheer force of will as they draped a fresh
robe over him, the easy-access garment of choice for Elf-fuckers all over the
world.  Another grabbed his head and raked a comb through his matted hair,
pulling out knotted handfuls as he did, leaving Rowan's scalp raw and probably
bleeding like the rest of him.  


 


"All right, bring him."


 


Time flashed forward and he was on his knees
again, this time his throat burning, back aching beyond endurance as another
cock was forced into his mouth.  How long had he been here, on this bed, with
one man in front of him and another behind, both yelling out their enjoyment of
the best fuck they'd ever had, pumping him full of their scalding hot hatred? 
Was this time the one where there were ten, or twenty?  Or was this the one
with the costumes, where he'd been dressed as a pig and raped by men in
farmer's outfits?  Rich owner, middle-class owner?  Silk sheets or linen?  The
stains were always the same.  The grunts of pleasure and the hard slaps to his
face were always the same.  Their come always tasted like old bread and stagnant
water.  


 


Then one day, he simply said "No."


 


The latest owner, a madam in charge of a
whorehouse of fifty, stared at him in disbelief.  "What did you just say
to me, bitch?"


 


His heart had shut down, and he had nothing more
to give her, or anyone else.  He had nothing left to lose.  "I said
no."


 


"You do not say yes or no to me, you little
faggot.  You just do what you're told, suck what's given you to suck, and make
money for me.  Because if you don't, I hit this button, and everyone gets to
hear you cry and beg for mercy."


 


Something in his eyes had frightened her that
night.  He met her hateful gaze with perfect, desolate calm.  "I don't
want mercy," he said to her.


 


"Oh?  You don't want mercy?"  She got
right up in his face.  "So what do you want, you perverted little
demon-seed?  What do you want?"


 


He smiled, the expression alien and wrong on his
face.  "I want you to die."


 


She didn't see the gun until it was pressed into
her stomach, and didn't realize what was happening until the bullet ripped
through her intestines and shattered her spine.  She screamed, and fell, blood
pooling out all around her.  Her associates tried to help, and the guards
started to move to subdue him, but he still had the gun.


 


One, two, three; pop, pop, pop.  The three guards
went down and didn't move again.  


 


All around there were screams, but his were not
among them.  He stood silently, still holding the gun, barely even aware of the
havoc he had caused.  He bent and dipped a finger in the old woman's blood,
holding it up, admiring its dark crimson thickness.  A simple thing, really,
just squeeze, and wait.


 


He lifted the gun to his temple, but before he
could act, the door to the brothel burst open and a dozen men in black rushed
in, each one armed to the teeth, shouting for everyone to lay down and put
their hands above their heads.


 


Rowan watched them all distractedly, not moving,
even when one of the soldiers got right up in front of him and demanded that he
obey.


 


"No," he said softly.  "I do not
obey.  I am no one's whore…not now."


 


He gingerly handed the gun to the soldier, who
had immediately figured out what was going on, and then collapsed, his entire
frail body wracked with sobs, the blood on his finger smeared over his face. 
He fell, and the soldier caught him and steered him toward where the medics had
set up a triage center for the other prisoners.  By the time they got him to a
stretcher, he was screaming, long banshee-like wails of loss and horror that gave
the entire team nightmares for days afterward.  


 


He screamed, and would have kept screaming if Dr.
Nava, at the time the junior Medical Officer for the SA California branch who
would transfer with him to Texas in a few weeks, hadn't run an IV into him and
pushed enough sedatives into his body that he didn't so much as wiggle a finger
for three days.


 


Other than that, there was only one thing he
remembered with any clarity.  One of the black-clad men had helped get him onto
the stretcher, had held his hand while the medic tried to examine him, had
stroked his fevered forehead and spoken to him gently while the delirium
overcame him and the screams built in his heart.  Comfort, only a moment's
comfort, before all was cast back into darkness and pain, but that touch, that
voice, stayed with him, as did the light of those moonlit blue eyes, leading
him to safety, to rest.


 


*****


 


He
was sobbing even as he woke, and Sara's arms were already around him.  He clung
to her weakly, fighting his way out of the memories—the first of
thousands, he knew, and he would have to face them all if he wanted to continue
with this madness.  


 


"What
can I do?" Sara asked, as she would go on to ask every night they spent
together, after hours of lovemaking yielded up hours of nightmares and his
broken weeping recovery.  


 


The
pain was back, with a vengeance, and if he didn't stop it soon he'd go into
seizures.  "Prescription bottle," he panted.  "Two pills. 
Please."


 


She
all but leapt out of the bed, and he hated how cold it was without her there. 
She returned quickly with the pills and a glass of water, and it was hard to
force himself to swallow them; he was shaking violently, and nearly dropped the
glass.


 


"I
should get help," Sara said, face pale and grave.  "You're not well,
Rowan.  I didn't know this could happen—you should have warned me."


 


"I
didn't…either…" he said, but he was lying and she knew it; using his
powers again was bound to unblock a lot of old memories and energies.  It was
necessary, if he truly wanted to heal…but was he really ready?  Could he handle
it?  Could Sara?


 


He
got his answer as she said, "We'll have to be more careful next time,
maybe cast a Circle around the room to control the energetic influences better.
 We can try it at my place, too—there's a lot of wards and charms to
protect the space, make it safe.  We need to find ways to work through this on
your terms."


 


He
found he was smiling, even through the white-hot fire snaking through his body.
 "Remarkable…woman…" he murmured.


 


She
watched him sweat and shiver for another minute before shaking her head and
reaching for the phone.  "This remarkable woman knows when she's out of
her depth, darling.  I'm calling another one of my kind for
reinforcements."


 


He
was drifting in and out of consciousness, but he knew Dr. Nava's presence quite
well from his days in the infirmary.  She was a large, brown-skinned woman with
a hearty laugh and an appreciation for good food, but she was also fierce when
it came to patient care.


 


She
looked around the bedroom, took in his and Sara's states of undress, and said,
"Let me guess.  This isn't what it looks like."


 


Sara
squeezed Rowan's hand protectively.  "It's exactly what it looks like, Doctor.
He’s in pain and he needs help.  I called you because you were the lead on his
case."


 


"I'm
not going to ask you how you know that," the doctor muttered, setting the
case she'd brought with her on the bedside table.  She reached in and produced
a hypodermic.  "Now, your girlfriend should know a few things about Elven
anatomy before things go any further."


 


Rowan
managed, "She already knows quite a few."


 


Nava
tried not to smile, and succeeded in keeping her expression serious, but only
just.  "Most human drugs don't work on Elves because their immune systems,
digestive systems, and nervous systems operate at twice the speed of ours. 
There are a few that are effective, but just handing him a Tylenol won't help. 
The only pill we can give him is straight up oxycontin, which I hate to do, but
nothing else works.  The alternative, which I'm going to insist you keep around
if you plan to continue having sex, is morphine."


 


She
pushed the plunger into the hypodermic, and he felt as if someone had cracked
an egg on the top of his head, letting warm liquid relief ooze down over his
body.  The pain melted before the lava's slow burn, and he felt his muscles
unclench and relax.  


 


Nava
looked from Sara to Rowan and back again.  "I'm assuming you are aware of
the risks involved in this behavior."


 


"Yes,"
Sara answered for him.  "We talked about it beforehand.  He needs to open
himself back up, Doctor.  He can't go on living like the walking dead.  I want
to help him.  How about you show me how much of that to give him, and when, so
that I can be prepared if this happens again."


 


The
doctor was surprised, but glanced at Rowan, and he sensed her approval. 
"All right, then.  The implant that injected the neurotoxin was on his
left wrist, so if you can find a vein in that area you'll get a faster result. 
If not, aim for the bicep."


 


Rowan
sagged back into the pillows, loving the heat and release of the morphine, the
sudden cessation of pain so wonderful that more than once it had made him cry. 
He drifted in that warm dark sea, hearing them talk at a distance, eventually
hearing Nava leave the apartment.


 


He
felt Sara take his hand and trace her fingers along the still-visible
rectangular scar on his wrist.  


 


"What
am I getting myself into?" he heard her ask the quiet room, or perhaps
just herself.  "I'm not a counselor, not a therapist, I'm not even
a…whatever you are."


 


"Rethla," he murmured.  


 


"That
either.  What if I do you more harm than good?"


 


"What
you are, Sara, is a friend," he said to her, twining his fingers through
hers.  "You are a friend and a lover and by the time this is over I will
owe you more than my life.  I'll owe you my soul.  It's just…going to suck, is
all."


 


"Yeah,
well…"  She stretched out beside him again, turning off the lamp, and
curled up around him, pulling the blankets back up to keep them both warm. 
"I guess you're just going to have to make it up to me somehow."


 


"Deal,"
he replied, already starting to drift off again, this time into drug-induced
sleep that he hoped would be empty and silent.  


 


But
with the softness of Sara's skin against his, and her hand curled around his
arm; with her breath at his ear and her hair tickling his shoulder…even with
the nightmares, even with the memory of pain, he felt something in that moment
that he hadn't dared let himself feel in so long, tears came to his eyes and
spilled hotly onto the pillow…


 


…hope.
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“Federal Agent!  Step away from the goat!”


 


SA-7
really, really hated Full Moons.


 


The
man in the black velvet robe with the huge embroidered Solomon’s Seal hit the
floor with a squeal, his cheap ceremonial knife clattering to the bare
concrete.  He was already blubbering to assert his innocence, an interesting
proposition given that there was a rather discontented-looking goat tied in the
center of a huge diagram chalked on the floor and the man was dressed like Satan’s
pimp.  


 


It
was also pretty obvious that, intentions aside, the man was harmless.


 


Jason
lowered his weapon, walked over to the altar (a folding table draped in yet
more velvet; what was it with these guys and velvet?), and took note of the
array of items there, including a cylinder of hollowed-out ivory with gold caps
on either end and a series of symbols carved into the side.  The whole thing
was about the size of his index finger.


 


He
leaned closer and listened.  After a few seconds he heard a quiet scratching
sound, as of a dog’s claws on a door, trying to get out.


 


Another
one.  Damn it, he was going to impale whoever was getting this shit into the
city past the network.


 


Jason
holstered his gun and took an evidence bag from his coat, carefully sliding the
cylinder into it without touching its surface.  He sealed the bag, then reached
up and tapped the communicator relay behind his ear.  


 


[Artifact confiscated,] he said.  [Suspect
in custody.  Send a unit for collection of suspect, Artifact, and farm animal.]


 


Tanya,
who was the senior dispatch staffer and usually served as his Ear, was trying
not to laugh in his mind.  [On their way,
SA-7.  ETA five minutes.]


 


[Acknowledged.]  He turned to the man lying prone on the floor and hoisted him back
onto his feet with one arm, digging out a pair of cuffs with the other.  He
switched back to verbal communication and said, “Russell Farnsdale, you’re
under arrest for violation of section 1.4.1.3-F of the Crowleyan Code as well
as a class B misdemeanor, harboring a domestic animal with intent to sacrifice.
 You have the right to remain silent.  Anything you say…”


 


The
man was whimpering, but didn’t resist arrest, a nice change of pace given how
Jason’s night had been going so far.  He heard the van pull up outside the
dilapidated storefront where this little Moonlight Shenanigan had been
occurring, and waited for the reinforcements to come in and take over.


 


“I…I
didn’t do anything wrong,” the man whined. 


 


“Really?
 Then where’d you get the reliquary, Mr. Farnsdale?  And what’s in it, a
demon?”


 


Stutters
and stammers.  Just as well; the boys at R&D would figure out what was in
the reliquary, and he’d let SA-14 handle the interrogation and processing. 
Once upon a time he’d hated delegating, but it was an art he was learning to
appreciate.  


 


The
backup Agents entered the building with their guns out, and he gestured for
them to put them away.  He handed Farnsdale off to another Agent, and told the
human, “By the way, we’re taking the goat.”


 


He
stopped to pat the animal on the head, and it gave him a disdainful glare
before returning to the pile of hay that the would-be wizard had thoughtfully
left at its feet.  It was probably going to hate living at the Austin Zoo with
all the other rescued animals, but it was either that or end up roasted with
barbecue sauce.  Texas was a rough state for hoofed mammals.


 


Jason
stepped back out into the comparatively cool night air, breathing deeply, glad
to be free of the incense smoke.  SA-14 was on his way into the building, and
he stopped for a status check.


 


“Routine,”
Jason told him.  “Next time we get one of these you can handle it.  Tell
R&D I’m pretty sure there’s a Loshnar in the reliquary.  Make sure Frog and
Samuels don’t have to get near it.”


 


“Christ,
another one?  What is it, Loshnar season?”


 


“Not
until September,” Jason said.  “Have the completed case file on my desk by
tomorrow sunset.”


 


“Yes,
sir.”


 


SA-7
left the younger Agent to worry about the aftermath, and called Tanya.  [Case disposition 5, awaiting final report. 
What next?]


 


[We’ve got reports of suspected werewolf activity
off of Guadalupe and 29th.  Sending you the coordinates now.]


 


As
he left the scene, she transferred the address to him—a Thai noodle house
near campus.  [Werewolves.  Right.  How
do I always end up on patrol on Full Moons?]


 


[You volunteered, remember? Beck just finished
her patrol month, so she couldn't take this one.]


 


[Let the record show that I’m an idiot.]


 


[Standing assumption, Agent.]


 


He
headed up Congress Avenue toward the University, weaving in and out of the
crowds of normal everyday Austinites going about their nighttime business.  It
was high summer, hot as hell during the day and mostly tolerable at night, and
today’s temperatures had reached 100.  Yet another reason to be nocturnal.  


 


He
was fond of Austin, having lived in a dozen cities and visited half the world’s
countries.  The city had a restless spirit, but not like, say, New Orleans,
with its deep festering grudges and the taste of death in the air.  Austin was
inquisitive, eager.  Live music poured out of the bars he passed, and had it
been two hours later he might have stopped off in one, but there was still the
rest of his patrol to finish, a pile of paperwork on his desk back at base
awaiting his return, and a particular someone he’d been hoping to spend more
than five minutes with this week, scheduled to meet him for coffee before
sunrise.


 


If
what he had come to suspect about Rowan was true, however, he was going to end
up wishing he’d had a beer instead.


 


Such
a small thing, but enough to fill his veins with poisonous jealousy and
something dangerously close to rage:  last Friday, at the end of his weekly
meeting with the new trainee, she’d walked out of his office, and he’d caught
an unmistakable scent.  Incense, oak leaves, something soft and cool that he
knew was the smell of immortality, and a faint top note that changed every
time—that night it had been strawberries.  He knew, because he’d bought
them himself.


 


Worst
of all, underneath the combined scents of all those things was the smell of
sex.  She’d showered since it happened, but it was recent enough that his
heightened senses could pick it out easily, which meant in the last two days or
less.  Vampires could tell the difference between a cabernet and a merlot at a
distance of a hundred yards.  No human would be able to discern what he could,
which was that she’d been with one person, a male, someone with opiates in his
system…and it hadn't been the first time.  


 


Strawberries
and sex.  The thought had driven him to the shooting range several times
already to empty an entire clip into a single human-shaped target.  


 


Jason
shook his head and tried to focus on the task at hand, but it was difficult
given that he knew he was walking into nothing.  There were no werewolves in
Austin, at least none on the registry, and any illegals would have been spotted
long before they got that close to college students.   Most likely it was a dog
or a prank.


 


[What’s the background on this?] he asked Tanya.


 


She
beamed him the original report, and he frowned.  A 911 caller had claimed she
found a body ripped to shreds back behind a dumpster off Guadalupe, and the
officers who responded had verified an animal attack of some kind.  They were
still on-scene with the Medical Examiner.


 


[Tell APD I’ll be there in five minutes, and to
get their hands off the body.  If it is a lycanthrope they could pick up the
virus even through latex gloves.]


 


[Calling them now.]


 


True
to his word, he made it to the dingy little restaurant quickly, and rounded the
back corner just in time to hear one of the officers mutter something about
“Fucking FBI.”


 


“Good
evening, gentlemen,” he said, emerging from the shadows into the flood lamps
the police had set up around the crime scene.  “Thank you for waiting.”


 


He
recognized the woman in charge as well as the ME.  “Oh, Christ,” the detective
said.  “Not you again.”


 


He
strode up to where they were clustered around the body, flashing his badge and
giving her his version of a charming smile, which he then turned on the ME, a
young human male who blushed and started stammering under the vampire’s gaze. 
Everyone stepped back out of Jason's way as he approached.


 


“I
told you I was sorry about your uniform, Detective Harding,” he said calmly. 
“Next time I say ‘stand back,’ you should listen.”


 


She
snorted.  “I didn’t call for the Feds,” she said.  “What are you doing here?”


 


He
stepped over the body and crouched beside it, much closer than any of the
police; a couple, he noticed, were green and sick looking at the sight of so
much blood.  Murders were far rarer in Austin than many larger cities, and one
like this was practically unheard-of.


 


“Male,
Caucasian, early 40s, homeless from the look of it,” the ME said, regaining his
composure.  “It looks like he was mauled by a bear.”


 


“I
hate those city-dwelling bears, don’t you?” Jason muttered, leaning over,
trying to keep his coat out of the mess.  The man had been mauled, all right,
torn open from neck to knees, long gashes parallel to the spine.  There was
blood and viscera drying everywhere, and the stench was overpowering, or at
least, it would be to a human. Intellectually he could say it was a disgusting
sight, but in reality he didn’t find fresh corpses that disturbing, having been
one himself.  Decay, now…vampires hated decay.  It was the antithesis of their
existence, and scared many of them on a nearly atavistic level.


 


There
was a dark green slimy substance in the edges of some of the wounds.  He tapped
his relay again.  [Tanya, I’m sending you
images of our John Doe.]


 


The
second part of the Ear, a device on his belt, could be switched into several
modes; he spun the click wheel until red letters flashed in front of his mind’s
eye saying “Camera.”  There was a faint flash of light, and he switched back to
communicator mode and sent the picture to dispatch.


 


“Any
ID?” he asked, looking up at Harding.


 


“No,”
she replied tersely.  “Can you tell me anything useful or are you just here to
rubberneck?”


 


Jason
straightened, just in time for Tanya to beam him the information he wanted.
“Victim is Donald Ray Bowman, age 43.  Former patient at the VA hospital,
paranoid-schizophrenic.  No family in Texas.  You can run a search for
next-of-kin.  The substance in the wounds suggests a Felthrais demon, but I’ll
have to take a sample to be sure.  If it is, you guys are off the hook on this
one.  Give me five minutes.”


 


He
knelt again, this time removing a small glass vial attached to a tube from his
coat, along with a probe and a pair of gloves.  


 


“Doesn’t
the FBI have forensics people who do this sort of work?” the ME asked, looking
uncomfortable.  Jason didn’t really blame him; he’d be irritated if a Fed tried
to do his job, too.  


 


“I
have extensive experience in this field,” he said, pulling on the gloves and
capturing a small dollop of the slime with the probe.  Once it was in the vial,
he capped it and stripped the gloves off, tossing them in the dumpster, then
connected the tube to the device on his belt and switched the Ear’s setting
again.


 


“Analysis
Running” blinked in his mind telepathically.  


 


“Not
to mention,” he went on, “if this is a Felthrais, this goo is toxic and will
eat right through human skin.”


 


“And
what, you aren’t human?” Harding asked with a snide laugh.  “Come on, Adams,
you’re not that special.”


 


He
ignored her, as he often did with conversation not to his taste, and asked
Tanya, [How’s it coming?]


 


[R&D has a preliminary
report—definitely Felthrais.  Six out of eight markers match.  We’ll
probably have all eight in another few minutes.  I’m dispatching two units to
the scene right now.]


 


[Shit.  I guess I know what I’ll be doing with
the last hour of my shift, then.  Can you get me a track on the demon?]


 


[No, sorry.  The attack must have been more than two
hours ago—there’s no remaining energy signature.]


 


[I’ll just have to do it the old fashioned way.]


 


“All
right, Detective, you can all go,” he said.  “We’ll take it from here.”


 


She
was pissed.  They were always pissed.  It was her bad luck that she had dealt
with the SA more than once; in an average year there were perhaps ten
supernatural murders in Travis County, and most of them were handled from
beginning to end by the SA.  Only a handful, like this one, failed to trip any
sort of energetic alarms.


 


While
he waited for the units to arrive, he examined the rest of the crime scene,
looking for evidence that would point him toward the Felthrais.  There were
usually two reasons a demon ended up on the physical plane:  it was brought
there by a human, or it escaped from its home dimension when a doorway or crack
opened up between there and Earth.  In either case the protocol was the same: 
destroy on sight.  A demon wasn’t an animal, or one of the recognized allied
races.  It was a construct designed to kill, maim, or destroy, if not all
three.  


 


In
a way the ME hadn’t been far off; Felthrais did look something like bears. 
Lizard bears with six-inch teeth, but still.  Luckily they weren’t very bright,
and tended to leave a trial of debris from running into things.  Not far from
the body he found a board knocked loose from the fence, and there in the mud
beyond, paydirt:  three-toed footprints and the drag mark of a heavy tail.


 


The
Agents were arriving, and the police were leaving.  Jason drew his pistol and
replaced the standard rounds with a special clip he’d made himself: 
hollow-core bullets filled with acid.  


 


[I’m going after it,] he informed Tanya.  [Do me a favor and let SA-5 know I may be late.]


 


[As always,] she said.  [Good hunting.]


 


*****


 


 


Three
hours later he took one of the subterranean tunnels that crisscrossed Austin
back to the base, avoiding the swiftly-lightening sky; it was half an hour
before sunrise, long after he would prefer to be in bed.  His shift had him
keeping hard hours for a vampire, rising too early and resting too late, but it
was the only way to get everything done.  As it was, if he wanted to have
coffee with the Elf he was going to have to put off his paperwork and get up
even earlier the next evening to finish it.


 


He
stopped at the base’s main underground entrance and let the security system
scan his retinas, fingerprints, and badge.  The computer prompted him for his
verbal code, and he said into the mic, “Shadow Agent 7.  Adams, Jason. 
Authorization 47075-9.”


 


“Authorization accepted.  Welcome home, Agent 7.”


 


The
doors slid open, and he made his tired way to the Armory, where he repeated the
identification process to gain access to his arsenal.


 


The
Armory was long and narrow, lined with benches on one side and labeled metal
drawers on the other.  Each Agent had a drawer that held his or her weapons and
gear, with slots for the individual guns, knives, and specialized ammo that
they carried.  


 


The
last thing he took off was his Ear, but first he said, [SA-7 coding off for the night.  47075-9.]


 


Tanya
sounded as sleepy as he felt.  [Coding
accepted, SA-7.  Get some rest and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.]


 


He
tucked both pieces of the Ear into his locker and pushed it back into the wall,
where it beeped and the locks engaged.


 


Arming
and disarming every night was a ritual he had performed for decades. It was
always followed by a much-needed shower.  He stripped off his filthy uniform,
including the coat; the Felthrais had bled all over him, and as a result there
were holes in all his clothing.  He’d also jumped over a fence in the pursuit
and landed rather embarrassingly in a thorny rose bush, so he was scratched all
over.  He dropped the uniform down the chute outside the showers; a clean one and
a new coat would be waiting for him at his next shift.


 


Just
before he tossed the coat down with the rest, he removed the bag in the left
interior pocket:  a mango, hopefully not too bruised, purchased before he'd
been called to deal with the wizard wannabe.  He set the bag on a seat outside
the showers and got in the stall, turning the hot water on full blast.


 


Finally,
clean and dressed in garments that didn’t stink of flowers and demon blood,
went by the lockers again, this time entering a command override that allowed
him access to all of them.  He pulled open Beck's drawer and put the bag with
the mango inside—he usually gave them to her personally, but he wasn't
going to see her until the next night, and this was another ritual he never
failed to keep.  She'd be back from her own shift already, but her weapons were
still out, so she must be in the training rooms fine-tuning the simulator. 
Good; the mango wouldn't have time to get mushy.


 


He
went to his office, intending to call and ask Rowan if they could meet in the
subterranean lounge instead of the cafeteria.  The sun would be well up by now,
and while the surface-level windows had ultraviolet blocking screens and
indirect radiation wouldn't kill him, it would leave him nauseated with a bitch
of a headache as tired as he was.


 


To
his surprise, the Elf was waiting for him, leaning back in his desk chair.


 


Jason's
stomach tightened with automatic nerves, but he smiled.  "You're the first
good thing I've seen all night," he said.


 


Rowan
smiled back, and they held each other's eyes for just a beat longer than Jason
would have with anyone else.  "Long shift?"


 


"Full
Moon."


 


"Oh,
bless your heart.  All the crazies come out—anything good?"  Rowan
got to his feet and the two walked side by side from the office, across the
Floor toward the smaller of the sub-level lounges; they preferred that one
because the larger was usually more crowded, though the coffee was better
there.  


 


"Nutter
with a goat," Jason told him, earning a laugh.  "Plus a Felthrais
demon, a group of art majors trying to conjure something with a cursed Thrysus,
a couple of false alarms, and someone dealing pot laced with henbane."


 


They
settled into their usual table in the lounge, and Rowan insisted on getting
their drinks himself.  After knowing each other ten years, they knew each
other's habits as well as their own, which was making it very hard for Jason
not to ask point-blank what was going on.


 


Something
was certainly different.  Rowan seemed more relaxed, but moreover, his energy
had changed ever so slightly.  True, he changed all the time—right now
his eyes were a deep, shadowed green, and shoots of grey and paler brown had
appeared in his hair as the leaves and grass outside dried out—but this
was more subtle, as if something in him had started to open.


 


When
he returned to the table, Jason caught the scent again, elemental and
undeniable:  sex.  A woman…human…vegetarian…today.


 


God,
it was true.


 


"One
coffee black, one regular," Rowan said, setting the first cup down in
front of Jason.  Seeing the expression on Jason's face, his eyes grew
concerned.  "Are you all right?"


 


"What?
 No, I mean, yes, I'm fine.  Just tired.  Are…how are you?"


 


"Pretty
well, actually," he answered.  "I feel like I haven't seen you in
weeks."


 


"You
barely have.  You've been hard to find lately."  Jason tried to keep the
accusatory note out of his voice.  "Been having a torrid secret
affair?"


 


Was
he imagining it, or did Rowan look the tiniest bit guilty at that?  "You
know me," he said with a laugh.  "I don't really do torrid."


 


Not
torrid…but secret, now, that was fair game, apparently.  "How's the
inhibitor coming?"


 


Rowan
started talking about his work with Frog, which was one subject Jason had no
clue about, but wasn't really expected to; there was some technology in this
place that was simply beyond even an immortal's grasp.  As the Elf spoke, Jason
watched him, ostensibly paying attention, but really watching his mouth, his
hands around his coffee mug, the way he leaned forward when he was talking
about something important, the way he tucked his hair absently behind one pointed
ear.  


 


How
long had it been, now, that this had gone on?  Years, but how many?  Five? 
Longer?  Perhaps the Elf had had him that first moment, when Jason had stood in
front of him that horrible night and gently taken the gun from his hand.  He
knew that Rowan didn't remember it was Jason who found him, who half-carried
him to the stretcher, and who sat by him until he lost consciousness.  He might
not even remember any of that night, and Jason hoped profoundly that he didn't
for his own sake.  It was hard to connect that pitiful wraith of a creature
with the grace and beauty before him now.


 


In
the end, it didn't matter.  This Elf, the one who knew he liked his coffee
black and who could sense emotions so deeply buried in people that years of
therapy couldn't bring them out, had no idea, no idea at all.  


 


And
now he was fucking that girl.


 


The
thought occurred to Jason that if he wanted to, he could put a stop to it.  A
trainee and trainer sleeping together was, to put it mildly, a conflict of
interest.  There was no one else to train Sara’s gifts, so he was well within
his rights to demand that they stop or be fired.  He wondered if either of them
had thought, or cared, about such consequences to their behavior.


 


Of
course, there was no way he’d do such a thing.  Unless he saw a legitimate
reason beyond his own jealousy he wasn’t going to ruin Sara’s career over it,
and as long as Rowan was happy…at least there was someone willing to make him
happy, someone who wasn’t afraid…he couldn’t stand in the way.


 


“You’re
awfully quiet tonight,” Rowan said, startling him back to the room.  “Are you
sure everything’s okay?”


 


“Yeah,
I’m sure.  I’m just…” He met the Elf’s eyes again, and again considered just
lowering his shields and letting him see.  “I think I might need to head off to
bed pretty soon.  I skipped out on my reports tonight so I’m going to have to
get up early.”


 


“Again?”
 Rowan clucked his tongue in disapproval.  “You don’t get enough rest, young
man.  I know you love your job, but you shouldn’t let it kill you.”


 


He
smiled.  “Of all the things that might kill me, overwork isn’t on the list.”  


 


Rowan
took a drink of his coffee and said, “Even after all this time you’re still
impossible to read, did you know that?”


 


“Yes.
 I learned the hard way not to let anything show.”


 


“That
means that there’s still a lot about you I don’t know, and wish I did.”


 


“So
ask me.”


 


Something
odd crossed Rowan’s face, something almost yearning, but he shook it off and
shook his head.  “Maybe when you’re not fall-down exhausted, or maybe when
we’re both fall-down drunk.  But maybe you could tell me, if there’s a simple
answer, why you’re so blocked off?”


 


Jason
stared into his cup.  “It’s not a simple answer, but the short version
is…love.”


 


There
was a soft smile in Rowan’s voice.  “It’s hard to imagine you in love.”


 


“Is
it?”  He determinedly avoided looking the Elf in the eye.  “I guess that means
I’m doing something right.”  He was thankful for his coffee cup, which gave him
something to do with his hands.  “Besides, there’s plenty I don’t know about
you either.  You have three centuries’ worth of history on me.”


 


“Not
much to tell,” Rowan told him—and now it was his turn to look
uncomfortable.  “Life wasn’t much of an adventure before it went to hell.”


 


“Tell
me about it.”  Jason chuckled in spite of himself.  “It’s a damn shame the only
way to lead a fascinating life is to invite tragedy as well as adventure.”


 


“Amen
to that.  And we’re not exactly in a line of work that encourages peace and
quiet.  We’re all mad as March hares, doing this.”


 


“Absolutely.”
 Jason held up his cup. “To the lunacy that saves our sanity.”


 


They
both laughed and toasted with the dregs of their coffee; then Rowan all but
shoved him out of his chair and toward his quarters.  “Go to bed,” he insisted.
 “Save the world from goat-fuckers tomorrow.”


 


On
an impulse, as they parted, Jason reached out and caught Rowan’s hand, squeezed
it, and let go.  “Good night.”


 


“Good
night,” was the reply, but as he glanced back he saw Rowan standing there in
the hallway, staring at his own hand as if he’d never seen it before.


 


Jason
ran his badge through the scanner on his door, and it swung open, allowing a
blast of loud music to nearly knock him backwards, along with the musty
sweat-socks smell of marijuana.  


 


He
groaned.  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Beck.”


 


His
sister, draped over the couch with her big black boots propped up on the coffee
table, held up the joint in her hand without looking up from the magazine she
was reading.  “Want some?”


 


“If
you’re going to break the law couldn’t you do it in your own damn room?” he
asked, shutting the door behind him.  As he walked by he pushed her feet off
the table, and she made a face at him.  He went over and turned the stereo
volume down to half of where it had been; his head was pounding already.


 


“Oh,
like anyone’s going to arrest one of us.”  She let the joint go out and stuck
it in her jacket pocket, blowing a smoke ring at him.  “You really should take
up some vices, you know.  Besides unrequited love, that is.  A little THC would
probably loosen that stick up your ass.”  Her gaze became critical as she
looked him over.  “You look like shit, bubba.  Have you even fed tonight?”


 


“Before
I went on shift.  What are you doing here?  I really need to go to bed.”


 


“Two
things.  One, I came to raid your music.  You said I could come get the new
Aimee Mann, remember?”  She held up a thumb drive.  “I also nabbed the
Screaming Mimis—we’re doing a cover of ‘Suck This’ and I wanted to give
the bass a listen.  Two, I worked that bug out of the fight simulator.  There
was a problem with the harmonizer on the second projector.  I figured you’d be
later than this, though, so I was gonna finish up with the stereo and leave you
a note about the other thing.  What are you doing back, anyway?  Usually you
and Elf-boy are off for hours doing…whatever it is you do.”


 


“I’m
tired, Beck,” he snapped.  “And all we do is talk.”


 


Her
eyebrows shot up.  “Bitchy much?”


 


He
flopped onto the chair across from her.  “He’s sleeping with Sara.”


 


Beck
gave him a long blink.  “You’re shitting me.”


 


“No.”


 


“Wow,
he’s obviously unclear on the concept of ‘celibate,’” she said.  “I’m so gonna
kick her ass on Monday.”


 


“Don’t
you dare,” he said firmly.  “She hasn’t done anything wrong, Beck.  They’re
adults, and it’s not like…it’s not like anything’s going to happen with me and
him anyway.”


 


“Yeah,
because you’re a chickenshit,” she told him, shaking her head.  “How many times
have I told you just to ask him out?  And that if you waited too long, this was
going to happen eventually?  I mean, yeah, he’s got a messed up past, but it’s
been twelve years.  That’s a long time to go without sex, especially for a guy.”
 She sat forward, dropping her above-it-all front for a moment.  “He’d be lucky
to have you, you know.  You’re awesome.  And I’m not just saying that because
we shot out of the same vagina.”


 


He
smiled.  “Thanks, I think.”  


 


“Look…I
know you’ve got romance issues.  I know what you’ve been through.  I was there,
remember?  I just don’t think it’s good for you to stay so shut down forever. 
If it was anyone else I wouldn’t be so pushy—“


 


“The
hell you say,” he cut in.


 


“—but
this is Rowan we’re talking about.  Don’t you think he’d be worth taking a
leap?”


 


Jason
ran a hand through his hair.  “You’re not allowed to be smarter than me.”


 


She
grinned impishly.  “So don’t be such a moron.  Look, I’ve got Sara for a
weapons session on Monday.  I’ll see if I can find out what’s going on, how
serious this is.  Who knows?  If it’s just shagging, you’ve still got a shot.  Besides,
she’s a human.  One way or another eventually she’ll be out of the picture.”


 


“I
thought you liked Sara.”


 


“I
do.  She’s cool, for a tree-hugging vegetarian and all that.”  Beck stood,
walked over, and kissed him on the forehead.  “But I like you more.  You’re the
only person here half as badass as I am.”


 


“True,”
he agreed, kissing her cheek.  “Get out of here, wench.  Let me sleep.”


 


“Fine,
fine.  But we’re going to get you into that Elf’s pants one way or another.” 
She tousled his hair, winked, and headed for the door.  “’Night, bubba.”


 


“Good
night.”


 


Alone,
finally, he switched off the stereo and stripped off his clothes, crawling into
bed with a sigh.  His mind was full of conflicting thoughts and feelings, but
over the decades he had taught himself how to clear them away and coax his
restless heart into sleep.


 


He
let his eyes rest on the music stand across the room, and on the gleaming wood
of the violin that lay there.  Slowly, note by note, he drew music into his
mind, as if his hands were on the instrument, the sounds only he could hear
replacing thought by thought.  The piece was old and had no name—it was
the first he had ever learned, and over time he had embellished it, adding new
layers of melody and meaning as each new heartbreak gave him more to work with.
 If pain was the true medium of art, after 150 years he was a virtuoso.


 


Memories
flowed in with the music:  memories of strong hands on his shoulders, the heat
of a mouth covering his own, the flash of a bow as it danced over the strings. 
So long ago…the song had its own life now, and it was all he had left of its
creator.  That, and the violin itself, one of the only two constant companions
in his world.   As long as he lived, and whoever he might be unfortunate enough
to love, there would always be that place in him that ached, an ache that only
music could soothe.


 


With
a sigh, Shadow Agent 7 closed his eyes and followed the memory, down and down
into the darkness, into rest, into a peace beyond the reach of moonlight, and
sunlight, and sorrow.











[bookmark: _Since_You_Asked…]Since You Asked…


 


I
did it because it sounded fun, okay?  Does there always have to be some deep
dark secret?  I'm an open book.  What you see is what you get.  


 


Okay,
so most people don't know I want to fuck Jeff Goldblum.  But that's not the
point.  


 


He
told me what happened, and showed me the holes in his neck.  I thought he'd
lost his mind at first.  I'd seen him in love before—god, when we were
human he was always falling head over heels for stable boys, butlers, even a
ditch digger.  I hated watching it.  I knew what was going to happen every
time: someone found out, and we ended up on the street again, with the boy of
the day denying everything, saying he'd been seduced.  Try being Irish and
queer in the 1800s.  It's about as much fun as being Irish and female in the
1800s.  Truly epic in its suckage.


 


So
until he showed me the holes and the mirror, I didn't believe him about
Duvalier.  But seeing them together after that it was obvious.  It was love,
for real this time.  Kind of nauseating.  I'm not much of a romantic, myself. 
Skip the roses and give me a pair of nipple clamps.


 


He
smiled so much back then.  I remember him practicing Mozart, thinking, yeah,
this is how it's supposed to be.  I had a bad feeling about it, but what could
I do?  All our lives he took care of me.  I would have ended up in a whorehouse
if it weren't for him.  I had to let him be happy, even just for a little
while.


 


"I'm
scared," he said one night.  "I don't know if I can live like
this."


 


Yeah.
 My brother, scared.  It doesn't happen often.  I asked him, "What are the
rules?  What has to change?" and he told me everything Duvalier had told
him.


 


No
sunlight, ever again.  Ten seconds and we burn.  No mirrors.  No real food.  No
turning into bats, no coffins, the garlic thing is bullshit and so is the
crucifix thing.  We get some pretty awesome benefits:  super strength, super
hearing and sight and smell and even taste, super-speed healing.  We never age.
 We're hard to kill.  Sunlight, fire, stakes, decapitation, that's pretty much
it.  When you consider how many ways there are to kill a human, that's not bad.


 


I
don't miss the sun.  No, I really don't.  I look awful with a tan anyway.  I
think.  It's been a while.


 


I
know we're supposed to mope and brood and wish we were still human.  Right. 
You know what being human is?  Dying all the time.  Every minute of every day,
your body dies, one cell at a time.  Mine doesn't.  I'm a constant.  Beck's
Constant, like in chemistry.  B equals forever, divided by leather.  An ass
like this deserves immortality.


 


He
broods, of course, but the truth is he loves it too.  If we'd stayed human we
would have probably died of cholera, or he'd have gotten the Clap from one of
his stable boys and left me all alone.  


 


That's
what it was, if you really want to know.  We're a set.  Me without him doesn't
make any sense and vice versa.  We're Scully and Mulder, only without the
sexual tension.  My brother's hot shit and all, but no thank you.  This isn't
Happy Hour in Appalachia.


 


I
told him, "There's no way you're doing this without me.  No way." 
And he hugged me—an honest to god hug.  That's how I knew it was the
right decision.  


 


Regrets?
 None.  Zero.  At least, not for me.  I wish I could have stopped what
happened, and I wish he could be a little more like he used to be, back when he
let people in.  I promised I wouldn't interfere with Rowan.  I promised.  But you know all those bad
feelings I got with all those other guys?  When I think about those two, I get
nothing but a big fat "YES!"  


 


But
bless him, he's just not that bright.  One of these days he's going to get over
himself and go for it.  It'll be nice to see him smile again.  But in the
meantime somebody's got to keep an eye on him, and that's my job.  Save the
world, shoot the bad guys, and take care of my big dumb brother.  That's what
family does.


 


Jesus
Christ, I'm Irish.  


 


Now
if you'll excuse me, I've got to go drink my dinner then show this New Age
granola chick how the big girls play.  You know, without shooting herself in
the foot this time?


 


Yeah,
I'm still laughing about that.
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The
annoying thing about working for an organization like the SA, which has about
100 employees who all live together, is that word gets around.  If you sneeze
in your own shower at 8am, by 8:15 at least five people will ask how your cold
is.  


 


And
if you shoot yourself in the foot, well, fuck it all.  You’re doomed.


 


“I’m
telling you,” I said, step-thumping over to the chair and sitting down, “she
said it wasn’t loaded.”


 


SA-7
was a consummate professional, but his eyes glinted.  Apparently schadenfreude is as popular among the
undead as the living.  “And you didn’t double-check.”


 


“Why
would Beck lie to me?”


 


“That’s
not the point,” he replied sharply.  “It wasn’t a can of spray cheese, Sara, it
was a .45.  When you’re handling something that can kill you, you double check.
 You check the bullets, you check the safety, and you don’t point it at
anything you don’t want to see dead.  Including your foot.  You could have
blown it off completely.”


 


“Well,
I’ve learned my lesson,” I said, my irritation deflating into humiliation.  I’d
warned him, and I’d warned Beck, that I was going to suck at this.  My second
month of training and I had seriously screwed up.  


 


“I
hope so,” Jason said.  His tone was still harsh, and there was ice in his gaze
now that the humor had faded.  He seemed a lot less patient with me lately.  I
didn’t blame him.  Thank god he didn’t know about me and Rowan; as far as I
knew nobody did.


 


“I
expect to see significant improvement by the end of next week,” he informed me,
making a notation in my file.  


 


“Yes,
sir.”  


 


“Now,
aside from your ineptitude in weapons, you’re doing passably well in everything
else.  Carlos says your stamina and strength are both improving quickly and
that you’ve got promise in martial arts.  He did recommend that you join the
staff yoga class twice a week to work on your flexibility.”


 


“I
have no idea how I’m going to fit that in with everything else,” I said, trying
not to whine.  “I barely have time to sleep as it is.”


 


“So
I hear,” he said without looking at me.


 


A
cold hand gripped my stomach.  


 


He
knew.  Oh shit, he knew.


 


“It’s
up to you to manage your time,” he went on.  “If this is too much for you, you
can always go back to Admin.”


 


Was
he trying to get rid of me?  Surely not.  I was being paranoid.  He was an
Agent, and over a century old.  He had to be above that kind of pettiness. 
“No, I’ll handle it.  I’m just venting.”


 


“Fine.
 Obviously with your injury you’ll have to scale back on your workouts for a
couple of weeks—I’ll speak to Carlos.  For now we’ll stick with three
weapons sessions per week, but if you don’t start hitting the target by next
week we’ll up it to five. You still have your psionics sessions as well;
hopefully we can start you with Tanya in dispatch before long.  SA-5 has
been…pleased with your progress…thus far.”


 


I
felt like I was going to throw up.  How had he found out?  And if he was as in
love with Rowan as I knew he was, why wasn’t he saying anything?  I didn’t want
to hurt him, or anyone else.  If he’d ask, I would tell him what was really
going on.  God knew I could have used someone to talk to about it…although
Jason probably wasn’t the best choice of confidante in this situation.


 


“Now,
if you don’t have any questions or concerns, I’ll see you again in two weeks.”


 


I
was dismissed.  I limped out of the office, feeling…ashamed, and alone. 
Intellectually I knew I wasn’t doing anything wrong.  It wasn’t my fault that
Jason and Rowan were both too blind to see they belonged together, or that
Rowan was so broken inside that the thought of being with the one he really
loved terrified him beyond all reason.  


 


If
Jason had any idea what we were going through, he wouldn’t envy me at all.  


 


Sad
how the best sex of my life was also the worst.  


 


Nothing
about this place was turning out to be what I’d expected, or hoped for.  I had
hoped I’d have some kind of aptitude for being an Agent, but so far I was only
good at the psychic side of things.  Everything else was proving harder than I
had thought possible, and I was exhausted most of the time, barely able to stay
awake while the Policies and Procedures instructor droned on and on about this
Code and that Occult Act.  


 


I
wanted desperately to go to my quarters and go straight to bed, but I'd said I
would check in on Rowan first, and I wasn't about to start breaking my word to
him.  I took the long hallway to his place, thanking every god I could think of
that tomorrow was Saturday and at the very least I didn't have to get up early.
 


 


I
sighed and ran my badge over the door scanner; we were allowed to have up to
three additional IDs programmed into our locks, and there were of course
security overrides.  So far I only had one.  Frog hadn't asked yet, and truth
be told I barely saw him anymore except about once a week for a quick breakfast
before I dragged myself to the gym to get bitched at by a muscle-bound Agent
who believed in things like wheat germ and spirulina.


 


Then
there were endless hours in classes, learning about the inner workings of the
Agency, and even longer hours with an impatient female vampire who, for
whatever reason, seemed to have decided not to like me, and who may have been a
great Agent but was a terrible teacher.


 


Although
now that I knew Jason was onto us, I was pretty sure I knew why Beck looked at
me like I was some sort of plague rat.  


 


My
body was being worked more, and harder, than it ever had been in my life…and
that was before I got off duty.  


 


The
door swung open, and the second I saw the Elf dozing on the sofa, I forgot
everything—the aches in all my muscles, the pain and embarrassment of my
stupid foot, my frustration, everything.  The whole world dissolved into a
puddle of rainwater and dried up in the sun.


 


It
turned out that Elven pheromones, once unleashed, were a force of nature that
no human resolve could defeat.


 


We'd
discussed the matter and agreed that this was certainly not love, at least, not
in the romantic sense.  This was probably the least romantic relationship I'd
ever had, and yet…


 


I
closed the door behind me and went over to the couch, kneeling beside my
sleeping lover, who didn't stir, a testament to how exhausted we both
were—after years of resting at half-attention with ears primed for the
sound of footsteps, he was a light sleeper, often starting alert when the air
conditioner clicked on or off.  


 


Even
in sleep, he didn't lose his pain, as dreams darker and more horrific than I
could even imagine played through the theater of his mind, reliving moments he
had buried or forgotten in a haze of endless misery.  We shared a lot, but I
was grateful we didn't share memories, at least not so far.  I was teetering
perilously on the edge of sanity already.


 


One
hand hung over the side of the couch, and I took it gingerly in my own, kissing
the palm.  In spite of it all, just being here, watching him sleep…I felt
warmth and serenity whispering through me, the quiet beauty of his presence,
and again my resolve strengthened.  He needed me, and I was happy to be
needed…I just wished it didn't have to be so awful, for either of us.  I wished
we could just have mind-blowing sex and curl up watching movies and talking
about mythology and philosophy, without everything else, without my having to
watch him suffer, or having to shoot him full of drugs just because he'd fucked
me.  Celibacy seemed the kinder alternative, but we both knew that, in the long
run, this was the right thing.  


 


He
murmured something in his sleep in Elvish, and his eyes fluttered open.  I noticed
that tonight their deep green had just the slightest tint of brown.  If it
weren't for him I would have no idea what season it was, outside.  My whole
universe was indoors and underground.


 


"You
need to get out more," he said with a smile, and I smiled back, tsk-ing at
him.  


 


"Get
out of my head," I admonished, not meaning it.  


 


"I'm
serious."  He turned onto his side so he could look at me squarely. 
"You're a Witch, Sara.  You need to be outside.  The people here will
forget that.  They forget everything that isn't related to work."  


 


"Yeah."


 


"Maybe
next week we can have our sessions up in the labyrinth again."


 


I
chuckled, tracing the lines of his palm with my index finger.  "You mean
instead of coming here and having sex?"


 


"We've
been working," he insisted.  "You're…very good at absorbing knowledge
as long as your mind is open, and clearly, the best way to keep it open
is—"


 


"With
your head between my legs, I know," I interrupted with a laugh.  "I'm
not arguing.  I'm just wondering what the powers that be would say if they knew
about your unorthodox teaching methods."


 


We
hadn't really talked about that, and I instantly regretted bringing it up.  His
face clouded, and he looked away, levity fading.  


 


"This
is the most unethical thing I've ever done," he said tiredly, putting his
free hand over his eyes.  "I'm abusing my authority and taking advantage
of you."


 


"As
I recall, Agent 5, this was my idea."


 


A
spark of humor returned.  "And all of your ideas are such good ones."


 


"Come
on," I said.  "Let's go to bed.  We both need sleep."


 


He
grunted his assent and let me pull him up off the couch by his arm. 
"How's your foot?" he asked.


 


"Hurts
like a motherbear.  And I'm not exactly getting sympathy from the masses."


 


He
paused in the doorway of the bedroom, looking thoughtful.  "I
wonder…"


 


"What?"


 


"I
might be able to help you now.  Help you heal faster.  We've made a lot of
progress—"


 


"No,"
I shook my head.  "I'll be fine.  It's my own fault.  Besides, if all of a
sudden I start healing faster than a normal human people will start asking
questions."


 


"I
want to do something for you, Sara.  I owe you so much already."


 


I
waved the comment away, going over to straighten the sheets where we'd left
them in a tangle that morning.  "You don't owe me anything."


 


He
didn't agree, but didn't press the issue.  I always won the argument, but I
always got the feeling like he was humoring me; there were times when, in the
midst of one of my passionate diatribes about something or another, I would
catch him looking at me in a way that reminded me very solidly that this person
I was sleeping with, who made me scream and claw the sheets and left me soaked
and sore and feeling like the most cherished creature on Earth, was not human,
had never been.  He was 420 years old, and in heart even older than that.  It
shouldn't have been so easy to forget.  I only had to look in his eyes, or at
his ears or hair or the deceptive slenderness of his body, to see the
difference. 


 


Nights
like tonight, we undressed and fell into bed together without any attempt on
either of our parts toward anything more.  I was spoiled, even after a few
weeks, to the warmth and safety of him next to me.  I had been a restless
sleeper, tossing and turning, but now my body was content to twine itself
around him like ivy with his face buried in my neck and his hands—god,
those hands—curved around my hip and arm.  


 


The
only thing that still bothered me despite all his insistences that it had
nothing to do with me, personally, was that I didn't get him hard, at least not
involuntarily.  He was always ready when the time came, but that was an act of
will.


 


Every
man I'd ever slept with had woken me up jabbing me in the ass, grinding into me
in his sleep (or so he claimed), or had pressed against me when we danced. 
Rowan had complete conscious control over his entire body dating back
centuries.  He rarely made any demands on me for his own pleasure; in fact, he
only seemed to care at all because I cared.  The tit-for-tat approach to sex
was a human thing, he said, but in his line of work it was all about the
client.


 


He
could control his body, but not his power; it still went rogue with alarming
frequency when we were together.  At least I knew from the empathic link
between us that he did find me attractive, despite evidence to the contrary. 
Still, it wasn't terribly good for my ego.


 


It
had always been a point of pride with me that I'd been good in bed.  Chubby
girls usually are, after all, and not out of some pathetic form of gratitude,
but almost out of spite.  It's a shake of the fist, so to speak, in the face of
all the men who ignore and belittle us.  I knew I was good, and I had always
had plenty of takers; not necessarily to my taste, perhaps, but offers
abounded, especially from other Pagans, who tend to be more open sexually than
their mainstream counterparts.  I'd been going through a dry spell when I moved
to Austin, but that was rare for me.  I'd made men thrash and curse and beg,
and I couldn't even get so much as a quiver out of Rowan.


 


I
lay facing him, the two of us settling in for the night with sighs and murmurs,
arms seeking each other out until we were wrapped tightly.  


 


"Hipbones,"
he said.  


 


"Huh?"


 


He
squeezed my side.  "I keep finding new muscles and bones where there was
softness before."


 


"I
imagine so, since all I ever do is work out and try to shoot things.  Is that
good or bad?"


 


"I
will think you're beautiful no matter what," he told me, and I knew it was
true.  "I did like you rounded off at the corners, though.  Elven women
are a bit pointy compared to humans.  It's something I've always appreciated
about your race."


 


I
looked at him, taking in the subtle differences between his body and that of a
human male's—nothing immediately obvious, in fact I hadn't noticed it at
all the first time we'd had sex, but there were little distinctions.  He had no
body hair, for one thing.  The line of his body was almost serpentine, curving
just a little more than a man's would, but not enough to be feminine exactly. 
He was thin, but not skinny; someone his size should have looked frailer, but
there was hard muscle there, flat like a dancer's.  He moved like a deer, all
careful steps and perked ears, and if I had to sum him up in one word, that
word would be "grace."


 


There
was also the fact that the first time I'd seen him naked I had thought he was a
eunuch—after everything he'd been through it wouldn't have surprised
me—but it turned out that male Elves had internal testicles.  The
difference in body temperature was one of the things that made our species
incompatible when it came to breeding.  In a natural setting his sperm would
die the second they hit my uterus.  Theoretically, if combined in a lab, the
incompatibilities could be overcome, but so far experiments had yet to result
in an actual baby, just embryos that died within a few weeks.


 


It
had taken some getting used to, and I'd expressed puzzlement over the
idea—if part of the plumbing was indoor, why not all of it, like other
animals?  


 


"Where
would be the fun in that?" he had asked with a mischievous grin. 
"It's a mystery of our evolution.  We also have two fewer vertebrae than a
human, no tailbone, and our gestational period is a full year instead of nine
months.  There's a whole constellation of differences, but the theory most
researchers subscribe to is that where humans evolved from a common ancestor
with other primates, Elves are a completely different kind of animal.  There
aren't enough of us left to do extensive studies, but the SA research center in
DC has my x-rays and so forth in their library."


 


That
was the most he'd really spoken about his people since we'd met, so I didn't
push; I was trying to encourage the good memories, but I had to be careful. 
He'd lived 400 years in peace and only twenty in slavery, but those twenty had
caused so much damage it was as if there was no amount of happiness that could
outweigh them.  I hoped that eventually we could tip the scales, if I could
keep him from going completely batfuck insane.  


 


Or
myself, at this rate.


 


"Tell
me about being a rethla," I
said, keeping my voice down in the quiet, dark room.  It always took him about
half an hour to drift off once we were in bed, and it was either steer the
conversation or venture into dangerous territory with his brooding.


 


He
didn't sound at all bothered by the request, which was a good sign.  "What
do you want to know?"


 


"How
did you become one?"


 


He
nuzzled my ear, and his voice was low and almost a purr, a sign that he was
feeling comparatively well and had probably had a good, if long, day.  The
sound brought heat rushing through me, but I ignored it.  


 


"At
the age of thirteen every Elf is sent to a House—a college, more or less,
where they learn whatever calling they were born to.  There's a ritual, a sort
of divination, that identifies that calling, but usually by the time we come of
age it's pretty clear what we're suited for.  Every House has its own
requirements for graduation.  Ours was an eight year training program followed
by a two-year novitiate."


 


"You
started learning how to get people off when you were 13?"


 


"Not
exactly.  We started with basic magical techniques, energy work, learning our
own bodies.  After a year we moved into our erotic education, but even then we
didn't lay a hand on another until we were sixteen."


 


"So
what happens if someone decides she doesn't want to be something?  Are you
allowed to change your mind?"


 


A
bit surprised by the question, he paused, and then said, "You know, I
don't think that's ever happened."


 


"That's
too bad."


 


"Why
do you say that?"


 


"Well…are
you going to want to go back to your old life, once this is all over?  You said
that rethla don't have life partners
or even real relationships, that you live for those you serve but aren't
monogamous.  Where does that leave you?"


 


"I
don't know.  Honestly I'm trying not to think about it.  There's not much of a
precedent for a rethla falling in
love, if that's what it is."


 


"Oh,
it is," I informed him.  "Trust me, I'm psychic." 


 


"Are
you?  I had no idea."


 


I
flicked him in the shoulder, and he nipped my ear good-naturedly.  "I
don't know," he repeated, starting to sound like he was about to slide
into sleep.  "I'm not really sure what I am anymore."


 


I
stroked his hair, guiding his head to my shoulder.  "You're Rowan.  The
rest, we'll figure out."


 


A
sigh, and he murmured, "Good night, anama."


 


I
smiled into his hair.  We hadn't exactly been having Elvish lessons, but I had
picked up a few phrases from him, and that particular term was one I loved:  it
was one of their seven words for "friend," and the one that held the
connotation of two people connected at the spirit, something between
"friend" and "soul mate."  The other word he used for me, fedela, was more like “friend with
benefits.”


 


No
matter how bad things got and no matter how drained I was by my weird new life,
that made it all worthwhile…for now.


 


 


*****


 


Of
course, it was hard to remember the contentment of wandering off into dreams
with one’s lover when standing up for the third hour in a row, gigantic
headphones covering my ears and shatterproof goggles over my eyes, with my foot
throbbing dully and my arms practically shrieking in pain, trying yet again to
get a small lead projectile to actually hit a target and not the wall.


 


On
weekends the shooting range was open to anyone who wanted to practice, or to
special sessions above and beyond the schedule.  That Sunday I'd gotten a mad
whim to come see what I could do without a vampire breathing down my neck, and
so far, the answer was "absolute dick."


 


I
was getting angry, which even I knew was a sign I shouldn't be in here anymore.
 


 


Beck
had tried me out on a variety of guns, but the one I really needed to learn on
was the standard-issue SA handgun, a 9-millimeter semiautomatic
something-or-other.  I knew I was supposed to remember the specifics, as there
were at least a dozen different varieties of firearm I'd have to at least
practice on, but Beck had been mildly comforting when she had told me that when
I got out in the field, being a psychic Agent I'd most likely only have to carry
this one, and even then I probably wouldn't have to use it except in a dire
emergency.  Psychics didn't go out alone, and it was considered the
responsibility of their team to protect them.


 


"Think
of it this way," she'd said.  "You've actually already shot more
people than most Agents ever do."


 


Very
funny.  I still, however, had to pass the course and the test.  


 


That
wasn't looking terribly likely at this point.


 


I
looked at the gun in my hand, still baffled that I was holding a piece of
equipment that could, with one squeeze of the trigger, end a life.  I'd heard a
lot of people talk about how powerful they felt using one of these, and in
movies whoever had the guns was the one in charge.  Was it having power over
life and death?  Was it having an extension of the penis metaphor, all very
Freudian?  Was it the societal-encoded sense of authority and danger given to
anyone who could kill so easily, so thoughtlessly?  It always looked so
effortless on film.  Hell, it even looked effortless when Beck pumped bullets
into a target.  


 


But
it wasn't like that, not for me.  I felt wrong, like an impostor.  And the
truth was, Jason was right—if I couldn't pull the trigger I had no
business in the field.  This was law enforcement, not a video game.  These were
real bullets, and chances were one of these days that human-shaped target at
the far end of the range was going to be a living, breathing person, or at
least a demon.  


 


My
eyes moved from the gun down to my bandaged foot.  Real blood, real pain.  I'd
barely even hit myself, too—a bad graze, with the bullet ricocheting off
the wall and lodging itself in the door.  Beck had been livid, but had also
laughed her ass off at me hopping around crying, as she hit the emergency
button and summoned the medical staff.  Even something as ridiculous as
shooting oneself in the foot got full attention down here.  There were incident
reports filed by Beck, Dr. Nava, and me and signed off on by my counselor. 
Every round fired from every weapon registered to the SA had to be accounted
for.


 


Real
blood.  And next time it might not be a graze, or my foot, or even me.  


 


I
set the gun down on the bar in front of me and pulled off the protective gear,
suddenly fighting back tears.  It was all too much.  Any semblance of a normal
life had been sucked out of me, but I wasn't fit for anything
extraordinary—the best I could hope for was to end up in dispatch instead
of Admin.  A couple of months ago that would have been enough for me, but now,
I was as confused about myself as Rowan was.  


 


Add
to that, the night before had been bad, worse than I was ready to deal with
after the calm of Friday night.  I'd had to give him a double dose of morphine
to fight off the pain, and even then he'd shaken and cried out, not recognizing
me or anything around us, lost in flashbacks and searing agony.  I hadn't
slept.  It had been a stupid idea to come here, but I was restless and unhappy
and needed something to do, and unless it was an emergency there was a 12-hour
waiting period on off-base passes.


 


The
last couple of people in the range had left, and I was alone, just me and a gun
in a long narrow lane with a still-untouched target at the end.  I leaned back
against the wall, wiping sweat off my forehead with a trembling hand, and
before I knew it I was sinking, sliding down to the cold concrete floor, crying
into my arms, leaning on my knees.


 


I
don't know how long I was there before I heard the door open, but I started and
looked up through my tears, feeling my heart sink even lower.


 


SA-7,
still in full uniform complete with coat and weaponry, stood in the doorway,
watching me impassively, as if he stumbled across weeping women every day.  


 


We
stared at each other for a long moment, and I expected him to reprimand me or
at least tell me smugly to get up and go cry in my quarters, but instead, he
walked up to the bar and picked up the gun I'd been shooting, looking it over. 



 


I
saw him smile, and he looked over at me, holding up the gun in one hand and the
clip in the other.  "You unloaded it."


 


I
nodded, confused.  "So?"


 


"So,
you're learning."


 


I
shrugged.  "Not enough.  I'm sorry.  I just don't think I can do
this."


 


"Come
here."


 


I
forced myself to my feet, and over to his side, where he took the ear
protectors and put them back on my head, then the goggles.  He lay the gun back
down where it was, then moved to stand behind me; I felt his hands on my
shoulders, light but strong.


 


There
was a sort of tap at the back of my mind, and I realized he had opened a
telepathic channel to me; I was too astonished not to reciprocate, and his
voice, commanding but somehow soothing, filled my mind.


 


[Pick it up.]


 


I
frowned.  "Don't you need protective stuff too?"


 


[You can't damage a vampire's hearing.  Now pick
it up.]


 


I
obeyed, and loaded it, not sure where he was going with this but frankly amazed
that he was a) touching me, b) allowing me close enough to even hear him
mind-to-mind, and c) being nice to me, sort of.


 


[Now.  When you raise energy and move it, how
does it work?]


 


I
didn't put it into words, but the images were easy enough to show him.  Raising
energy was as natural to me as grounding, but worked in the opposite
direction—grounding, I anchored myself to the Earth, whereas what he
wanted me to show him was how I brought energy out of myself and into the
universe to work magic.  


 


[But it still starts with grounding,] he pointed out, displaying a familiarity with
energy work that I wouldn't have expected.  [So
ground, Witch.]


 


Easier
said than done with a vampire less than a foot from my throat, but I wasn't an
amateur at this; I brought my awareness back to my breath, and let it calm me,
following it in and out.  Within moments my tears and anger had dropped to a
manageable level.  It was a bit embarrassing that I'd let it get so out of
hand.


 


[Good.  Now follow my lead, and breathe.]


 


Images
and sensations flowed into me, implanting knowledge the same way Rowan did, but
this wasn't some rarefied psychic discipline taught through my body, it was a
purely physical lesson taught through the mind.  I'd had no idea Jason was so
powerful.  


 


I
let his mind wrap around mine, and partially surrendered control of my body. 
My stance changed, relaxed; I breathed slowly and deeply, and on the outbreath
squeezed the trigger; and before I could even spare a single concrete thought,
a half-dozen tiny explosions erupted through my arm, and I was staring at a
human shape with six holes in it.


 


"Oh
my god."


 


[Again.  Seek your ground, and from there,
breathe and release.]


 


I
did it again.


 


And
again.


 


And
again, this time without him prompting me.


 


They
weren't excellent shots, by any means, but they all hit the target.  My heart
was in my throat, and I was sweating buckets from maintaining the contact, but
I was fighting off tears again, this time of relief.  


 


"I'm
not hopeless," I panted.  "I don't believe it."


 


He
took the gun from me, and without even looking at the target, held out his arm
sideways and fired a single shot through the center of its forehead.


 


I
gulped.


 


He
smiled.  "Eventually you'll be able to do that.  But for now, work with
what you've learned today.  You had a mental block against this and it should
have been addressed.  Hopefully now that the basics are in your mind you'll be
able to come to terms with this part of the job.  You’re focusing too much on
the negative aspects and not on what you’re really doing:  protecting innocent
people from those who would harm or exploit them.  Believe me, Sara, if there’s
a way to avoid shooting someone, we find it.  Well, most of us do."


 


"Why
didn't Beck teach me that way?"


 


"Beck
is not a powerful telepath.  She can receive, as from the Ears, but her
projection is weak without technological backup.  She wasn't trying to make
life hard for you—if I'd known you were having this kind of trouble I
would have stepped in earlier."


 


"Would
you have?"


 


Again,
our eyes met, and I sensed a challenge, one I wasn't stupid enough to rise to. 
I looked away first.


 


"What
you do in your private time is not my business," he said flatly.  


 


"But
it's not like that," I insisted.  "I swear."


 


"I'll
leave you to sign out; I'm sure you know the procedure by now."


 


He
turned to walk away, and I grabbed his arm, not thinking until it was too late
that that might not be the brightest idea in the world.


 


He
looked down at his arm and my hand, then up at my face, and his blue eyes were
ringed with silver.  Oh, that had to be a bad, bad sign.  "Let go,"
he said, and though he was perfectly calm, there was frost in his voice. 


 


"Please,
just listen to me.  Please."


 


I
dropped his wrist and stepped back, and he glared at me for a moment before
crossing his arms and raising an eyebrow.  "All right."


 


I
found that, with him standing there, waiting for an explanation, I had no idea
what to say.  The brief moment of shared purpose between us had vanished, and
the wall had slammed back down.  I was facing an alien creature, a stranger.  


 


"It's
not what you think.  It's not love.  I mean, it is, but not that kind.  I don't
even really know what to call it, but…god, I'm saying this wrong."  I
sounded like an idiot, and worst of all, my eyes were burning again.  A hot
tear, and another, ran down my cheek, and I knew I was turning red—it was
even more humiliating than shooting myself in the fucking foot.  Here I was, a
grown woman, trying to defend my sex life to an armed man old enough to be my
great-grandparent.  


 


I
broke down again, turning away, balling up my fists and pressing them into my
closed eyes.  "You don't understand," I managed.  "It hurts.  It
hurts so much and I'm so tired, and everyone hates me, and there's nobody I can
tell.  And you're probably going to fire me now anyway and you know, I'm
starting to think that's a good idea, because I'm just fucking it all up,
and…and I don't even know if I'm really helping him.  It's so awful.  I'm so
tired.  I'm sorry."


 


All
of that came out in halting gasps between sobs, and I waited for derisive
laughter or impatience, wishing the ground would swallow me.  How long had I
wanted a place to belong?  And now that I’d found something to be a part of, it
turned out I wasn’t good enough.  It was the same story I’d written for myself
half a dozen times since I ran away from home, and I knew how it was going to
end.


 


I
wish I could describe how shocked I was when I felt his arms around me, but there
really aren't words.  The smell of sweat and smoke and wool, along with
something beneath it that was impossible to define but very old, hit me with
the force of a brick wall, and I clung, desperate, burying my face in the cool
skin of his neck and bawling like an abandoned toddler.  I felt something cold
and hard jab into my hip, and my brain vaguely assured me it was in fact a
pistol and not a penis, which would have been funny if I could have laughed.  


 


I
cried, and cried, and he simply stood there holding me, arms and coat both
wrapped around me like protective wings.  I hadn't known what to say, but as it
turned out I didn't need to—I only had to let him see.


 


Understanding
dawned, and the arms tightened almost fiercely.  


 


Finally,
finally, I caught my breath, but I simply didn't have the strength to drag
myself back to calm.  Again, I felt the mental touch, and something else
unexpected happened:  warm, liquid relaxation poured into me, the same as that
first night I'd been brought here, but with a different flavor.  Rowan's energy
was vibrant and gentle, touched with water and the taste of fresh-turned earth;
Jason's was dark and sweet, like old wine kissed with fire.  I felt myself
tumbling from consciousness, and I might have fought it, but the relief was so
intense that I surrendered, my body going limp, caught and lifted up and
carried into the welcoming dark.


 


*****


 


I
woke in my own bed, and the first thing I saw was Jason, sitting in the chair
in the corner with Pywacket curled up and purring loudly in his lap.  There
were candles burning, as well as a stick of incense on my dresser.  The Agent
was still in uniform and even as odd as the juxtaposition was between him and
the scene, he was almost unbearably attractive, at home in his body in a way I
could never be.


 


"I
owe you an apology," he said.


 


I
sat up, pulling the comforter around me.  I was in a pair of sweats and a tank
top—he'd changed me at some point.  That thought was far less disturbing
than it would have been if I’d thought for a minute he cared one way or the
other.  I shrugged.


 


"I
didn't think I was the jealous type," he went on, "but apparently I
am.  It was unprofessional of me."


 


My
eyes hurt.  In fact I hurt pretty much all over, and my foot was killing me. 
Dr. Nava had prescribed some Vicodin but I had avoided them for the most part
since they made me groggy.  Right now a bit of grog might be just what the
doctor ordered.


 


Jason
inclined his head toward the bedside table, and I saw he'd found my
prescription bottle and set it there along with a glass of water.  I cast him a
grateful look and fumbled the bottle open.


 


He
watched, and I sensed he was fighting with himself about what to say or not to
say to me, but after a pause he said, "I'm in love with Rowan.  You know
that."


 


I
smiled a little.  "I know."


 


"Then
you probably figured out that he was the Elf I told you about that evening in
my office."


 


"Yeah."


 


"So
I'm well aware of what he's been through.  I've seen it.  I'm not a strong
empath, but I felt it.  And I know that I can't help him, not the way you
can."


 


I
nodded.  "Not yet.  He's so afraid.  Right now, I don't think he could
handle being with a man, even if it was
someone he loved, like you."


 


Jason
stared at me, eyes widening, and I realized what I'd said.  


 


"Shit,"
I sighed.  "I can't seem to do anything right, can I."  Seeing the
absolute and utter shock on his face, I couldn't help but giggle.  It wasn't
really an expression that one would anticipate ever seeing in an immortal.  On
Jason it was nothing short of hysterically funny—he looked like someone
had hit him in the back of the head with a fencepost.


 


"Well,
it's just dumb for you two not to know anyway.  It's so cliché, kind of
soap-opera with a bit of Shakespearean comedy-of-errors thrown in.  But you're
both already hurting enough over each other.  I'm not going to make it worse. 
He loves you.  Completely.  But the problem is…okay, one problem is…his kind
aren't supposed to get involved one on one; they're supposed to love everyone
equally and serve everyone equally."


 


"His…his
kind?" Jason could barely speak, but the need to know the truth was far
too pressing.  


 


"Yes.
 Among his people he's some sort of courtesan/healer type thing, a—"


 


"Rethla," he finished for me, nodding to himself as if the
pieces of a puzzle had just fallen into place.  "Of course…god, I should
have seen it before."


 


"You
know what rethla are?"


 


"After
the SA sent Rowan here to Austin with Dr. Nava, I did some research on the
Elven race.  I'd heard of them but never seen a real one before, so I was
curious.  The archives didn't have much, but they did mention the rethla."


 


"So
did you get transferred here on purpose because of Rowan?"


 


"No,
I got transferred here because they lost their top two Agents and needed
someone of my level to take over.  Plus I'd been wanting to work here for
years; Austin has a reputation as the best branch of the entire Agency." 
A slightly sheepish smile flickered on his lips.  "The fact that he was
here just made it that much more attractive."


 


I
ran my hands through my hair, wondering what I looked like—probably like
a tumbleweed who’d lost a fight with a porcupine.  "So what happens
now?"


 


Jason
considered that, absently scratching Py’s chin; the cat was in heaven. 
"I'm giving you three days' leave to get yourself together.  I'll file it
with Nava; we can blame it on your foot if you like.  You'll resume training on
Thursday on the schedule we discussed already.  I'd recommend that you get the
hell out of this building.  I'll let Personnel know that you're to be granted a
three-day pass to come and go, as long as you take an emergency transmitter. 
Go into town, see a movie, go to the park.  Anything to get you away from all
the responsibility you've quite foolishly shouldered at a time when you already
had enough on your plate."


 


"You
would do the same thing," I pointed out, "if you could."


 


"Of
course I would.  But I'm older than you, and stronger, physically."


 


"Not
just physically."


 


Another
smile, and was it affection I saw, or at least appreciation?  "Don't
underestimate yourself, Sara. But you still shouldn't be doing this
alone."


 


"Dr.
Nava knows," I said, rubbing my eyes wearily.  "She's been giving us
drugs.  When he has an…episode, there's really intense nerve pain, and it was
hard for them to find stuff that works on Elves."


 


"All
right.  So we should consult with her on this, and possibly with Dr.
Cunningham; she's one of the psychologists on staff, and an expert in PTSD.  I
can arrange for you to talk with her yourself, too, whenever you feel
overwhelmed and need someone.  It's important that our Agents maintain their
emotional and mental balance.”


 


“So
what are we now, Team Punani?  I don’t know how Rowan’s going to feel about so
many people knowing what’s going on, like he’s some sort of science project.”


 


“He
doesn’t have to know.”


 


“Have
you ever tried to keep a secret from someone you’re empathically linked to?”


 


“If
anyone can manage it, you can.”


 


He
tipped Pywacket out of his lap and stood up, brushing off the mat of cat hair
that had formed.  Py made an exasperated noise and walked away with his tail in
the air.


 


Jason
reached into his coat and fished out something that turned out to be a small silver
card case.  He handed me a card with his apartment number, cell phone number,
and private office extension printed alongside the Shadow Agency emblem.  


 


“You’ll
need this eventually,” he said.  “If things get out of hand, or there’s some
kind of emergency with him, or if…if you need anything at all.”


 


I
nodded, not quite able to process one more surprise on a heap of surprises. 
“Thank you.”


 


“Keep
me updated on your progress,” he instructed.  “Here and elsewhere.”


 


He
started to leave, but I asked hesitantly, “Are you sure you’re going to be all
right…with this?  I know it can’t be easy, knowing we’re…”


 


He
bowed his head.  “This isn’t about what I want.  It’s about Rowan, and I know
in the end it’s for the best.”


 


“I
don’t think anyone is that selfless, immortal or otherwise,” I said, raising an
eyebrow.  


 


“Oh,
I fully intend to drink myself to sleep tonight,” he replied matter-of-factly. 
“And I imagine it will happen a lot for a while.  Despite my reputation I am
not, in fact, made of stone.  I can’t guarantee I won’t act like an ass.  But
perhaps…perhaps since there are two of us now, you and I, it will be easier.”


 


“What
will?”


 


“Loving
him,” Jason answered with a smile that showed every last minute of his age. 
“Now go to sleep, Sara Larson.”


 


Between
one breath and the next, he had vanished, and I heard the door close quietly in
his wake.  


 


*****


 


"My
brother says that I should be nicer to you," Beck informed me as she laid
out the weapons and ammo for our session.  "He says, in fact, that if he
weren't up to his ears in casework right now, he'd take over your training
himself."


 


"He
said that?" I asked in amazement.  


 


"Yeah."


 


"And
you don't believe him.  About being nice to me."


 


"Look,"
she said, snapping a clip into her own gun almost viciously,  "People who
hurt my stupid brother tend to end up wishing they hadn't.  Usually with a few
broken bones for their trouble.  You come sashaying in here with your gorgeous
tits and those big innocent eyes and start boning the guy he's all twitterpated
over, and I have this funny urge to break my foot off in your ass."


 


"I
know," I began, but she kept right on talking like she hadn't heard me.


 


"So
he says, leave the girl alone, she's trying to help, and I know that underneath
all those guns and that cast iron shield he's got a heart like butter, and I
don't really believe him.  He's a moron and I love him.  Same with Rowan.  So
if you know what's good for you, you won't fuck this up."


 


I
looked away, down the range, at the target.  "I don't want to.  I want
them to be together.  And I'm…I'm scared that I am going to fuck it up, Beck.  But when someone needs my help so
badly, what else can I do?"


 


"Right.
 I bet you'd be a lot more inclined to delegate if this wasn't getting you
laid."


 


She
handed me the ear protectors, and I held them a moment, staring at them, before
replying.  "Have you ever had sex with someone, and afterward, they
started screaming in pain?"


 


Beck
stared at me, her blue eyes hard, and she sounded almost hesitant as she asked,
"Does that really happen?"


 


"Yeah.
 You can ask Dr. Nava.  Every time he uses his powers he has flashbacks. 
Sometimes they're not bad, but sometimes…sometimes I have to drug him.  The
people that hurt him screwed him up permanently.  He may not ever be able to
make love without it hurting.  But he says he has to get past the emotional
trauma, has to be able to stand the physical pain, because…"


 


"Because
he wants to be with someone," Beck said, and for just a second I saw the
glitter of actual emotion in her eyes.  "He doesn't want to be
alone."


 


"Because
he loves your stupid brother," I corrected gently.  


 


Now
she looked away.  "God damn it.  I really didn't want to like you."


 


"You
don't have to."  I shrugged.  "As long as we can get along.  But I
can't help it—I like you."


 


"That's
because I'm awesome," Beck pointed out, as if the point were self-evident.
 I guess it was.


 


I
grinned.  "Exactly."


 


"This
is just twisted and fucked up," she observed, watching critically as I put
on the protective gear.  She handed me the 9-millimeter and its bullets, and I
loaded it.  "You're fucking my brother's not-quite-boyfriend, and not only
am I supposed to cheer you on, I'm also supposed to teach you how to aim."


 


I
turned my head toward the target, raised the gun, and fired.


 


Beck's
eyes went wide.


 


"I'm
learning," I said, and smiled.
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Part One


 


Austin
sweltered in mid-July, heat shimmering off the concrete downtown and baking all
the grass into hay.  Without iced tea and air conditioning the whole state of
Texas would have been uninhabitable for three-quarters of the year.


 


Even
sunset brought little relief; this year temperatures had only climbed to the
upper 90s so far, but a bout of summer storms had left humidity in its wake and
it seemed everything was stuck to everything.  Most people, when they
absolutely had to leave the house, did so in as little clothing as possible.  


 


The
young blonde in the black wife-beater and tight jeans stood up a little
shakily, sweat running down both sides of his face and gleaming in the neon
lights from nearby 4th Street.  He pulled a rumpled napkin from his
pocket and wiped his mouth, then his face, grinning from ear to ear, a dimple
showing in his left cheek.  


 


He
leaned on the brick wall of the building, reaching up to touch his companion’s
shoulder.  “Anything else I can do for you, beautiful?”


 


The
man in the long black coat ignored him, zipped up his fly, and walked away.


 


[Anything yet?] he asked, tapping his Ear.  Behind him the boy in
the alley was saying something, but he pretended not to hear, concentrating
instead on things that mattered.


 


Tanya’s
voice was staticky; the system had been having some glitches lately, and the
techs were working on it, but the Ears had a tendency to drop out for a few seconds
here and there.  Data transmission was still working fine, though, so when
something vital had to be communicated they used a sort of telepathic text
messaging, writing down the info and scanning it into the system to send to the
Agent.


 


[We’re working on it,] she said.  [We
think it’s a bug from the software upgrade.  How are you receiving?]


 


Jason
smiled grimly.  [In a back alley, how
else?]


 


Tanya
cleared her throat and went on as if she hadn’t heard; in theory at least he
could be reprimanded or even fired for the shit he’d been pulling lately, but
the reality was nobody in the SA would say a word even if they did find out. 
It was commonly believed that he had impeccable ethical standards with regard
to his work, and it was commonly known that he was not a person to cross.


 


[We’ve got a location for your rendezvous. 
Sending.]


 


He
nodded, examining the map in his head. 
[I’m on my way.]


 


The
informant was supposed to meet him at a bar on Colorado, a nice seedy place
without a sign above the door.  He’d been there before on a bust when the
previous owner was caught selling vampire-grade absinthe to humans.  The bar
had passed to the man’s daughter, who was at least smart enough not to get
caught at whatever she was doing to keep a place like that open when by all
rights it should have been turned into a Starbucks years ago.


 


“Hey,
Sev.”


 


Jason
turned and saw the man detach himself from the shadows near the door.  “Doyle.”


 


Doyle,
an enormous bald man with fifty or more tattoos, took a long drag off his
cigarette as he came forward.  “You alone?”


 


“Always
am.”


 


Doyle
gestured toward Jason’s head with the cigarette.  “That your conscience
whispering in your ear?”


 


Jason
reached up and removed the Ear, tucked it in his pocket.  “Better?”


 


“Boy,
you are one crazy motherfucker wearing that coat in July.  I thought you people
were supposed to blend in.”


 


“I
need the pockets,” Jason replied.  “Buy you a drink?”


 


Doyle
walked past him into the bar, sniffing.  “You smell like come,” he grunted. 
“Redhead?”


 


“Blonde.”


 


"Didn't
think you went for blondes."


 


"I
was in a hurry."


 


The
bar’s interior was about what one would expect—dark, smoky, and in sad
repair.  The smoking ban had been in effect for years, but in places like this
it tended to be ignored.  Jason could have busted them, but he had better
things to do with his authority.


 


They
sat down at a table, and two beers appeared out of nowhere.  Jason did a quick
inventory of the other patrons:  five total, all human, four men and one women.
 No overt threat from any of them, but as was the way of a place like this,
they all looked at him with hooded eyes, trying to feel him out the same way he
was them.  Of the pair of them Doyle looked like the man to reckon with, having
about a hundred and fifty pounds on Jason and the appearance of someone who had
had his face smashed by more than one beer bottle over the years.


 


Unbeknownst
to Doyle, the Earpiece on Jason’s belt was recording; he was still
telepathically linked to the system without the second half of the device.


 


“What
have you got for me?”  Jason asked.


 


Doyle
ground out his cigarette on the table.  “Word is there’s a new drug syndicate
in town, out of Los Angeles.  They’re pushing something called Pentecost.”


 


“So
tell the DEA.”


 


The
bald man shook his head.  “No, this is more your territory.  People who take it
report the usual—euphoria, hallucinations—but forty percent never
come back.  They claim they see God, and sometimes the Devil, and they’re gone.
 Bodies still ticking away, brains in heaven.  Just before they shit their
mental gasket, they start babbling.  Speaking in tongues.”


 


Doyle
pulled a mini recorder from his pants pocket and handed it to Jason.  “Maybe
your boys can nail it for sure, but from what I’ve heard, it’s some kind of
incantation.  As in, a summoning.”


 


Jason
slid the recorder into his coat.  “I don’t suppose you’ve got a sample.”


 


“It’ll
cost you.”


 


SA-7
smiled, and a hundred-dollar bill appeared in front of Doyle.  “How much will
that get me?”


 


Doyle
reached into his pocket again and produced a small glass vial.  Inside were four
hexagonal white pills.  


 


“Anything
else?  Any idea who the dealers are, or where I can find them?”


 


“They’re
way underground.  Maybe even literally.  The rumor is the guy in charge isn’t
human, but that’s what they always say.  I say maybe the guy is, but whatever
he’s calling up isn’t.  And I wouldn’t normally tell you this, but…”  Doyle’s
voice dropped until Jason could barely hear it.  “The chick I was talking to,
the one that got me those pills, hasn’t been heard from for a week now.  These
people aren’t fucking around.”


 


“Well,
they’re stupid if they think they’re going to set up shop in my city,” Jason
said. 


 


“Everybody
in the underworld knows about the SA, and most of them know about Austin.  And
about you, Sev.  You got quite a reputation down here, and there’s a lot of
vamps in particular who wouldn’t mind seeing you turning over a spit.  But
they’re moving in, in spite of all that, which means either they’re stupid, or
they’re strong enough to think they can’t lose.”


 


Jason
snorted softly.  “I don’t associate with other vampires and I don’t care what
they think of me.  They know to stay away, that’s what matters.  These
Pentecost pushers are going to learn it too.”  He stood, held out his hand. 
“Thanks, Doyle.  Stay safe out there.”


 


Doyle
clasped hands with him briefly, and let Jason leave first.  “You too, Sev. 
Watch your back.” 


 


Once
outside, Jason clipped the Ear back in place.  [Did you get that?]


 


Again,
static, but Tanya answered, [Affirmative.
 I’ve got a search running on Pentecost—get the samples back here ASAP
and we’ll see what the hell it is.]


 


[I have one last stop to make, but I’ll be back
at the base in an hour.]


 


[Acknowledged.]


 


Jason
headed up the darkened, empty street, headed for the much better-lit and more
populated stretch of Lamar Boulevard that would lead him to his destination,
the gigantic Whole Foods flagship market at the corner of 6th.  He
had just enough time to stop in before they closed.


 


“Hey!
 Hey, you!”


 


He
paused.  Voice: human.  Not Doyle.  Footsteps coming up the street, three sets,
all male, heavy boots.  A smell hit him:  alcohol.  Whiskey, beer.  One of them
had a blunt instrument…bat?  Yes, bat.  He stretched out his telepathy,
scanning for surface thoughts:  they thought he was a junkie, and had money. 
They’d been in the bar watching his exchange with Doyle, and while usually the
clientele at this particular place didn’t concern itself with the other
patrons, apparently the siren call of a slender young man in a nice coat who
bought drugs with hundred-dollar bills was too much to resist.


 


[We’re going to have to find a new rendezvous,] he told Tanya, starting to walk again.


 


“Hey!
 Hey, faggot, I’m talking to you!”


 


Jason
stopped.


 


Slowly,
calmly, he turned to face the three men, who were laughing, anticipating an
easy score.  The same man, a beefy fellow about three feet wide, repeated the
epithet, this time with an added instruction for Jason to “hand over the cash.”


 


“So,
if you don’t mind my asking, how could you tell?” Jason inquired politely.  “Is
it the way I walk?  Is it the coat?  The hair?  Or,” he said, smiling, “is it
the fact that you’re about to suck my
dick?”


 


The
man yelped when he felt the cold muzzle of the gun pressed into his forehead,
and he fell to his knees, blubbering, all pretense gone.  “Oh Jesus, oh Jesus,
no, no, no—“


 


One
of the other two raised his bat, but next thing he knew there was a second
pistol, this one pointed at his nose, even though Jason’s attention had not
left the first human.  He held both guns on the men calmly, and before he could
say anything to the third, the man sprinted off the way he’d come without a
backward glance.


 


“Now,
forgetting the fact that you just threatened a Federal Agent,” he told the
quaking, crying man with the bat, who immediately dropped said sports
equipment, “I think your friend here owes me an apology.”


 


“I’m
sorry!  I’m sorry!”


 


“Good
boy.  Now, you too.”


 


The
second man followed suit.  Meanwhile a dark stain was spreading over the front
of his pants.  


 


“Now,”
he continued, “I’m going to give you both exactly ten seconds to run away from
me and not look back. If I ever see either of you again, I will blow your left
ball off with this gun, and your
right one off with this gun.  One...”


 


He
lowered both weapons.  “Two...”


 


The
men stumbled away, whimpering, pulling each other along.  By the time Jason got
to “seven” they were both around the corner and gone.


 


He
holstered both pistols and drew his coat shut again.  Idiot mortals.


 


Then,
with a sigh, he turned back toward Lamar, and went to buy a peach.


 









Part Two


 


The
Shadow Agency had 119 employees.  Of those, thirty-two were at a psychic level
4 or above; of those thirty-two, seven were Agents (two vampires, one Elf, four
humans), and 18 worked in dispatch, manning the Ears.  Five were in charge of
the energy monitoring system across Texas, known as the Eyes.  One was Dru,
whose gifts were powerful but not the sort of thing the Agency knew what to do
with.  


 


The
other was Sara Larson, Agent trainee.


 


119
employees.  On the average day she saw maybe a third of that many.  The base
ran on a 24-hour schedule, so typically any given employee would only be
acquainted with the handful of others who shared his or her hours.  


 


It
surprised her, then, that when she sat down in the meeting room, every chair
was full. She had taken a chair near the back, allowing her to survey the
assembly unnoticed. 


 


She
did a quick count—15, and she didn't know a single one.  Were they all on
day shifts?  Or were some Ears, so she only saw them at a distance as they were
plugged into the system all night?  Or had she just been living under a rock?


 


There
was a hum of conversation, and Sara felt strangely removed from it all.  She
hadn’t really wanted to come, but Rowan had practically shoved her out the
door, claiming—quite rightly—that she needed more friends. She
couldn't spend all her time with him and her trainers; she was getting cabin
fever and losing her social skills.  Hours a day with Beck would do that to a
person.


 


It
took her a moment to notice that there was a willowy woman standing up in the
front of the room, trying unsuccessfully to get everyone’s attention.  She
looked about forty, and had the stringy-haired, owl-eyed look of about a third
of the Pagan women Sara had met in her life, down to the quartz crystal jewelry
and a generic silver pentacle pendant.  This must be Dawn, the coordinator,
though as group leaders went she seemed a bit fragile, like a stiff breeze
would knock her over.


 


She
was still trying to bring the meeting to order, and Sara was about to try and
help when someone let out one of those painfully loud two-fingered whistles,
and silence cut through the room like an ax blade.


 


With
a pathetically grateful look, the woman said, “Thank you, Sage.  Blessed be,
everyone, and welcome to the SA Pagan Employees’ Alliance.  My name is Dawn,
and I’ve been the coordinator for the past two years.  Why don’t we go around
the room and introduce ourselves, give our names and job titles and so forth,
and talk a bit about why we’re all here at SAPEA?”


 


Dawn
nodded toward the man nearest her, and he stood self-consciously and started
speaking.  


 


It
was a pretty average mix, if a group of people who worshipped gods long ago
declared dead and performed magic and ritual deemed heresy by the mainstream
Church could ever be considered average at anything.  They were mostly Wiccans,
like Sara; the rest were a mix of traditions and beliefs ranging from Heathenry
to Druidism.  


 


Then
a young woman stepped forward and said, “I’m Sage.  I work in Food Service. I'm
a baker—all those cookies you guys eat, that's me."  There was a
ripple of laughter and a few expressions of gratitude. "It's not glamorous
work, but I love it.  I'm a Wiccan, have been for five years, since I was
sixteen."  


 


Sara
watched her as she talked, and sized her up:  bright green eyes, flaming red
hair, freckles galore.  She had the round body of a baker, for sure, and the
air of both an Earth-Mother and a warrior maid.  Her voice was warm with a
sparkling wit, and she seemed remarkably centered for a 21-year-old.  


 


Sara
found herself oddly drawn to the girl, and out of curiosity, made a tentative
sweep of her psychic senses—nothing intrusive, just a glance.  People
with gifts tended to seek each other out; there were, of course, other psychics
in the room, but so far Sage seemed the only one whose job didn’t relate
directly.  Several of the attendees worked either as Ears or Eyes, and none
were Agents.


 


The
girl was probably about a level 3 telepath, but with a few months of training
that could be pushed up to a 4. She seemed to have empathy, too, though at what
level, Sara couldn’t tell with a cursory look. Rowan would be able to say for
sure.  It occurred to Sara to wonder if Rowan had in fact tested Sage when she
was hired on.  She’d have to ask him later.


 


Sage
seemed to feel Sara's eyes on her, and their gazes locked a moment; Sara was
first to look away, embarrassed to be caught staring.  Unfortunately it was her
turn next to talk.


 


She
stood up, thankful she'd had time to shower and change before the meeting;
she'd been a fright, coming off a session with Carlos.  She had also been
working on her self-confidence, thanks to Rowan; she reminded herself to stand
up straight, shoulders back and down, and look people in the eye.  


 


"I'm
Sara Larson," she said, and to her surprise there was recognition on several
people's faces.  A couple even exchanged glances.  "I'm technically an
Admin II, but I'm in the SA training program as well.  I've been a Wiccan since
college but this is the first time in a while I've come out of my cave long
enough to meet new people.  It's easy to become a hermit in this place." 
There were nods of agreement.  "Mostly I'm hoping to make a few new
friends and have someplace to celebrate holidays with people I don't have to
lie to about my job."


 


More
nods, and Sara felt a stab of kinship with everyone around her, even though
they probably didn’t have much in common besides working in this crazy place
and worshipping outside the mainstream.  They all understood how hard it was to
maintain any sort of friendships or relationships in the outside world, and
they all understood the burden of secrecy.  Sara considered herself lucky to be
an orphan, something she never figured she’d say.


 


"Thank
you, everyone," Dawn said, "Now that we know each other a little
better, why don't we brainstorm a few ideas for group activities for this next
quarter.  Lammas is our next Sabbat, and several of you have expressed interest
in a potluck and open ritual similar to the one we did at Midsummer.  We'll
need someone to coordinate the event, to find a location, to write the ritual,
et cetera.  Do we have any volunteers?"


 


This
of course was the part where Sara could practically hear crickets chirping, the
silence was so absolute.  It was a paradox of human nature, and an annoying
one, that while people always wanted things to happen, few were actually
willing to step up and make them happen.


 


She
heard a heavy sigh, and Sage said, “I’ll do it.”


 


The
relief was palpable.  Dawn fell all over herself thanking Sage, who shrugged as
if to say, “If you want something done right...” As Dawn began to make
recommendations for Sage to start a committee and iron out the location details
as soon as possible, Sage looked over at Sara again, and shot her a grin that
Sara realized was conspiratorial.


 


Sara
knew, beyond doubt, that she was about to be drafted, and although her schedule
didn’t really have a lot of free time available for any sort of committee
duties, she couldn’t bring herself to mind.


 


*****


 


“I’m
insane.  No, I’m not just insane; I’m Bride of Insane.  What was I thinking?”


 


Rowan
smiled at her serenely, swallowed his bite of peach, and said, “What did she
ask you to do?”


 


“Nothing
concrete yet.  We’re supposed to meet after she comes off shift.  You don’t
mind, do you?  I hate to eat and run.”


 


He
shook his head.  “I’m supposed to meet Jason for coffee down below.”


 


“Good.”
 Sara picked up the cupcake she’d nabbed from the line, turning it this way and
that; it was a marvel of baking artistry, a creamy vanilla perfectly topped
with a swirl of raspberry cream cheese frosting and a single fresh berry on
top.  “Do you ever talk to the Food Service staff?”


 


“Of
course,” Rowan replied.  “Anyone with odd dietary needs has to deal with them
pretty often.”


 


“What
needs are those?”  She blinked.  She hadn’t been aware that he had any
allergies or anything like that—she felt a twinge of guilt that she’d
been sleeping with him for two months and barely paid attention to what he ate.
 It was a good thing that she wasn’t technically his girlfriend—and it
was also a good thing that they didn’t do their own cooking, or she might have
made him dinner and accidentally killed him.


 


“Elves
can’t digest flesh or dairy,” he told her, “and refined foods like white flour
make us sick. We can handle the occasional egg, but I stick with a vegan diet
just for simplicity’s sake.  Sage is always inventing new recipes to
accommodate people with issues.  Her seven-grain bread is amazing.”


 


“So
you have met Sage.”


 


“Oh,
yes.  She’s lovely.”  His eyes lost focus for a few seconds, then he shook himself
back to the room—she recognized the expression.  It was what happened
when his powers got the better of him, and he was presented with a vision or
sense of someone’s sexual desires.  He knew things about almost everyone in the
building that would curl their hair…and make them writhe and sweat.  


 


Sara
was madly curious what he’d seen about Sage, but refrained from asking; he
already fought with himself over whether or not his knowledge was an invasion
of their privacy now that he was no longer a practicing rethla, even though there was nothing he could do about it yet.  


 


“She’s
almost a 4,” Sara pointed out, biting the berry off her cupcake, savoring the
tartness beneath its sweet flavor.  “Why is she working in Food Service?”


 


“Because
she wants to.”  He shrugged. “Just because someone has abilities doesn’t mean
he or she has to use them in the SA.  There’s nothing shameful about being a
cook, Sara.  Nurturing people is a high calling.”


 


Sara
heard the soft admonishment in his voice, and bit her lip.  “I didn’t mean it
like that.  It’s just…psychic people tend not to be left alone.  It gets you in
trouble.  Plus, she’s a Wiccan, so she already works with energy on some level.
 That’s like waving a great big ‘kick me’ sign at the universe.”


 


He
smiled.  “True.  I’m sure she has her story as much as you do.  Perhaps you’ll
hear it.  I know how you love finding out all the lurid details of people’s
lives.”


 


Again,
the admonishing tone, and she blushed before realizing that, this time, he was
kidding her.  She still felt like an ass for snooping among the Personnel
files—true to her word, after reading his…all right, his and Beck’s…she
had stopped and not gone back.  


 


“I
can’t help it,” she said defensively.  “I’m a Scorpio.”


 


“You’re
a secret agent in the making,” he corrected, squeezing her hand.  “Besides, if
you hadn’t somehow hacked into the files, you and I wouldn’t be here now.”


 


Involuntarily,
she thought of what she had seen in his file—photographs and video
documenting the injuries he’d had when Jason brought him in.  She couldn’t help
but remember, looking at him now, the bruises, the visible ribs, the surgical
scars from where Nava had cut the implant out of his arm.  Nausea wormed its
way into her, and she closed her eyes, hands trembling slightly on her cupcake.
 She set it down; it had abruptly gone tasteless.


 


“It’s
all right,” Rowan said softly, taking her other hand, kissing both.  “I’m all
right now.  And you’re helping me get even better.  Don’t carry someone else’s
past in addition to your own.  No one is that strong.”


 


She
sighed, pulling herself together, and just in time—someone was moving
toward their table.


 


Sage,
dressed in chef’s whites coated liberally with flour, smiled as she approached.
 “How’s the cupcake?”


 


Sara
returned the smile.  “Fantastic.   Your handiwork?”


 


“You
bet.”  She stood by the table, tendrils of her hair falling damply into her
face; one hand took a towel from her waist and reached up to Sara’s face. 
“You’ve got frosting on your nose.”


 


Sara
giggled, then shot Rowan an accusatory look.  


 


“I
thought it was cute,” he said.


 


“Oh,
wow, Rowan, I didn’t recognize you,” Sage said, eyes widening.  “You’re hardly
ever up here when there’s a crowd.”


 


He
gave Sara an affectionate smile, then Sage a charming one.  “I get out more
these days.”  


 


“You
look so different from when we last met.”


 


“It
was October,” he replied.  “And I am…quite a bit healthier now.”


 


Sara
smiled, feeling herself blush again.  It was true; since they had started
working together, his energy had cleared and strengthened, and gradually he was
getting better at controlling his power when they were together.  The
nightmares were fading, and he depended less on painkillers—it was by no
means a full recovery, but they were definitely getting somewhere.  


 


“So,
Sara,” Sage said, “it looks like I’m going to be working late—my
assistant got a migraine and I have about fifty trillion cookies to bake for
the next shift.  Do you want to postpone getting together?  Or you could come
back into the kitchen and we could talk while I work.”


 


“How
about I help you?  I’m not much of a cook, but I can stir things, and I’m hell
with a mop.”


 


Sage
practically beamed.  “That would be wonderful.   I knew I was going to adore
you.”


 


“No
problem.  Let me put up my tray and I’ll meet you at the kitchen door in five
minutes.”


 


Rowan
looked inordinately pleased as he walked beside Sara to the conveyor belt on
the far side of the cafeteria where used trays and utensils went.  “Have fun,”
he told Sara, leaning forward to deposit a kiss on her temple.  “Remember,
you’re sleeping over tonight.”


 


Sara
laughed.  “Right.  I’ll bring my teddy bear.”


 


His
eyes sparkled.  “Behave yourself, woman, or I’ll freeze your bra.”


 









Part Three


 


“Pentecost,”
Frog said, clicking the mouse so that a chemical diagram appeared on the
conference room screen.  “The compound itself only took us about half an hour
to break down.  Anyone care to guess why?”


 


Jason
leaned forward, crossing his arms, staring at the image.  Carbon, oxygen,
hydrogen.  Something about it was familiar.


 


Beck
frowned.  “Doesn’t look like Ecstasy or anything similar.”


 


“That’s
because it’s not,” Frog said, his characteristic nervousness in front of an
audience parting a moment to allow a short bark of a laugh.  “It’s not a drug
at all.”


 


Suddenly
it came together.  “It’s sucrose,” Jason declared with a groan. 


 


“Along
with gum Arabic, gelatin, and oil of wintergreen,” Frog affirmed with a nod. 
“It’s basically a mint.”


 


“A
sugar pill.” Jason sat back hard in his chair. “Son of a bitch sold me four
Altoids for a hundred dollars.”


 


“Not
quite.”  Frog switched the screen, and another diagram appeared, this one
similar to a chemical breakdown but using alchemical symbols, nothing that
would ever be seen on the Periodic Table.  “It’s been dosed with two formulas
from the Grimoire of Soldaris Bathsheba,
circa 1428.   The first is a magical hallucinogen compounded from wormwood and
toad sweat.  The second is a psychic dilator.  It opens the senses as wide as
possible, outside tolerance for most humans, while the hallucinogen makes the
person think they’re seeing all sorts of heavenly visions.  Then, if the victim
is powerful enough, the third formula, a mind control agent, takes
effect—that’s a purely modern addition, and quite ingenious, I might add.
 It implants the incantation into the victim’s brain.  Put them all together,
and you have…”


 


Frog
clicked the mouse again, and the sound recording Doyle had given Jason filled
the room:  a stereotypically demonic voice chanting in deep, guttural tones. 
Frog only allowed the chant to play for a few seconds before switching it off. 
Generally a sound recording wasn’t magically effective, but there was no sense
taking a chance.


 


“What
language is that, Dr. Patel?” Ness asked, turning to one of the other
researchers, a lovely young woman with large, dark eyes.  


 


“It’s
an extinct dialect from the former Sunjara region,” the doctor replied.  “A
literal translation would be impossible, but using the language comparison
database we discerned that it is a summoning incantation for some sort of
entity, known as the Devouring Fire.  We’re trying to hunt down anything we can
on this specific creature, but so far, our information is sketchy.”


 


“So,”
Beck mused, “These dealers feed thousands of people the Unholy Altoid, and they
go insane and chant to summon this Devouring dude.  What does he devour?”


 


“Souls,”
Patel said crisply.


 


“As
in, the souls of the people who’ve taken the Unholy Altoid,” Ness concluded. 
“They’re all blown open, psychically speaking—they wouldn’t be able to
stop him from sucking all their psychic energy out permanently and leaving them
crispy fried.”


 


"So
this goes beyond murder."  Jason stared at the diagram.  "It's
murder, illegal substances, and maleficarum all rolled into one."


 


"Awesome,"
Beck said, bobbing her dark head.  "What's the plan?"


 


Ness
looked at Jason.  "SA-7, I want you to remain lead on this case;
therefore, the next step is up to you."


 


Jason
resisted the urge to rub his temples; a bitch of a headache was growing there,
and he knew it wouldn't be the last one before these bastards were put down. 
"Frog, can you run any further analyses on the samples for a manufacturing
lab or anything else about where they came from?"


 


"I
can try.  I'll get the chem lab on it first thing."


 


"Good."
 He turned his gaze to one of the younger Agents at the table, none of who had
spoken so far in the meeting.  "SA-13, get in touch with the DEA, APD,
ASH, and the local hospitals and see if any of their recent cases match the
symptoms we're looking for.  SA-15, get a sweep done for any energetic activity
in the last, say, six months that shares characteristics with the formulas on
the drug.  Patel, keep looking for this Devouring Fire creature.  All of you
report with your initial findings at sunset tomorrow.  We'll proceed from
there."


 


A
chorus of "Yes, sirs" followed the dismissal, and they all rose and
filed out, leaving him with Ness and Beck.


 


His
twin was standing up, too, but leaned in and said quietly, "You really
need a shower, bubba. You smell like a blowjob."


 


He
rolled his eyes.  "Go away."


 


"Hope
it was a good one," she sang, practically flouncing out of the conference
room.


 


He
heard Ness sigh, and looked over at her.  


 


"I
don't like the sound of this one," she confided, folding her hands. 
"There's a lot of potential for big and bad.  I don't like that some drug
dealer has the cojones to move into
this town when we have the rep we have."


 


"We'll
shut him down," Jason said.  "We've dealt with that kind of arrogance
before—the bigger the balls, the smaller the brain."


 


"I
hope you're right.  I suppose there's no sense worrying until we have more
information.  Keep me in the loop, SA-7, as always."


 


"Yes
ma'am."


 


She
started to rise, and then asked, "How's the trainee doing?"


 


"Sara?"
 He tried to sound strictly professional and unbiased.  "Quite well.  She
got through the first three months, that's a good sign; she's exceeding
standards everywhere but weapons, and even there she's improving.  She's
dedicated."


 


"Good,
good.  Send me the scores on her quarterly exams when you get them."


 


"Yes
ma'am."


 


Ness
departed for her office, where she'd no doubt be at work even later than he
usually was, and he was left to switch off the conference room lights and AV
equipment, thoughts wandering through the case and back again.  He left for the
locker room, where he disarmed, disrobed, and administered the oft-recommended
shower, sniffing himself as he climbed under the spray.  


 


Not
so obvious.  He needed friends who had neither psychic nor supernatural senses.
 


 


He
pulled on his usual off-duty uniform, jeans and a faded Black Flag t-shirt from
his punk days in California, and coded off, but didn't return to quarters; he
went to his office instead and filled out the opening case paperwork for Pentecost.
 


 


He
had to admit the case was making him a bit uneasy too, but he attributed that
to the religious imagery—a Church holiday, speaking in tongues, visions
of God.  He wasn't a believer, in the spiritual sense; he'd seen both too much
and too little.  But he had been raised in a Catholic home, had spent most of
his youth surrounded by nuns, and after being persecuted for his sexuality for
most of his years, talk of God tended to bother him.  


 


As
he was finishing a few notes on the events of the evening, he sensed someone at
the door.  "You're up late," he commented, lifting his eyes.


 


"Says
one who knows."  Rowan leaned sideways against the doorframe, smiling,
just the sight of him enough to make Jason's heart stumble drunkenly around in
his chest.  


 


It
had been several days since they'd seen each other, and in that time the Elf's
hair had faded to a sun-drenched gold with twenty shades of brown and a bit of
stalwart green, and his eyes were the color of the reflection of trees in a
puddle.  He was looking even lovelier these days now that Sara's…efforts…were
paying off.  Again, for the thousdandth time, Jason debated saying
something…asking…begging.


 


He
shoved the need aside.  Someday.  


 


"You
missed our date," Rowan pointed out.  "We were supposed to meet for
coffee an hour ago."


 


"Shit—I'm
sorry."  Jason looked at the clock on his computer; sure enough, he had
lost track of time.  "I had a briefing with Ness about a new case.  I
should have called."


 


A
fluid shrug.  "I know I'll never be your first love as long as there's
mayhem," Rowan said, feigning offense.


 


Jason
wanted nothing more, in that moment, than to step around the desk and shove the
Elf back against the wall, take his mouth in a kiss, and show him exactly who
his first love was.  


 


"Well,
I'm off now," Jason forced himself to say around the ever-present lump of
suppressed emotion in his throat.  "Or were you headed to bed?"


 


Rowan
shook his head, the shining fall of his silken hair just itching to be brushed
back past his ear.  "I can stay up a bit later."


 


Soon
after they were ensconced at their table in the lounge, Jason covertly watching
Rowan over the rim of his mug as the Elf stirred sugar and some form of milk
made from almonds into his.  His hands were so graceful, they made everything a
dance; how might it feel if they—


 


"…case,"
Rowan was saying, and looked up in time to catch the expression on Jason's
face.  "Are you even listening?"


 


"Oh,
yes.  Yes, the case.  Ness thinks it's going to be a tough one."


 


"What
do you think?"


 


Jason
dragged his mind back to the conversation, and to the present, not a distant
hoped-for future he could only dream about.  "I think she's probably
right.  I know we'll catch whoever's doing it, but depending on the size of the
operation it could take months.  It's hard to speculate."


 


Rowan,
thoughtful, noted, "It's a bit odd to see someone using a completely
harmless medium to disperse a magical formula.  Usually the drug makers start
with a base like Ecstasy or meth."


 


"Which
makes them easier to track," Jason said.  "Start with a sugar pill
and it's harder to pinpoint a source.  Plain old sucrose can come from
anywhere. Although…there are industrial sugars made only for the food trade,
with differing levels of glucose and fructose depending on the desired product.
 The average consumer can't get custom-made sugar, but a big company
could."


 


"Then
comparing it to regular table sugar might be a place to start," Rowan
nodded.  "How do you know so much about sugar if you don't eat?"


 


"Alton
Brown," Jason deadpanned, and Rowan laughed.  "I may not eat, but I
do drink.”


 


"I'll
bet vampires are beverage connoisseurs, then.  What's your favorite, besides
coffee?"


 


"Blood."


 


"All
right, then, do you have a favorite…blood type, or something?  Is there a
difference?"


 


"Absolutely,"
Jason replied.  "No two people taste exactly alike, but there are definite
similarities based on diet, ethnicity, region, even sexuality.  The types
themselves have subtle differences as well.  It rather depends on what you're
in the mood for—a strict vegetarian would taste…cleaner, say…than a Texas
cattle-muncher, but sometimes junk food is what you want, so you'd go for
something like a college stoner who never exercises and eats nothing but
pizza."


 


Rowan
toyed with his spoon.  "Have you ever had Elven blood?"


 


He
couldn't help himself, he just couldn’t.  He leaned forward slightly, lowering
his voice.  "No, but I can tell you what it would taste like.  Sweet, but
not cloyingly so…like honey, maybe, or some exotic nectar.  An undertone of vanilla,
perhaps just a touch of spice.  Cardamom.  Cinnamon would be too sharp.  Notes
of clear water and cedar bark…and sunlight.  You would taste like
sunlight."


 


Pointed
ears turned bright pink, and the Elf bit his lip, his hair falling over his
face to cover how deeply he was blushing.  "I…I didn't know sunlight had a
taste."


 


"It
does to us."


 


"But
it's deadly to you."


 


"Yes.
 Imagine the taste of something you long desperately to touch, even though it
burns you to ash."


 


Rowan
swallowed hard.  "That's…wow."  He peered out from behind his hair,
and their eyes locked, an intensity in the Elf's that left Jason shaking
internally.  "Do you think you'll ever have the chance to try it?"


 


Jason
leaned forward, extending one hand, fingers brushing lightly over Rowan's lips.
 "Someday."


 


The
moment carried out forever, neither of them able to breathe, until finally
Rowan broke eye contact and looked down at Jason's coffee cup. 
"Another?" he half-stammered.


 


Jason
let out his breath slowly.  "Please."


 









Part Four


 


One
of Sara's favorite things about spending the night in Rowan's quarters was
taking a shower, whether alone or otherwise.  


 


Rowan
was in the highest pay scale for Agents, and while on paper it might not look
like their income was that impressive, when one considered that room, board,
and healthcare were all paid for by the government, that left employees with a
surprising amount of disposable income, compounded by the fact that few of them
had lives outside their work.  


 


Still,
being immortal meant that he could outlive his job, and that meant thrift, or
at least shrewd investment.  Sara was fairly certain that the vampires were
pretty wealthy, and that the Elf kept the lion's share of his paycheck back in
savings.


 


Rowan
had been a rethla, however, and part
of his training involved knowledge of aromatherapy coupled with impeccable
grooming.   His one real extravagance, then, was in the form of bath and body
products, which Sara indulged in with hedonistic delight every chance she got. 



 


She
stood under the steaming water—he'd had a shower head installed with
about sixty settings ranging from gentle patter to skin-peeling
thunder—inhaling the scent of lavender and chamomile, one of several body
washes lined up along the shelf above the tub.  There was a rosemary-mint
concoction for early morning, which had woken her from a near dead sleep more
than once; then there was a blend she didn't touch, as it was Rowan's personal
scent, something involving woods and resins that barely left its signature on
the skin, but would whisper from his hair or neck as he passed by her, kissed
her, or she fell asleep on his shoulder.  Just sniffing the bottle was enough
to make her belly burn.


 


Sara
scrubbed stubborn bits of dough from her hair and washed off a streak of butter
that had found its way across her cheek, smiling.  She was tired, and if she
ever saw another cookie again she'd throw up, but she'd had a lot of
fun—she couldn't remember the last time she'd laughed so much.  


 


They
hadn't gotten much planning done for the Lammas ritual, but that was all right;
they'd set a date to meet again over the weekend when they both had a few free
hours.  That was just fine by Sara, who wasn't all that enthusiastic about the
cat-herding frustration of dealing with groups of Pagans, but she was looking
forward to hanging out with Sage again.  


 


The
girl was smart, funny, and one of the most upbeat people Sara had ever met,
without being one of those sunshine-up-your-ass types.  Being stuck in a
windowless, hot kitchen up to her elbows in cake batter was her version of
Eden.


 


"I
mean, yeah, I'd love to have a funky little bakery somewhere in Austin, but
there's so much stress involved in running a business like that."  Sage
had told her, in between batches of cookies going in and coming out of the
massive ovens, about her grandmother, who ran a bakery of her own for twenty
years before succumbing to Alzheimer's, and how Sage had learned to knead and
measure at her knee.  "She gave tons of bread away to the homeless and
spent all her free time baking for soup kitchens.  She taught me that there's
no better way to show someone you love them than to feed them."


 


Sara
listened to her stories, rapt and mystified as she always was when she heard
someone talk about having a real family.  "It sounds like you loved her a
lot."


 


"Yeah.
 When she was in the hospital I took her food all the time.  I remember…” Sage
brushed her forehead with the back of her hand, and Sara saw the ghost of tears
in her eyes as she went on.  "The last time I went to see her, she didn't
know who I was, but when she took a bite of the bread I brought, for just a
second, she was there—my Nana.  She smiled, and told me she was proud of
me.  After that she went downhill fast."


 


"So…how
did you get into the SA?" Sara asked, hoping to steer the conversation
somewhere happier.  


 


"Luck.
 The SA contracts its Food Service, Housekeeping, and other service staff out
through a company called ServCo.  That way you never actually apply for a job
directly with the SA, you get hired by ServCo, where you're basically a temp
while they figure out a permanent job for you.  I worked in a couple of schools
and a hospital first.  They saw that I'm good at tailoring recipes to fit
special dietary needs, and offered me a job here.  It was just after Nana died,
so I wanted to go somewhere really different.  I guess I got my wish."


 


"No
kidding.  But it seems like you like it here."


 


"God,
I love it.  Like I said, it's not glamorous, but it's really satisfying.  Where
else would I get the chance to make a potato-kelp birthday cake for a
Naiad?"


 


Once
she got to Rowan's apartment, Sara stripped off her sweat-soaked and
flour-encrusted clothes, and took the longest shower she could justify,
thankful to smell herbs instead of chocolate, which was an unfortunate side
effect of Sage's job.  


 


She
climbed out, humming, and pulled on one of Rowan's bathrobes; another place he
refused to skimp was on his off-duty wardrobe.   This one was dark green, and
so soft and light it barely felt like wearing anything.  She padded through the
apartment, lighting candles, turning on the stereo, and getting herself a glass
of wine.  By now she'd lost her discomfort at making herself comfortable in
what was, after all, the Elf's inner sanctum.  She had a toothbrush here, after
all.  


 


She
settled onto the couch, sipping her wine, feeling more content than she had in
a long time.  Perhaps it was the novelty of finally having a female friend,
someone she could talk to about religion and work and not feel like she had to
explain so much.  They'd even discussed Rowan, somewhat, though Sage had been
careful not to ask too many questions even as curious as she obviously was.


 


"Speaking
of which," Sage had said casually later on, "are you and Rowan, like…”
She quirked her eyebrows suggestively, and Sara laughed.


 


"Sort
of.  I mean, we're not, like, a couple couple, it's more of a
friends-with-benefits situation.  Except not."


 


Now
Sage laughed.  "All right.  One thing I've learned
here—relationships come in all sorts of shapes and sizes.  It's hard to
be a stodgy traditionalist when you're talking about Elves and vampires and
whatever else we have here."  She lifted an eyebrow again, and asked
archly, "So as a friend, how are the benefits?"


 


Sara
grinned.  "Un-fucking-believable."


 


She
found herself grinning again, leaning back into the sofa cushions, wondering if
Rowan would be too tired when he got in to extend some of those benefits.  It
was finally getting to the point that sex with him was more enjoyable than
stressful—she didn't worry constantly that the minute they were done he
would have an episode, though she kept a loaded syringe on the bedside table
just in case.  


 


A
few minutes later, she got her answer.  The door lock beeped, and the Elf
appeared, looking…flustered, which was not something she had thought him
capable of.


 


"Hey,
stranger," she said.  "You okay?"


 


He
nodded, but he looked confused, almost bewildered.  "How was baking?"


 


Sara
frowned.  "Fun, actually.  Are you sure you're all right?  Would you like
some wine?"


 


"Um…yes,
that would be good."


 


She
got up and went to pour him some, knowing quite well that all was not right
with the world, but not wanting to prod—whatever it was, he'd tell her
when he was ready.  


 


As
she corked the wine bottle and set it back down on the counter, a pair of hands
seized her by the hips, roughly turning her around.  Rowan's mouth took hers
with an almost desperate urgency, and she was so shocked she could barely
respond at first.  His hands snaked up to untie her robe, pushing it back off
her shoulders, and his lips traveled down over her neck, her shoulder, back up
to her ear.


 


Sara
had no idea what to make of it—this was not how Rowan did things.  He was
never aggressive unless she initiated it, and he was certainly never in a hurry.
 


 


His
tongue flicked out against her earlobe, and electricity crackled through her.  


 


She
decided to worry about it later.


 


Sara
looped her bare legs around him and hauled him closer, her hands reaching down
to strip off his shirt.  They worked each other's clothes off with hands gone
clumsy with haste, his touch possessive and almost painful, nails digging into
her sides as he kissed her again and again, his tongue delving into her mouth,
any hint of training and finesse buried beneath something so alien to his
nature that Sara could hardly believe it:  need.


 


Her
body responded in kind, and after months of slow-burning sex that took hours of
caresses and nibbles to build to a crescendo, being pounced on and manhandled
in the kitchen had her wet and practically screaming before he grabbed her
shoulders, wrenched her to face away, and pushed her facedown on the counter. 
She gripped the edge, arching her hips back to meet him as he entered her so
hard she cried out with pain.  The noise brought no hesitation, however, as she
made it clear with her mind and her body that yes, this was exactly what she
wanted, don't stop, god, don't stop—


 


His
hands tangled in her hair, pulling her head back, and she shoved backwards,
taking him in as deeply as she could, loving the delicious heat and friction,
loving the force, her whole body slammed forward over and over again, her arms
locked to keep her from sliding over the far side of the counter.  She was
distantly aware of pain in her stomach where the edge of the counter was
digging into her, but she ignored it, pushing back even harder, tightening her
muscles around him, eliciting a low groan she'd never heard before.


 


One
of Rowan's hands wrapped around her thigh, slipping expertly in to stroke and
tease her, driving her closer and closer, higher and higher, while his other
hand held onto her hip so tightly his nails left half-moons of blood in her
flesh.  


 


She
came screaming, her entire skin seeming to catch fire, the universe rocking
through her as she spasmed and slammed her hands into the counter.  And this
time she wasn't the only one, either; the eruption hit them both, and though he
didn't cry out, she knew, even as she fell back onto him, that if he had, it
wouldn't have been her name on his lips.


 


They
ended up on the floor, collapsing into a heap of sweaty slick limbs and hair,
and the thoughts on the surface of his mind were wild and chaotic, but clear.


 


Sara
smiled to herself, panting.  She might have known.  There was only one person
who could undo Rowan's years and years of practice serving without desire, and
it definitely wasn't her.  


 


She
didn't ask, and she didn't mind.  One day, this was going to end; she would
lose him to the one he loved, and that was all right.  For now, he was hers, as
much as he could be, and that was all right too.


 


More
than all right.


 


She
turned over, her muscles protesting, and propped herself up on her elbow,
looking at him. 


 


His
eyes were closed, and he was breathing hard, but otherwise there was no sign of
immanent danger.  That was both a surprise and a relief; on the one hand he
hadn't really engaged his gifts, so the likelihood of triggering an episode was
lower, but on the other hand, something that intense might have easily
overwhelmed him.  


 


Rowan
looked at her, and the confusion was still there, as were tears.


 


She
smiled gently and put her arms around him, drawing his head to her shoulder. 
He clung to her, but didn't cry; it wasn't the past that was haunting him, it
was the present, the newness and strangeness of it all.  He didn't know how to
be in love, and he didn't know how to want, yet he loved, and he wanted, and it
frightened him.  


 


"It's
all right," she whispered.  


 


He
leaned back slightly to look in her eyes.  "Are you hurt?"


 


She
grinned.  "Not at all.  I feel fantastic."


 


"Good…"
 His head dropped to the cool tile floor, and he blinked, some measure of
clarity returning.  "I really need to mop in here."


 


Sara
chuckled.  "Especially now."


 


A
tired smile.  "I'm sorry to have been so…forward?"


 


"Forward,
backward, whatever it was, don't apologize."  She kissed his nose, pushed
herself up, and groped around for the discarded robe, which was halfway hanging
off the oven door.  "Come on, let's get you in bed."


 


He
nodded and let her help him up; he was a bit shaky, and come to that so was
she, but they leaned on each other and made it to the bedroom, leaving behind a
pile of clothes and two forgotten glasses of wine.


 









Part Five


 


"You
know," Sara said, watching Jason beat the living hell out of a punching bag,
"As much as this sucks for you, it's working out great for me."


 


He
stopped and glared at her, then at the punching bag, then back at her.


 


"Sorry,"
she said, taking the hint.  "It's just…after that little UST stunt you
pulled in the lounge last night, he practically fucked me in half.  Considering
he's not supposed to have actual desires like that, I'd say we're making
definite progress."


 


Jason
hit the bag again, so hard the chain holding it up shuddered.  "UST?"


 


"Unresolved
Sexual Tension.  A standby of bad fan fiction and good television the world
over."


 


"So
he told you about that," Jason said, stopping again, grabbing hold of the
bag with both hands.  "It was stupid of me.  And unfair."


 


Sara
grinned.  "He didn't have to tell me about it—I could feel it, see
it, bubbling around the surface of his mind.  Personally I think it's
hilarious, in a sick sort of way."


 


"Hilarious?"
 He turned the glare back on her, and most people would have flinched, but she
was getting used to his moods by now.  "Just what part of this, exactly,
is hilarious?"


 


"Oh,
come on.  You're in love with him, he's in love with you, you know it and he
doesn't.  You could so totally fuck with him in so many ways.  Just like last
night, only worse."


 


"That
would be cruel," he snapped.  "Why would I do such a thing to someone
I care about?"


 


She
shrugged.  "I'm not saying you should.
 I said it was sick, didn't I?  I’m warped on the inside."


 


"You've
got that right.  Aren't you supposed to be doing something right now?  Running,
shooting, learning anything useful?"


 


"I'm
waiting on Carlos.  In case you hadn't noticed, I'm always—"


 


"Fifteen
minutes early for everything, I know.  It's an admirable trait, except when it
pisses me off."


 


"All
right, all right.  Look, Beck's here.  Maybe you should beat on her for a
while."


 


Sara
headed over to the free weights, passing by Beck as she went, and the two
greeted each other cordially.  They were getting along a lot better now that
Sara wasn't so painfully bad at shooting, and Beck wasn't angry at her for
sleeping with Rowan.  Jason had explained everything to his twin, of course,
and though she didn't like it any more than he did, she didn't try to sway him
toward any other course of action.  She was bossy and stubborn as a mule with
everyone else, but for some reason, she never argued with him unless it was
absolutely necessary.  Deferring to his judgment had caused them trouble more
than once, but she still did it.


 


"Evening,
brother-mine," Beck said, strolling up in her workout clothes, which
showed off the splendid chaos of her tattoos.  She had a variety of symbolic
images on her neck and right side, but on her left, there was a single
continuous piece, a vine, trailing all the way down from her shoulder to the
top of her foot.  The whole design was in black, but every ten years, she added
a flower somewhere to commemorate another decade survived.


 


She
also had a lemniscate tattooed on her inside left wrist.  So did he.  


 


"Looking
for a sparring partner?" she asked.  "You seem to have a charge of
powder that needs to go off."


 


"You
don't know the half of it.  Let's go."


 


They
weren't alike in many ways, but one thing they both excelled at was fighting. 
He'd learned mostly in order to defend himself, and then honed his skills in
Japan before returning to America and eventually joining the SA; she had
decided to take up martial arts, pretty much as she did everything, because it
looked like fun.  And where they both taught trainees techniques with firearms
and a few other weapons, for the most part they didn't inflict their superior
strength and speed on other humans, so it was either fight with each other, or
use the simulator that was, for all its uses, pitifully slow compared to a
vampire.


 


They
circled around each other, trading blows here and there, neither willing to
yield the advantage until, her impatience overcoming her, Beck dove in for the
attack.


 


He
spun around, kicked the side of her head, and threw her on the floor. 
"Too much pot, little girl," he said with a smirk.  "You're
slowing down in your old age."


 


She
grabbed his foot and flipped him onto his ass, but he rolled out of the way
just in time to avoid the blow that was coming.  "Right," she
snorted.  "You're older than me, remember?"


 


"Older
and better."


 


Now,
she laughed, and several other Agents and trainees in the gym stopped what they
were doing to watch the goings-on in the ring.  "Brother, I'm better than
you at everything except self-denial and brooding.  Ooh, hey, you should start
a blog!"


 


He
punched her in the stomach, and she grunted, but recovered and returned the hit
plus several more.  "Come on," she taunted.  "Is that all you've
got?  The finest Agent in America can't beat up a girl?"


 


"Not
working," he said.  "You're not going to get me to let down my guard
with your juvenile little barbs."


 


"Too
Zen for that, right?"  Her eyes darted sideways, to where he knew Sara was
standing, and he knew what she was going to say before she even said it,
smirking.  "We should get Sara up here to fight in your place.  I bet she
can get the job done."


 


Blood
red, reason-stealing rage rushed through him, magma bursting from his every
cell, and he attacked her viciously, snarling like an animal.  She hissed and
fought back, and they tore into each other the way only their kind could,
moving so fast the humans outside the ring would barely be able to see them. 
Pain lanced through his arm and forehead, and he felt a sickening crack as her
knee impacted his ribcage.


 


Finally
he drove her to the ground, and when it ended he was holding her to the mat,
murder in his eyes and the taste of blood in his mouth.  Her eyes had gone
silver, and her nails dug into his arms.


 


"Yield?"
he breathed.


 


She
rolled her eyes, and when she looked back, they had faded back to blue.  She
slapped him on the shoulder.  "Yield, dammit.  Get off me, your knee's in
my crotch."


 


They
pushed away from each other, standing up, and he looked over to see Sara
staring at them wide-eyed, her face ashen.  Several of the other mortals had
similar expressions.


 


Beck
touched her face.  "You gave me a black eye, you bastard!" she
exclaimed, and sure enough, the skin around her left eye darkened and in a few
seconds was deep purple.  


 


"So?
 You broke my fucking ribs.  You need to learn some grace, little girl. You're
like a marionette in a hurricane."  


 


He
sagged into the ropes around the ring, pushing energy into his injuries, and as
her black eye faded to greenish yellow and then pink and then ivory, so too did
the crushing pain in his chest fade as the ribs knitted themselves.  Their
various other wounds healed within minutes; he didn’t bother with a few of the
more superficial scratches, as they’d be gone in a few hours on their own
without wasting any energy on them.


 


"Go
on about your business, citizens," he heard Beck announcing. 
"Nothing more to see here."


 


"You're
done showing off, eh?" came a voice, and Jason turned to see Carlos, Agent
and personal trainer, appear in the gym's double doors.  He was a
broad-shouldered, imposing man, and most people would have assumed he was some
sort of Latino gangster based on his manner and off-duty wardrobe, but he had a
truly kind heart, a good sense of humor, and a bit of a crush on Beck.


 


He
also had a pet Chihuahua named Taco.  Jason knew this because their apartments
were next door to one another and that damned dog barked its entire first year
of life.  He'd threatened to pop its head off and drink it through a straw more
than once.


 


"Now
if you'll let us mere mortals have the ring, please," Carlos said. 
"Hey Jason, maybe you should consider some therapy.  Or at least a
boyfriend."


 


"Was
that an offer?" Jason asked, feeling blissfully numb on the inside as he
always did after fighting, feeding, or fucking.  "You're not much to look
at but you'd make a great bottom."


 


Carlos
laughed.  "You couldn't handle this much man, gringo."


 


"I
could if I had much bigger hands."  As Jason walked by he slapped Carlos
on the ass, earning a good-natured punch to his shoulder.  


 


Behind
him he heard Sara ask, "Can you teach me how to fight like that?" and
Carlos's responding, "Oh, fuck no."


 


"Want
to go to the simulator?" Beck asked, falling into step beside him. 
"I've got a new protocol installed that mixes hand-to-hand and
gunplay."


 


"Is
it actually working, or do you just need something to have it shoot at?  I'm
really not in the mood to have bullets pulled out of me again."


 


"It's
almost perfect.  Just needs a couple more calibrations.  Hey…are you feeling
any better?"


 


He
paused and turned to her, nodding.  "Some.  Thank you for pissing me
off."


 


"Any
time.  Have you had your briefings on the new case yet?"


 


"Not
for another hour.  Just enough time for a rinse off and dinner.  Do you want to
sit in on the briefing, or have me just email you what I get from
R&D?"


 


"Email,
definitely.  I've got a session with Sara after Carlos is done with
her—I'm going to try her out on the simulator tonight.  The bunny
slopes," she clarified, seeing him about to protest.  "Easy peasy
stuff, with rubber bullets and armor.  She'll be sore as fuck but not hurt. 
You go save the world, I'll go try and save the SA from Sara."


 


"Good
plan.  So…did Rowan like his peach?"


 


She
smiled, and it was a real smile, without any sarcasm or irony.  "I don't
know, but he sure did look happy when he saw it.  He might not mind getting
another one tonight."


 


"Later.
Duty calls."


 


"Right,
right.  Have fun.  Catch bad guys.  Buy fruit.  Drink coffee."


 


Fifty
minutes later, he got to his office just in time to meet Frog, Dr. Patel, and
the rest of the team.  "Let's go to Conference Two," he said.  


 


"Yes,
sir," Frog said, wiping his glasses on his lab coat.  


 


When
he was just talking straight-up science, Frog was in his element, and his love
of his work shone through; person-to-person, however, he was flustered and
forgetful and, well, a bit of an idiot.  Jason didn’t talk to Frog much outside
of casework; he knew that he and Beck intimidated a lot of the younger staff. 
The vampire didn’t bother trying to lift the veil of mystery that seemed to lay
over their kind; people’s reactions amused him.


 


He
took his seat at the head of the table and waited for everyone to get
themselves together, then, "All right, let's get started.  Frog?"


 


Frog
cleared his throat self-consciously and queued up the chart he'd probably spent
hours making.  "This is the breakdown of the sugars used in the Unholy
Altoid, er, Pentecost.  As you can see by comparison, it most closely matches
Imperial Sugar's, and Imperial's refinery is here in Texas.  We also traced the
gelatin back to a rendering plant near Fort Worth.  In addition, the pill
contains gum Arabic, a common ingredient used in confectionery, but we also
found traces of gum Tragacanth, which is derived from legumes grown primarily
in the Middle East, in the same region where the Grimoire of Soldaris Bathsheba originated."


 


"So
can we assume, then, that our manufacturer is, if not from the Middle East, at
least connected to a supplier and a magician who is?"


 


"I
would say that's a reasonable assumption, but there are variables.  Most occult
suppliers in Texas could get hold of gum Tragacanth—it would be
expensive, though, especially in quantity.  That's the primary reason gum
Arabic is usually used instead; it can be cultivated here and Tragacanth can't.
 So, if we're looking at a huge sale, thousands of pills, it's more likely that
the manufacturer has a direct connection to a supplier overseas."


 


"Good,
Frog.  SA-13, what do you have?"


 


"Nothing,
sir," the Agent replied reluctantly.  "I checked with all the
agencies and hospitals that have anything to do with the drug trade, and there
haven't been any unusual cases in the last six months, or an increase in
numbers. The most recent thing the DEA could tell me about was a shipment of
bad MDMA that killed two people at a rave.  There certainly haven't been any
junkies brought in speaking in tongues.  I also checked with Austin State
Hospital and several private mental health institutions and rehab facilities. 
No love.  If these guys are selling here, it hasn’t been for long."


 


"SA-15?"


 


"Nothing
significant is showing up on the energetic monitors," she reported. 
"I've got all the Eyes on alert, but so far it's just an ordinary summer. 
It's usually pretty dull around here until the nuts come out in autumn."


 


"Nuts
do love their Halloween candy," Jason observed.  "Dr. Patel?"


 


"This
Devouring Fire is proving difficult to track down," she said.  "That
region is very unstable so there's not much left to dig through.  We have a
couple of pertinent volumes coming from the Cairo Museum of Antiquities.  All I
know for sure at this point is that this Devouring Fire is equated with both
the spirit and the judgment of God—it all links back to the myth of the
Pentecost, and how the Holy Spirit descended upon the Apostles.  In the
Biblical telling, the Apostles were overcome by the ecstasy of their knowledge,
hence the speaking in tongues.  But there are some references to this being a
day of judgment, and from there, the Devouring Fire arises.  Those who can
withstand the descent of the Holy Spirit are exalted, and those who cannot are
devoured."


 


Jason
considered.  "Let's assume, for the moment, that this Devourer is a demon,
albeit a big nasty one.  A demon requires energy to keep it on our plane, and
an anchor—an amulet, talisman, reliquary, et cetera.  The Devourer would
need an endless supply of souls—psychic energy—to remain manifest
on Earth.  Frog, what did you say the percentages were on victims?"


 


Frog
checked his notes.  "Forty percent of those who take the drug speak in
tongues and fall into a coma."


 


"And
what percentage of the human population is a psychic at a level 4 or
better?"


 


Frog
smiled.  "Forty percent, sir."


 


"He'd
need one hell of a reliquary for something that big," SA-15 pointed out,
and Jason stared at her a moment, which made her look away, pink.


 


"That's
actually brilliant," he said.  "You're right.  So we're looking for
someone strong enough to harness all this soul energy to summon the Devourer. 
We're looking for a large enough physical link to feed those souls into.  We're
looking for someone who has access to a substance derived from plants in the
Middle East, as well as working out of a 15th century book of spells
from the Middle East.  If that same someone has ties to the Imperial Sugar
plant, so much the better."


 


"Not
to interrupt," Frog said, only choking a little, "but there's one
more thing we should be looking for, too.  A location.  The magic that has to
be performed on a scale this large would need some pretty secure facilities. 
And…it might be a good idea to find out why this dude wants a Devourer.  Is he
trying to destroy the world, purify it, what?  We need a motive beyond 'crazy
fucker.'  Right?"


 


Jason,
pleased, nodded at Frog.  "We'll make an Agent of you yet, good sir.  Go
ahead with your current track of learning more about the pill's physical
origins. SA-15, get on the lookout for a big warehouse or other building that
pings the energetic radar—any baseline over a 3 means there's something
going on inside.  Hit the usual informants.  Doyle couldn't be the only one who
knew about this.  Our first priority is to find the manufacturer and where he's
keeping this stuff so we can destroy it before it hits the streets.  Everyone
please dump your notes thus far into my server sometime tonight so I can go
over it.  We'll meet back in 48 hours."


 


Thus
dismissed, the team scurried on their separate errands, leaving him with the
two constants in his life since he had transferred to the Texas branch: 
filling out paperwork and buying fruit.


 









Part Six


 


"Okay…why
am I here, again?"


 


Rowan
looked over at Frog, who was busy manipulating some sort of program on two of
his three lab computers.  "We need a test subject," Rowan explained. 
"We think that this model of the inhibitor may be the one.  We've done
trials on it with just me and Frog, but since he's not really psychic, there's
only so much we can learn.  Now we need to try it on you.  If that works, the
next step is wearing it around the base.  After that, out in public."


 


"You're
really that close?" Sara asked, amazed.  


 


"Yeah,"
Frog replied, pushing his glasses back on his nose.  "The last set of
modifications to the output modulator seem to have done the trick."


 


Rowan
opened the metal case on the lab bench, revealing three small pieces—two
triangular bits about the size of quarters, and a long strip of metal with a
click wheel, something like the one on an iPod.  He took the two triangles and
fit them behind his ears, then strapped the third around his wrist.


 


"How
does it work?" Sara wanted to know.


 


"It's
complicated," Frog said, "but basically it's a portable shield.  It
takes Rowan's energy, amplifies it through a series of crystals, and projects a
barrier between his mind and those around him.  The dial on his wrist allows
him to raise and lower the barrier, and strengthen it or thin it out, depending
on the situation.  So if he's on a case and needs to sense something, he turns
it down; if he's at the movies surrounded by people, he turns it up."


 


"So
it has no effect on other people whatsoever?"


 


"None.
 It's designed to help him blend in.  If it's turned to the highest setting,
he's supposed to be invisible to any but the most powerful psychic sweep."


 


Rowan
smiled.  "Don't worry, you won't feel a thing."


 


Sara
raised an eyebrow.  "What about you?  Isn't this dangerous if it malfunctions?"


 


"Not
at the level we're working on today.  There are seven settings, and there's
only a risk once you pass level four.  Four is where I'd set it for the average
public outing.  We'll be working at two and three.  The worst that can happen
there is that I get a migraine."


 


She
wasn't entirely convinced, but she nodded.  "Okay.  What do I do?"


 


Rowan
touched the center of the click wheel, and the two triangular pieces lit up. 
He took a deep breath.  "Frog, are we recording?"


 


Frog
gave him a thumbs-up.  


 


"All
right.  Starting at level 1."  Rowan touched the wheel, and Sara felt
something very subtle about him change.  She couldn't articulate it, but it
seemed like a shimmer of heat moved over his aura, like a mirage.  


 


Frog,
staring at his monitor, nodded.  "All readings at minimum.  Safe to
increase power level."


 


"Going
to level 2."  


 


Sara
felt her heartbeat step up, waiting for something to go wrong despite their
assurances.  "Am I supposed to be doing anything?"


 


"Not
yet.  Frog?"


 


Another
nod.  "Minimum.  Ready to try 3?"


 


"Okay."
 Rowan gave Sara a confident smile, and turned the wheel again.  "Level
3."


 


Now,
the change in him was much more noticeable—the shimmer returned, and
flickered in her inner vision, though on the outside he looked just as he had
before.  To her senses he was there, only…paler.  It was, she realized, the way
someone changed when they shielded.  


 


He
was shielded.


 


“God,
it’s quiet,” Rowan murmured, eyes half-closed.  “I’d forgotten…”


 


"Readings
on the output modulator are rising, but they're still well within
tolerance," Frog said.  "What are you getting, Rowan?"


 


The
Elf closed his eyes all the way, concentrating.  "It's working.  I can't
read her at all.  Sara—I need you to drop your shields.  Open yourself as
much as you can."


 


Sara
bit her lip, not at all happy with the idea, but Frog wouldn't get anything
from her, and Rowan was well acquainted with her energy and her gifts.  It was
safe enough, at least, for her.  Slowly, she breathed in and out, imagining the
psychic protections she'd built around her mind parting like a curtain, opening
inch by inch, only wide enough for Rowan to see in.  


 


"All
right," Rowan said, "Level 3 blocks out mundane energy levels, but
wavers slightly with stronger psychic power present.  Moving up to level
4."


 


"You
said you were only going up to 3," Sara protested.  


 


"If
4 doesn't block out one gifted Witch, there's no way it'll work in a crowded
street," Rowan replied, turning up the inhibitor another notch.  He looked
frustrated until the new level was set, then his face cleared.  "That's
better.  Full blackout achieved in…three seconds.  Not bad."


 


Frog
looked thrilled.  "Readings are still well within tolerance."


 


"One
last test," Rowan said, turning back to Sara.  "Attack me."


 


"What?"


 


"Attack
me.  Psychically.  Poke, prod, shove, whatever."


 


"You
have got to be out of your—"


 


"Please,
Sara," Rowan said.  "This is the only way to be sure."


 


Angry
with him for putting her in this position, she lashed out with her energy, the
psychic equivalent of slapping him in the face.


 


He
didn't react at all.  


 


Sara
paused, her irritation pushed aside, and did it again.  Still no reaction.  She
reached out a third time, visualizing the energy as a finger, and poked him
hard between the eyes.


 


"Well?"
Rowan asked.  "Did you do it?"


 


"Yeah.
 Didn't you feel it?"


 


Rowan
laughed, and the satisfaction in his face made Sara's fears dissolve. 
"Not at all," he replied. 


 


Frog
whooped joyously and entered something on the computer.  "Awesome,"
he said.  "That'll do for now.  How are you feeling, Rowan?"


 


The
Elf thought about it a moment, then said, a smile spreading across his face,
"Fine.  Just fine.  I think we can call this a success, Frog."


 


He
reached up and removed the two earpieces, then took off the wristband, placing
each back into its foam slot in the case.  "Once you get your notes
written up on this phase, we can move on to the next."


 


Frog
grunted in agreement, already absorbed in whatever he was typing.  Rowan took
the case, locked it, and went over to the lab's wall, where he entered a code,
causing a door to slide open.  He stowed the case inside and shut the door.  


 


"Thank
you, Sara," he said, kissing her forehead.  


 


"You
realize that if your head had exploded I would have kicked your ass," she
pointed out, eliciting a grin.  


 


“That
won’t happen,” he tried to reassure her.  “We’ve built several safety
mechanisms into the system—it’s designed to shut off if the energy level
spikes above a certain limit.”


 


“But
what if that happens in the middle of a crowd of people?  That would leave you
totally unprotected.”


 


He
looked serious again.  “Having an energy spike hit my brain would be worse than
being unshielded.  Besides, that’s where the fail-safe comes in.  If the system
goes into shutdown, it emits a pulse just before it switches off that, well,
switches me off too.  I’ll be knocked unconscious for about ten minutes, giving
whoever’s with me time to get me out of the situation and either reset the
system or get me as far from the crowd as possible.  I couldn’t go anywhere
alone, at least not with this version of the inhibitor, but on the job at least
I wouldn’t be allowed to anyway.”


 


She
stared at him, openmouthed.  “You’re going to trust a machine that much? 
But…so many things could go wrong!”


 


He
took her hand and led her out of the lab, through the R&D department, and
back toward the Floor.  “Yes, they could.  Why do you think we’ve been working
on this thing for so long?  This is the sixth model we’ve come up with.  The
last one was perfect until it hit the highest power level, and then it failed. 
That wasn’t good enough.  It has to work flawlessly or I can’t in good
conscience let Ness send me into the field.”


 


“Why
do you have to go out at all?  Isn’t there plenty for you to do here?  I
just…the thought of you getting hurt…”


 


He
turned to her and smiled sympathetically. “I know, anama.  But you don’t understand—you can come and go whenever
you like, and all you have to do is get a pass if you want to go shopping, see
a movie, even walk down the street.  That you never go anywhere is your choice,
not an obligation.  I don’t have that choice right now.  I have left this base
less than a half-dozen times in twelve years.  Considering I used to live in
miles upon miles of endless forest, it’s like being a prisoner all over again,
just in a gilded cage.”


 


Sara
looked away at the pain in his voice.  Yes, of course he was right, but she
didn’t have to like it.  “I understand.”


 


“I
want to have coffee somewhere with windows, or smell the inside of a bookstore,
or wander around downtown in this city I still haven’t seen. I’ve lived in
Austin for over a decade and I know nothing about it.  I hear there are bats.”


 


She
nodded.  “Okay.  I’ll do whatever I can to help you.  Just…be careful, please.”


 


“You’ve
helped me tremendously, you know.” He squeezed her hands, and continued
walking, this time toward the elevators.  “Thanks to you I’m strong enough to
walk around the base without my mind being flooded with so much information
that I can’t think.  Just being able to eat dinner with other people is more
than I could have hoped for a year ago.  But I need more.  If…if I’m not meant
to go back to my calling, I have to at least contribute somehow.  There’s a lot
more I can do for people here—things nobody else can do.  Except,
perhaps, you, one day.”


 


She
leaned on him in the elevator, his arm wrapping around her waist; they weren’t
usually affectionate outside quarters, but as she’d seen already, word got
around, and slowly people were noticing there was something going on.  It was
too bad she couldn’t explain what that really was.  


 


The
worst part was that, despite her witty words to Jason, she really hated what
this was doing to the vampire.  Every rumor he heard, every time he had to
think about her and Rowan together, it was like a knife in his gut—she
could see it.  After the sparring match—and she was still too freaked out
to think of it as anything less than a full-out fight to the death, even though
Carlos had promised the twins did that sort of thing all the time—she had
vowed not to rub it in his face again.  How strong was Jason, really?  Wasn’t
there any other way to help Rowan without destroying him?


 


“Have
you seen Jason since…the other night?” she asked, trying to sound casual.  They
hadn’t talked about it, but of course he knew she knew.  


 


Rowan
stiffened slightly beside her.  He shook his head.  “No, not yet.  He’s been
busy with a new case, and Frog and I have been in the lab nonstop for the last
few days.”


 


“You
should get together with him soon.”


 


“Why?”
 He stepped away as the elevator dinged and its doors released them into the
ground-level corridor.  


 


“What
do you mean, why?  You need a reason to spend time with the guy you’re nuts
about?”


 


Rowan
frowned, falling into step at her side on their way to the cafeteria, his eyes
on the tile floor.  “To tell you the truth, Sara, I’m not sure how much more of
this I can take.”


 


He
stopped just outside the double doors and leaned back against the wall, arms
crossed, looking so miserable for a moment that she nearly blurted out what she
knew about SA-7, and to hell with all of it.  She had promised Jason she
wouldn’t, and she still wasn’t sure Rowan was ready to hear it anyway.  


 


“Tired
of me already?” she tried to joke, but if anything, that made it worse, as now
guilt also hung around him.


 


“It
has nothing to do with you,” he sighed.  “You know I care for you, Sara.”


 


“Of
course I do.  I was kidding.  I’m sorry.”


 


Rowan
shook his head.  “Don’t be.  It’s just that the more we work together, if that’s
what we should call it, and the more control I gain over my memories and my
power, the harder it is not to respond to him.”


 


“And
by respond, you mean ‘throw him down on the kitchen counter.’”


 


He
half-smiled, but if possible there was even more guilt in his eyes.  “Yes.  But
I’m so afraid…so afraid of what will happen if I do.  What if…I just can’t, not
yet, maybe not ever.  And worse still…I know he’s attracted to me.  I’d have to
be head-blind and a moron not to know that.  But for me…for once in my life, I
feel more than that.  I want more, and I think I may actually have more to
give.  But what if…I…I have no reason to think he feels the same way.”


 


Sara
moved forward and hugged him, to the surprise of several people walking into
the cafeteria at that moment.  Until Sara had gotten hold of him, the Elf had
rarely touched anyone. “Honey…you do, too.”


 


“What
do you mean?”


 


She
looked into his eyes.  “Just this:  before you give up on him, first, do me a
favor.”


 


“All
right…what?”


 


“Log
onto the main server and pull up the SA duty logs—I know you have
clearance for that.”


 


“What
for?”


 


She
took his arm and led him toward the doors.  “I want you to look at Beck’s
patrol route.”


 


He
was utterly nonplussed.  “Why should I do that?”


 


“Just
do it, Rowan.  Trust me.  Consider it your remittance for making me poke you in
the third eye.”  She grinned, a bit mischievously, and tugged him along behind
her.  “Now, let’s see what’s for dinner, shall we?”


 









Part Seven


 


"Absolutely
not."


 


A
surprised and uncomfortable silence filled the conference room as Jason glared
at the Elf who sat across the table, his own usually-gentle gaze gone stony. 
Next to Rowan, Frog looked like he wanted to hide under the table.  At the far
corner, Beck leaned back in her chair, suppressing laughter.


 


"Agent
Adams," Ness said sternly, "I know you're the ranking field Agent in
the branch, and that you have considerable authority, but let's not forget: 
I'm in charge here, and I'm the one who decides whether or not an experiment
like this will or won't take place."


 


It
took all Jason's will not to fix his glare on her, but aside from being
insubordinate, it wouldn't do any good. Ness was the only person in the SA who
was his match when it came to mule-headed stubbornness.  Not to mention, she
was right.  


 


"You
can't seriously be considering this," he said, maintaining his hold on
calm by a slender thread.  "It's far too dangerous."


 


"Of
course I’m considering it," Ness retorted.  "This is the whole
purpose behind the inhibitor.  We need Rowan out in the field—we need him
on this case.  We're getting nowhere with the victims we've found so far.  We
need someone to get in deeper, past the surface of the mind where telepathy
could benefit."  


 


"So
we bring the victims here," Jason said.  "We isolate them in the
infirmary."


 


"Fine,
but what about the next case?  And the next?  Do I have to remind you that SA-5
is a fully qualified Agent, and that his gifts can't be utilized to their
fullest potential as long as he's stuck here in the base?"


 


"We
can't know for sure what kind of side effects that thing will have, or if it
will even work.  What if he gets out there in the middle of town and it
breaks?"


 


Frog
cleared his throat, and though he went beet red when they both turned to stare
at him, he spoke up pretty evenly.  "With all due respect, SA-7…we've been
running tests on the inhibitor for weeks now.  Rowan has been wearing it all
over the base, even on the Floor during peak hours.  It works.  It works
beautifully.  The next logical step is for him to wear it in public."


 


Ness
nodded.  "I've looked over all the readings and notes from the testing so
far, and I agree with Frog.  The only way we're going to know if we've wasted
half a million dollars of taxpayers' money, not to mention months of research
and development, is to give it a shot.  I've already approved the test, SA-7. 
What I need now is for one of you two to volunteer as SA-5's bodyguard for the
night."


 


"Why
one of us?" Beck asked.  "I mean, I'll totally do it," she
flashed Rowan a grin, "but I'm just curious."


 


Finally,
Rowan spoke up, though he didn't look at Jason.  "You're the only two
Agents I trust with something this important."


 


"Meaning
the inhibitor," Jason clarified.


 


Rowan
lifted his eyes, met Jason's.  Jason felt his heart somersault into his throat
the way it always did, in spite of his anger, in spite of his fear. 
"Meaning, my life," Rowan replied quietly.


 


God damn it.  


 


"All
right," Jason muttered.  "I'll do it."


 


"The
hell?  I just said I would."  Beck waved her hand.  "Am I invisible
now?"


 


"As
Ness reminded us, I'm the ranking Agent here.  For something of this nature, I
wouldn't allow anyone with less experience than I have."


 


Beck
looked from Jason to Rowan, then back again, then sighed.  "Whatever,
sir."


 


"I
have a meeting scheduled with Doyle tonight," Jason went on, pretending
she hadn't spoken.  "I'll take SA-5 with me.  The bar is near one of the
tunnel entrances, so if something goes wrong we'll be near shelter.  On a
Tuesday night the streets won't be very crowded."


 


Ness
nodded again, approving.  "Good.  SA-5, I'm assuming you remember the
protocol for field missions; you defer to SA-7's judgment in all matters once
you're out there.  Don't get carried away with this—if it works, you'll
have plenty of chances to hare off around Austin for fun."


 


"Yes,
ma'am."


 


"Frog,
I assume you'll be monitoring the inhibitor from the lab?"


 


"Absolutely,
ma'am.  I've got the program set up and ready."


 


"All
right, then.  I'll expect full reports from all three of you tomorrow. 
Dismissed."


 


*****


 


Jason
waited in the locker room, anxious and profoundly unhappy, a full ten minutes
early.  He was dressed, armed, and ready—or as ready as he could be given
the size of the bats flying around in his stomach.  He'd resisted the urge to
pack on every gun he had in his name, mostly due to logic; if a situation
arose, getting Rowan to safety would take precedence over filling the enemy
with bullets.  Still, he checked his weapons a third time.  He needed something
to do with his hands.


 


"Ready?"


 


He
looked up to see Rowan standing there, as he probably had been long enough to
watch Jason fidget.  The Elf looked…well, succulent
was the only word he could come up with.  He was wearing standard SA black,
with the addition of a coat that hit him just above the knee.  His hair covered
the two pieces of the inhibitor behind his ears.  


 


"Look,"
Jason said, "I know you're angry at me—"


 


"Don't
worry about it," Rowan cut him off.  "Let's just go."


 


"I
was only—"


 


"I
know."


 


They
stared at each other for a long moment, Jason's whole being at war with itself,
before the Elf broke eye contact and walked past him into the hallway.


 


The
SA had restored much of the old tunnel system that had once connected the bordellos
and speakeasies of Austin; they had also added their own passageways, allowing
the nocturnal members of the Agency to move around the city during daylight,
and allowing any Agent an escape route that led back to base.  The exit they
headed toward, which came up in the underground back dining area of a popular
Indian restaurant, was a ways away, but most of the main tunnels had moving
sidewalks that moved almost as fast as a vampire's stride.  In deference to
Rowan, Jason pushed the button on the wall that turned this one on.


 


They
passed most of the trip in silence, though he noticed that Rowan looked uneasy,
and couldn't help but ask, "Nervous?"


 


Rowan
glanced around the tunnel.  "Not about the test.  These tunnels…they make
me a little uncomfortable.  The subterranean levels of the base are full of
people and are much homier.  It’s easy to forget you’re underground.  Here,
it’s nothing but cold metal and rock.  I spent far too long in windowless rooms
made of steel and stone. I'm just glad these are well-lit."


 


Jason
cursed himself—they should have gone above at the base and taken a car. 
"We'll be there soon," he said, attempting a comforting tone that
probably sounded patronizing.  


 


Rowan
took a deep breath and changed the subject.  "So, Doyle—he's the guy
who sold you the Pentecost, right?"


 


"Yes.
 I've been working with him for four years.  He's got his ear to the underbelly
of the city, maybe even the whole state."


 


"What
do you know about him?"


 


"Not
a lot, and I really don't want to know more.  I know that he's never steered me
wrong."


 


Before
Rowan could reply, the sidewalk pulled to a stop in front of the Clay Pit exit,
and they disembarked, Jason taking the lead.  


 


He
ran his badge over the scanner and gave his authorization code, and the door
slid open, revealing…well, not much, except a brick wall.


 


A
moment later, the brick wall flickered, then vanished.


 


"Good
evening, Agent 7," a young woman said, beckoning them inside.  


 


The
Clay Pit's lower level, which in any other state would be a basement, was part
of the restaurant, but its back wall connected with the tunnels and a
holographic generator presented the illusion of more brick back behind the
waiters' station.  They had to be careful when they used the exit, as it was a
popular place and people loved the candlelit ambiance of the underground room. 



 


Rowan
inhaled, smiling.  "God, that smells good.  I haven't had a decent curry
in years."


 


Jason
shrugged.  "If you say so.  It's kind of lost on me.  I never had much
Indian while I was human."


 


They
took the steep old stairway up into the main restaurant, which was about
half-full and bustling with wait staff and bartenders.  Jason looked over at
Rowan, who reached down to his wrist and did something to the inhibitor; his
expression was neutral, however, and when he caught Jason's eye, he nodded.


 


"Thank
you, Jeanie," Jason said to the waitress who showed them out.  He handed
her a twenty-dollar bill for her trouble and led Rowan into the streets of
Austin.


 


"Well?"
he asked, pausing just outside.


 


Rowan
was staring up at the high rises as if he'd never seen such things before;
Jason knew he had, but it had been a while, and his unabashed wonder made Jason
feel guilty for trying to keep him on base.  


 


Cars
rushed by, and a horse-drawn carriage clattered along Guadalupe; it was about
nine o'clock, not too long after a late summer sunset in Texas, and the air was
almost tolerably cool.  Austin was one of the few cities Jason had lived in
that was not horrifically polluted, and in fact a few brave stars poked their
noses out of the sky overhead.  Looking at it from Rowan's perspective, as if
it was all new, Jason had to admit the city in its youthful exuberance made an
impression.


 


"I
smell coffee," Rowan said, and grabbed Jason's arm, dragging him along the
street like a child towing a parent into the toy store.  "Come on."


 


"We
don't have time," Jason said, but his resolve was cracked—just
seeing the Elf's excitement was enough to undo him.  In truth, they did have
time; the Clay Pit was less than a ten-minute walk from the bar where Doyle
would meet them at eleven.  Jason had anticipated a lot more problems between
here and there, but so far it looked like the inhibitor was doing exactly what
Frog had insisted it would do:  working perfectly.


 


Could
it really be this easy?


 


True
to his word, Rowan was on the trail of a nearby coffee bar, a few blocks north
where students hung out.  Even in midsummer when UT wasn't in session, the
place was brimming with twentysomethings, some studying, some outside smoking,
all getting caffeinated for a long night doing whatever it was kids did in this
decade.  


 


Rowan
stopped at the door and looked around, and Jason could tell he was cataloging
the inhibitor's responses to the people inside.  He turned the dial on his
wrist up, then down, then back up again, nodding to himself, gauging what
setting he'd need for this particular kind of group.  Satisfied, he pulled
Jason along with him up to the bar.


 


Something
occurred to Rowan, and he asked Jason, "Did you bring any money?"


 


Jason
chuckled and pulled out his wallet. "I'll have a coffee, black," he
told the barista, whose eyes were on Rowan.


 


Jason
told himself it was because most humans didn't know what to make of a
pointy-eared boy with hair down to his back and eyes that precisely matched the
leaves of a live oak tree, but truthfully, he knew the real reason the young
man was staring.  Human or not, Rowan was simply breathtaking, especially
smiling as he was, a sweet sort of innocence in his expression that belied both
his history and the reasons for their outing.


 


Jason
forgot all his fears, forgot everything but the creature standing beside him,
and reached over to take his hand.


 


At
first Rowan didn't seem to notice, as he was scrutinizing the menu board above
the barista's head, but after a moment he lowered his eyes to their joined
hands, and his breath caught.  


 


The
barista saw the gesture and sighed.  "What can I get you, beautiful?"
he asked Rowan.


 


The
Elf jerked his head back up and swallowed.  "Um…a café mocha, soy,
please."


 


"You
got it."


 


Jason
had to take his hand away—god, it was almost painful—to produce the
cash to pay the boy, and he was too shaken by his own temerity to do it again. 
They sat down in a booth in the corner, one of the few that was unoccupied, and
sipped their drinks, Rowan's discomfort abandoned in favor of a look of pure
bliss at the taste.


 


"I
wish we had time to go to Book People," he said wistfully.  "I've
heard it's like Mecca.  And I wouldn’t mind dinner at that Indian place,
either."


 


Jason
smiled.  "You'll have a chance.  If that thing keeps working like it is
now, you'll be back out here in no time."


 


"I
hope so.  It's almost…it's almost worse, getting to see a tiny piece of the
world I've missed, not knowing for sure when I can see it again.  Or if."


 


"I
promise you, Rowan.  As soon as we're sure it's safe, one night when we're both
off-duty, I'll bring you to Book People.  And the Clay Pit."


 


"But
you don't eat."


 


"I'll
drink chai and watch you moan your way through a basket of naan," Jason
said, and Rowan laughed.  "My treat."


 


The
Elf's eyebrows shot up.  "You mean, like…a date?"


 


Another
long look, and Jason decided, right then, to bite the damn bullet.  "Yeah.
 Like a date.  That is, if…I mean, it wouldn't have to be…but if…"


 


Rowan
smiled at him shyly, the tips of his ears turning pink.  "I'd like
that."


 


At
that moment, Jason felt so happy, it was almost like being alive
again—back when he'd been young and romantic and apt to tumble any lad he
met into bed with a charming smile and a kiss.  His heart threatened to shatter
against his ribcage, and to conceal the way his hands were shaking, he took a
big gulp of his coffee, which didn't do anything to settle his nerves.


 


"It's
your turn to say something," Rowan said finally, still smiling.


 


"Um…how's
the contraption working?  Are you feeling all right?  Any headaches,
nausea?"


 


The
smile broadened.  "No, but for the first time in ten years I think I can
read you."


 


There
was a beep in Jason's Ear, and he made a frustrated noise and tapped it.  [Something had better be on fucking fire.]


 


Tanya's
voice was both amused and reluctant.  [Not
to make it seem like I'm eavesdropping, or anything, but you two should
probably be getting a move on.]


 


[You make a shitty wing man.]


 


[Acknowledged.]


 


He
gave Rowan an apologetic look.  "Duty calls," the Elf said, rising
first.  "Come on, let's go do our part for our country."


 


This
time, it was the Elf who took Jason's hand, and though neither commented, they
set off up the street with fingers interlaced, Austin teeming all around them,
oblivious to the miracle at its feet.


 


*****


 


When
they arrived at the bar, promptly at eleven, Doyle wasn't there.


 


"That's
not good," Jason said under his breath.  "He's never late."


 


"Could
he be waiting inside?"


 


"No…at
least, he never has before.  He always meets me out here."


 


"Do
you want me to take a look around?"


 


He
caught the Elf's meaning, but shook his head.  "Not yet. Let's use our
regular old eyes first."  Jason drew his sidearm and gestured for Rowan to
stay close; for once, Rowan didn't protest.  


 


The
whole area seemed completely vacant, which wasn't unusual for this part of
town.  "All right," Jason said, "One quick sweep, nothing too
intensive.  We don't want to tip anyone off that we're here."


 


Rowan
dialed down the inhibitor, and Jason felt him emerge, in his mental
"eyes," as if from behind a cloud, his energy shining a watery
blue-green.  It was dampened by the shield, but Jason felt him reach into the
bar, exploring carefully, getting an idea of what they were dealing with.  It
wasn't anything Jason couldn't have done himself, but since they were supposed
to be testing the inhibitor, it was a good idea for Rowan to give it a try.


 


Then,
he turned the inhibitor back up, shaking his head.  "There are four people
in the bar:  three male, one female.  Plus the bartender, so five.  No ill
intent in any of them, but none matching your description of Doyle."


 


"So
he's been delayed by circumstance, or run afoul of someone."


 


Rowan's
gaze locked on the alley to their right, and he said, "I'd say probably
the latter."


 


Not
a second later, there was a gunshot.


 


"Stay
here!" Jason ordered, and took off running for the alley, Rowan's protest
fading behind him.  As he approached he heard a second shot, then a third.


 


He
wheeled around the corner, gun drawn, in time to see a familiar face standing
over a familiar body.


 


"You've
got to be kidding me," he said—the man who had shot Doyle, who was
aiming his pistol squarely at Jason's head, was one of the drunks who had come
after him the last time he'd been here.  Except this time, the man looked like
he was strung out on something a little harder than whiskey; he was sweating
profusely, and his eyes were huge and white like a frightened animal's.  


 


Doyle
was bleeding, but alive; and there, on the sidewalk, spilled out like dandruff,
were dozens of little white pills and a broken Ziploc bag.


 


"Come any closer and I'll shoot!" the man practically screamed, spittle flying
from his mouth.


 


"I
take it you're not one of the 40% who sees God on this stuff," Jason said
without lowering his own weapon.  "Put the gun down.  Now."


 


"Stay back!"


 


"Have
you forgotten the last time we met?  You had a baseball bat, and I had
this?"


 


"Jason,
are you—"


 


Rowan
came around the corner, and Jason was about to snap at him to get back, but the
man reacted too quickly—


 


The
shot went wide, ricocheting off the alley wall, and Rowan followed its path
calmly with his eyes before saying, "That was really stupid, sir." 
He gestured at the vampire.  "He's a really good shot, and he's got, what,
six guns on him?"


 


Normally
Jason would have found the Elf's absolute tranquility funny, but at the moment,
he couldn't pause to appreciate the absurdity of the situation.  "Rowan,
get back to the bar.  I'll handle this.  We need an ambulance."


 


Suddenly
the man lurched forward, crossing the space between him and the Elf with an
almost supernatural speed, way faster than a human could travel without some
serious chemical assistance.  He seized Rowan by the neck and shoved his gun in
the Elf's temple, shouting, "Stay
there!  You just stay there!  Put down the gun!  Nice and slow!"


 


Jason
couldn't breathe—in all his wild nightmares about what could go wrong
tonight, this was not on the list.  He obeyed, letting his arm sink until his
gun was on the ground.  "All right," he said slowly, "Just calm
down."   He held up both hands.  "Now let him go."


 


"Don't
be an idiot," Rowan said.  "You could hit him from there with your
eyes closed!"


 


"Shut
the fuck up!" the man yelled, jamming the gun into his head even harder,
forcing a pained noise out of Rowan that aroused instincts in Jason that were
likely to get them both killed.  His vision went red, as it had with Beck in
the practice ring, and the dark sonata of bloodlust and rage played through
him.  He could almost feel the man's skin ripping beneath his nails, taste the
hot spill of his blood as it spattered and pulsed out his last breaths.


 


But
what part of him was still logical knew that by the time he got there, the man
could send a bullet through Rowan's skull, and his rescue would become
vengeance.  


 


"This
is really getting ridiculous," Rowan said, still calm.  "Sir, I think
it would be a very good idea for you to let me go now.  Let me go, and put down
the gun, and we'll discuss what you've done here like rational people."


 


The
soothing timbre of the Elf's voice was getting to the man through his drugged
mental haze—he wavered, his grip on the gun loosening barely a
fraction—


 


--which
was enough for Rowan to slam his arm sideways, knocking the pistol from his
hand, and spin around, wrenching the man's other arm around behind him, at the
same time driving one knee into the human's groin.  The man tried to stand up,
but Rowan punched him twice in the head, and he went down with a cry of agony
lay shuddering and sobbing in the fetal position, blood dripping from his
broken nose.


 


Rowan
gave him a disdainful glance, then looked up at Jason.  "You're the one
with the Ear," he pointed out.  "Call an ambulance."


 


Jason,
too shocked not to do as he was told, hit the emergency switch on his Ear and
told Tanya, [We need an ambulance at
these coordinates.  Human down, GSW to the right shoulder and possibly another
to the chest.  Suspect temporarily neutralized.]


 


[ETA three minutes,] she replied instantly.


 


Rowan
looked amused, watching Jason grope in his coat for his cuffs.  "Did you
think I slept my way to my SA credentials?" he asked.  "I went
through the same training you did, you know."


 


"Well,
I know that, I just…you're the last person in the world I'd expect to see with
such a mean right hook."


 


"I'm
full of surprises," Rowan said with a grin.  "Now, let's get our
friend here back to base and find out what he was doing here with a bag full of
Pentecost."


 


The
human whimpered, wailing something like, "No, they'll kill me!" and
scrambled to his hands and knees, crawling desperately for his pistol. 
"They'll kill me, they'll kill
me!"


 


He
got his hand around the revolver and took aim at Rowan's head.


 


A
shot.


 


Jason
froze, the world falling in on itself…and then froze again, as the human fell
over sideways, a perfect round hole in the center of his forehead, a spray of
blood and brains on the alley wall behind him.


 


The
vampire looked at the Elf, who had fire in his eyes as he lowered his gun.  


 


In
the silence, they stared at each other, more passing between them than the
simple acknowledgment of a job well done.


 


Finally,
Jason said, "Are you still going to want that date?"


 


Rowan
gave him a grim smile and holstered his weapon.  "After this you'd damn
well better bring flowers."


 









Part Eight


 


Sara
couldn’t seem to stop giggling.  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.  Let me try again.”


 


Sage,
too, was bright pink, her eyes watering from laughter.  “Okay.  Even pressure. 
Treat it like a penis.”


 


Sara
cackled, and accidentally squeezed the icing bag around the middle, causing it
to sploot white frosting all over the counter.  Both Witches laughed so hard
they doubled over.


 


“I
feel sorry for Rowan,” Sage panted, wiping her eyes with her apron.  “I meant,
a penis, as in, if you squeeze it too hard—“


 


“I
know,” Sara wheezed.  “Here, I’ll do it this time.  Don’t make me laugh.”


 


Sage
bit her lip against another bout of giggles, and watched, as Sara took a deep
breath to calm herself and, once again, held the bag with its star-shaped tip
over a cupcake.  She tried doing as Sage had showed her, starting in the center
and piping her way out in circles, lifting the tip to create a conical mountain
of frosting, but hers ended up looking like someone had let the air out of one
side.


 


“That’s
better.  It still sucks, but it’s better.  Here, I think you’d better stick
with the sprinkles.”


 


“That,
I can do.”  


 


They
switched jobs, Sage manning the frosting, Sara taking possession of a large tub
of chocolate sprinkles that she would have happily dunked her whole head into
if she weren’t already full to bursting with batter, frosting, and filling.  In
the past few hours they’d gone through several bags of flour making enough
cupcakes for 119 people, in two different flavors:  white with chocolate
filling, and chocolate with cherry filling.  


 


Sage
made it look effortless.  Her capable hands danced spirals over the cakes,
leaving each one perfect, its cap of frosting just the right height to fit in
the racks that they’d wait in until it was their turn on the dessert line.  She
passed each one to Sara, who sprinkled each one, then set it in the rack.  


 


“Where
were we?” Sage asked, nodding her head at the half-page of meager notes they’d
made for their SAPEA ritual, which was only two days away and almost ready to
go.


 


“Let’s
see.  We’ve got the meeting room, we’ve got catering for the feast after, we’ve
got you baking a massive ass loaf of bread in the shape of a sun to pass around
to everyone…what are we missing?”


 


“Quarter
calls?”


 


They
brainstormed ideas for the last few unfinished ritual sections, working their
way through a forest of cupcakes, the conversation meandering off-topic as such
conversations tended to do. 


 


“How
long until you’re a fully-fledged SA?” Sage inquired.  “The program’s a year,
right?”


 


“Yep.
 I just finished the first quarter—I actually passed all my exams, which
is a damned miracle.”


 


“How’s
it work?  Do you do an internship or something?”


 


“Sort
of.  In three more months I get a field mentor and start going out on patrols
once a week to learn field protocol.  Next month they’re starting me on the
Ears—apparently it takes a while to get the hang of.”


 


“I’ll
bet.  That whole idea kind of creeps me out.  I don’t like anybody mucking
around in my head, much less downloading and uploading stuff like I’m a walking
laptop.  Is it true that the Ears can turn your head into a camera?”


 


“I
don’t know exactly how it works, but the psychic uplink records the images in
your mind and transmits them to the server as if they were data files.  Whoever
designed the system was a genius.  And insane.”


 


Sage
held up a perfect, decorated cupcake.  “I think I’ll stick with my baked goods,
thanks.”


 


“You’re
a wise woman.”


 


She
shook her head, one of her flame-colored curls coming loose from under the
bandana she wore to confine it.  “I don’t know, Sara.  I admire you for wanting
to get out there and do something important, but I just don’t think I’m the
hero type.  I like being behind the scenes and taking care of people.”


 


Sara
shrugged.  “That’s its own kind of heroic, you know.  Rowan said it was a ‘high
calling.’”


 


“That’s
what my Nana used to say.  She was Catholic, sort of, really really devoted to
Mary.  Her favorite Bible story was the one where Jesus fed the masses; she
said she was doing God’s work.”


 


“How’d
you end up a Pagan, then?” Sara wanted to know.


 


A
laugh.  “It’s a long story.”


 


Sara
gestured at the rows and rows of naked desserts around them.  “We have time.”


 


Before
Sage could start her story, though, the kitchen intercom buzzed, and a woman’s
voice said, “Sara Larson, please report
to the infirmary immediately.”


 


Sara’s
heart shuddered in her chest—she hadn’t felt anything, psychically, but
something had to be wrong for them to track her down in here.  “Fuck,” she
said, unable to move.


 


“Come
on.”  Sage untied Sara’s apron and peeled it off, grabbed a wet rag from nearby
and wiped her face and hands.  “You’d better go.  Do you need me to come with
you?”


 


Sara
shook her head numbly.  Rowan had petitioned Ness for an in-public inhibitor
trial.  Something must have happened—he must be hurt.  She felt a wave of
nausea, and gripped the stainless steal edge of the worktable to steady
herself.  


 


Sage
put a hand on her shoulder, and Sara felt the younger woman pushing energy into
her, shoring up her whirling mind, helping her to ground.  Sara laid her hand
over Sage’s, and breathed, forcing herself away from the edge of an anxiety
attack.  


 


“Thanks,”
she said.  


 


“Everything
will be fine,” Sage replied, steering her out of the kitchen.  “Let me know,
okay?”


 


“I
will—I’ll call you later, I promise.”


 


The
kitchen door swung shut behind Sara, and she took off for the elevators at a
dead run.


 


*****


 


The
sight that greeted her when she thundered into the infirmary was not exactly
what she was expecting.


 


She
burst through the double doors, sure she would see Rowan bleeding in one of the
beds or at least bandaged up in pain, but he was standing up, still in uniform
including an incredibly sexy black coat, and didn’t have a hair out of place.  


 


Jason
stood beside him—closer than he normally would have, she
noticed—with his arms crossed, staring pensively down at the hospital
bed.  


 


Dr.
Nava was on the other side, checking some sort of monitor connected to a tube
that ran into the body of a large, tattooed man Sara had never seen before.


 


“Are
you all right?” Sara demanded, all but running up to Rowan and pulling him into
a rough hug.


 


The
Elf chuckled despite the gravity of his expression.  “I’m fine.  We just ran
into a bit of a situation, is all.”


 


Sara
started to ask for an explanation, but Ness arrived, the rapid click of her
heels the only outward sign that she was in a hurry.  “Report,” the Director
ordered.


 


SA-7
looked up from the bed.  “Our informant has been compromised,” he said, probably
unnecessarily if the man in the bed was in fact the informant.  “Gunshots to
the shoulder, chest, and abdomen.”


 


“And
the shooter?”


 


“Dead,”
Jason answered.  “We caught him in the act and he attempted to fire on both
SA-5 and myself.”  He pointed at a second bed, where a human shape was covered
head to toe in a sheet.  “Dr. Nava is about to start an autopsy, but I can
already tell you he was jacked up on Pentecost.  We recovered forty-seven pills
from the scene.  As far as I know, Doyle wasn’t on it.  One of the two is a
dealer.”


 


Ness
crossed the room and lifted the sheet, and Sara felt immediately queasy.  The
man’s skin was bluish-white, waxy, and his eyes stared sightlessly at the
ceiling.  There was blood in a dried rivulet down from his forehead to his
mouth, and a single dark hole in his skull.  


 


Sara
had never seen a dead body before, not like this.  Her parents had been
cremated; the accident left them both too badly burned to identify without
dental records.  She sagged back, a ton of frosting threatening to make a rapid
and unwelcome exit from her stomach.


 


“Easy
there,” said Dr. Nava, catching her and planting her in a chair.  The doctor’s
kind hands wrapped around Sara’s wrist, checking her pulse.  “Let’s get you
some water.  Just try to breathe slowly and steadily for me, all right?”


 


Sara
nodded. “I’m okay.”


 


Ness
put the sheet back down, thankfully. “Excellent shot,” she remarked.  “Did we
recover the bullet, SA-7?  We’ll need to match it to your weapon for the
official record.”


 


Jason
started to say something, but Rowan interrupted him.  “The round was discharged
from my weapon, not SA-7’s.”


 


Sara
gaped at him.  “You have a gun?”


 


The
Elf gave her an odd look, reached behind him, and pulled out an SA
standard-issue 9-millimeter.  “I’m a Shadow Agent, Sara.  Of course I have a
gun.”


 


“And
you shot him?”


 


Rowan
looked around the room, exasperated.  “Yes, I shot him.  He was about to kill
me.  Why does everyone seem so astonished that I’m capable of doing my job?”


 


Ness
smiled.  “Not astonished at your capability, SA-5.  Simply surprised at your
initiative your first time out.”


 


“I’m
not,” Jason said, almost to himself.  “The night we met I saw him kill four
people.”


 


He
and the Elf stared at each other, and Sara expected Rowan to react to that statement,
but…something had changed between them, she could sense it.  They held each
other’s eyes, and Rowan said, equally quietly, “They weren’t people.”


 


Jason
smiled slightly.  “You’re right.  They weren’t.  And if you hadn’t shot them, I
would have.”


 


“All
right,” Ness said, “back to business, please.  Rowan, obviously our informant
here isn’t going to be forthcoming about the details of his involvement with
Pentecost, so we need you to get it from him.”


 


“I
figured you would say that.  That’s why I had Sara called in.”


 


“Huh?”
Sara managed, still a bit dazed.  “What am I supposed to do?”


 


“Observe.
 This is part of your training, as it will be part of your job as a psychic
Agent.  If you’ll remember the first night you were here, I ascertained that you
weren’t a threat and that you were telling the truth.  That’s the easiest part.
 It gets more difficult when, as in this case, the person you’re to interrogate
can’t speak for himself.”


 


“Can’t
we just wait and see if he wakes up?”


 


Dr.
Nava spoke up from where she was getting ready to wheel the gurney with the
dead man out of the infirmary, probably to an autopsy lab.  “He’s had massive
internal bleeding and several ruptured organs.  Basically we’re keeping him
breathing long enough to interrogate.  There’s nothing further that can be
done.”


 


“God,”
Sara said, glad she was sitting down.  “And this guy…he’s a friend of ours?”


 


Jason
turned toward her.  “An informant.  He gave me information, and I kept him out
of jail.”


 


“Even
on the off chance he survives, which he won’t, we don’t have time to waste.” 
Ness put her hands in her pockets.  “I received a call from the shipping
manager at Imperial—two days ago an entire truck full of sugar
disappeared from their Sugarland warehouse.  Two tons, gone.”


 


“That’s
a lot of Altoids,” Jason said, alarmed.  “Do we know if they’re putting the
mojo on the sugar before, or after the pills are made?”


 


“According
to Frog, the smart thing would be for them to do it afterward—otherwise
they risk overdosing people. We’re attempting to track the truck, but what we
really need is information about who’s behind all of this, or at least a dealer
we can trace back to the supplier.  So, Rowan, you’re up.”


 


The
Elf nodded.  “I need everyone out of the room except Sara and Jason.  Sara, you
bring your chair over by me so you can watch what I’m doing.  There’s a chance
I’ll need energy backup, in which case I’ll reach for you, so be ready to open
a channel to me.  Jason, you’re on guard.”


 


Nava
hauled the body out of the room, and Ness retreated to the hallway.  Rowan,
showing no reservations whatsoever, locked the main doors of the infirmary;
there were no other patients there at the moment.  He returned to the bed and
used the remote to raise its head slightly.  Sara flinched—Doyle’s ghastly,
dead face was suddenly staring at her, and though his eyes were closed with all
the tubes and wires he was a gruesome sight.


 


She
didn’t want to move any closer, but her orders were clear, so she scooted her
chair up beside Rowan.


 


He
gave her an encouraging smile.  “Don’t worry.  I’ve done this before.”


 


“I
can tell.”  She thought, but didn’t add, that he seemed to be in his element,
more confident than she’d ever seen him.  Had a short trip into town followed
by shooting a bad guy in the head done him that much good?  And was it really
so easy for him to end a human life, self-defense notwithstanding?


 


Tentatively,
she extended her energy toward him, touching the outer edges of his aura
lightly, curious.  


 


Her
heart broke at what she found—he wasn’t unaffected, he was holding
himself together by sheer force of will, afraid that if he didn’t seem in
control, Ness would stop testing on the inhibitor and Jason would tie him down
to keep him from ever going outside again.  His mind kept flashing the image of
the drug dealer’s face as he died, expression going from crazed to slack, then
flashing back into the past—dead men hitting the ground, blood on his
hands.


 


Sara
stood up and laid her hand on his arm.  He started.


 


“Hey,”
she said.  


 


There
was pleading in his eyes:  Not now. 
Let’s get this over with.  


 


She
nodded, and said, “Do you need to take that thing off first?”


 


He
sighed, reached up, and removed the two pieces of the inhibitor at his ears,
followed by the wrist strap.  She took them from him and set them carefully on
a nearby table, mindful of the fact that she was holding thousands of dollars’
worth of technology, not to mention his best hope for leading something like a
normal life.


 


The
second the inhibitor was off of him, Rowan’s actual energy rose to the surface,
and Jason, hovering at the door, went pale and grabbed Sara’s arm.


 


They
shared a look, and Sara inclined her head in acknowledgment.  


 


[Can he do this?] he asked her silently.


 


[I don’t know.]  Her own mental voice was halting; she was still getting the hang
of projection, and her telepathy wasn’t nearly as good as her empathy.  [I think he has to…but afterward…]


 


His
voice was determined.  [We’ll take care
of him.]


 


Rowan’s
hands trembled as he placed one on either side of Doyle’s head.  He was trying
with all his might not to let his fear show, but Sara knew better, and so did
Jason.  The combined stress of the night and a slowly-mounting headache from
wearing the inhibitor longer than he ever had before was telling on him.  


 


Still,
she had no intention of saying so.  “You’re tired,” she said simply.  “Why
don’t you let me help you from the beginning, and that way you don’t risk
overdoing it?  Nava and Ness would both be really pissed if you burned yourself
out.”


 


“I
won’t,” he said sharply.


 


“She’s
right,” Jason agreed.  “We don’t know how much of your personal energy the
inhibitor used up, and you’re still running on adrenaline from earlier.  Nobody
would fault you for taking extra precautions—in fact I would strongly
recommend it.”


 


She
could tell Rowan wanted to tell them both to fuck off, but he knew there was
too much at stake, and bowed to their advice in spite of himself.  “Very well. 
Sara, just do as we’ve practiced.”


 


Sara
thanked every god she could think of for his good sense, and stood behind him,
placing her hands on his shoulders the way, seeming a century ago, Jason had
done to teach her how to shoot.  She opened her shielding to Rowan, visualizing
her energy as a stream of light flowing from her body to his.


 


He
caught it and shored himself up, and instantly his tension eased and so did her
worry.  They were used to working together, and the familiar intimacy of the
touch relaxed him; she tried to project comfort, and the thought that this was
no different from dozens of sessions they’d had and all the nights spent
sharing body and bed.  


 


Without
the specter of fear in the way, his bravado became actual confidence; he had,
as he’d said, done this before, even on her.


 


[Now, watch what I do,] he said.  [There
will be a quiz later.]


 


Doyle
was no longer truly in his body, but he was still bound to it as long as its
heart continued to beat.  There was electrical activity in his brain according
to the monitors, but he was unconscious, the active part of his mind shut down
permanently.  The rest had perhaps an hour before the damage to his body caught
up with him and his heart simply stopped.  


 


Telepathy
dealt with the thoughts that played across the mind’s surface, and perhaps a
layer or two below that; to reach deeper required a combination of telepathy
and empathy, to burrow past the immediate memory and into territory that was
less about words and more about emotions, images, and senses.  All the various
psychic gifts overlapped in their use; Rowan’s combination of talents gave were
what suited him to become a rethla,
and Sara’s let her communicate with buildings and objects.  


 


She
watched, passive, while Rowan carefully threaded his energy into Doyle’s mind,
parting layers of thought and recollection like curtains, creating openings and
sliding deeper, deeper.  She could see that it would be a painful process to
the object of the search, if done by a clumsy or uncaring hand, but even with a
comatose man Rowan was still gentle, his touch so light that when he had read
Sara that first time, she hadn’t even been aware of it.  This time, he was
going much further—Doyle’s present was fading, his future nonexistent,
and the past getting harder to hold onto as he moved away from his broken body.


 


There
was a point at which the average psychic would have to stop and retreat.  Rowan
passed that point easily, reaching deeper and deeper, anchored firmly in his
body and fed by Sara’s continuous stream of extra energy.  It was remarkably
like watching Sage with her cupcakes—the Elf made it look so easy.  


 


“He’s
fading,” Rowan murmured.  “I might not be able to get much.”


 


“Do
what you can,” Jason said, coming closer.  “Just don’t hurt yourself.”


 


Rowan
continued to push his way into Doyle, at last finding what he was looking for;
Sara couldn’t really see deeply enough to follow him that far, but she sensed
that he was absorbing memories and information directly from the informant’s
brain, sifting through the images, keeping some, discarding others.  


 


Moments
later, she felt him withdrawing.  How he had the patience to come out so slowly
when he was already exhausted, she had no idea, but centuries of practice had
honed his skills so that he eased backwards, leaving no trace that he’d been
there at all.  


 


Before
emerging, Rowan held Doyle’s mind in his hand, turning it this way and that,
examining it for something.


 


“I
can’t do anything else,” the Elf told Jason regretfully.  “There’s no way back
for him.  The best I can do is help him go ahead.”


 


Jason
took a deep breath and let it out, nodding.  “Go on.”


 


Sara
was confused, and nearly jumped back and broke contact when Rowan took hold of
Doyle’s mind, reached beneath it to where it connected to his body, and cut the
cord with an audible snap.


 


Alarms
all around the bed shrieked to life.  The heart monitor showed a flatline. 
Seconds later, Dr. Nava came running in, but Jason held up a hand, and she
stopped, sighing.


 


“Thank
you, Rowan,” she said, and flipped the master switch that controlled life
support.  


 


Doyle
released his last breath, and that was it.


 


Rowan
had broken out in a cold sweat and was shaking like a leaf.  “You can step back
now, Sara,” he said, sounding like he had it together, but when she did as he
asked, his knees buckled.


 


Jason
was faster than she was, and had the Elf in his arms, lowering him to the floor
as if he were made of glass.  “It’s all right, I’ve got you,” Jason said,
holding him close.  “You’re safe.”


 


Rowan
smiled weakly. 


 


Ness
reappeared, her mouth in a thin, pale line.  “SA-5, did you just fry yourself?”


 


“Extra
crispy,” the Elf said in a bit of a slur.  “Be okay in a day or two.”


 


“Dr.
Nava, get him in a bed.  Immediately.”


 


Rowan
waved the doctor away.  “Nothing you can do...just need rest.”


 


Nava
looked at Ness.  “He’s right.  His body is designed to deal with this kind of
thing in its own way.  If I interfere too much I’ll make it worse.  The best
thing is to keep him warm, fed, and somewhere quiet for a few days.”


 


“Fine,
we’ll get him back to his quarters.  First, though—Rowan, did you find out
anything useful?”


 


“Yes…”


 


“What
did you see?”


 


Rowan
was on the verge of passing out, and could barely form words.  “Pentecost…”


 


Ness
bent closer, straining to hear.  “Yes?  What about Pentecost, Rowan?”


 


He
summoned all that remained of his strength, and whispered, “It’s here.”


 









Part Nine


 


Jason,
Sara, and Ness stood at Rowan’s bedside, each lost in his or her own
thoughts—Jason knew that Sara’s concern was all for the Elf, and that
Ness’s was focused on the case.  Jason stood in the middle, in more ways than
one.  


 


Whatever
Rowan knew, they needed to know, soon.  Under normal circumstances it would
take him most of the night to wake up; Jason had seen him overextend his powers
before, although not quite this badly.  The problem was, every minute that he
slept was a minute that the situation could crumble.  


 


Reports
were coming in of more victims of Pentecost scattered across the city.  In the
last few weeks there had been less than half a dozen, and of those only two had
been hit by the drug’s true purpose.  The rest reported a three-ring circus of
hallucinations and euphoria, lasting four to six hours, followed by an intense
need to do the drug again that peaked after two more hours, after which it
completely left the system.  The pill itself left no trace behind, any more
than would eating a mint; the only way to know someone had taken it would be to
examine their energetic traces, and that took more psychic talent than it was
really worth.  


 


Since
the sugar shipment had been stolen, however, Pentecost was suddenly everywhere,
distributed at parties and underground raves instead of Ecstasy.  There had
been ten cases of speaking in tongues already.  Jason had them all brought to
the base for observation, but the infirmary was filling up, and they were no
closer to the source than they had been.  The victims rocked back and forth,
voices droning in that godawful chant, and the rest of the SA psychics were
trying to read them, trying to get any information they could.


 


“What
do we do?” Sara asked, her voice startlingly loud in the peaceful room.  She
looked embarrassed to have broken the silence.


 


Ness
ran her hand over her face.  “We can’t wake him up—literally, we can’t,
until his body is ready.  We hope that they need more than a dozen chanting to
summon the Devourer, and we hope that whatever’s in Rowan’s head is worth the
wait.”  She leaned over and, in an uncharacteristic gesture of affection,
patted the Elf’s head.  “In the meantime, we eat dinner, and enjoy it while we
can.”


 


“I
can’t just leave him,” Sara said, but Ness took her arm and pulled her toward
the door.  


 


“SA-7
will watch over him.  Come on, Sara, you don’t know when you’ll have a chance
to eat again, and you’re already shaky enough from all this.”


 


The
Director led the trainee out of the room, passing Beck as she came in, worry on
the vampire’s doll-like face.


 


“I
came as soon as I heard,” she said.  “What the hell is going on?  Is Doyle
really dead?”


 


Jason
sighed and ushered her out into the living room, where he sank heavily into the
chair and gave her a recap of the night’s events.  When he finished, he raised
his eyes from the floor to see she was grinning.


 


“What’s
so funny?”


 


Beck
leaned back, propping her feet up on the coffee table, an act Jason was fairly
sure would horrify Rowan.  “You asked him out,” she said.  “That is so cute.”


 


“I
don’t know if you noticed, Beck, but we do have bigger problems right now.”


 


“But
this is what life is about, bubba.  Yeah, there’s the big bad to fight, and the
world may end, but the whole point of doing this is so that we can have moments
like that—holding hands with your guy in a coffee shop, making eyes at
each other.  We have to steal what little bits of happiness we can get in this
life.  That’s the difference between you and me.  I steal, and I enjoy.  You
steal and feel guilty.  But happiness?  It’s a victimless crime.”


 


He
rolled his eyes.  “Now isn’t the time for your carpe noctem crap.”


 


“Okay,
so, your Elf is in there asleep, all vulnerable and cuddly, and there’s nothing
you can do to wake him up early, and your job is to keep him safe.  You could
totally be in there right now all snuggly wuggly, but instead you’re talking to
me.  And you wonder why I’m the one who gets laid.  I mean, what if this all
goes south and we all die?  Do you want to regret not giving yourself ten
minutes to at least watch him sleep?”


 


He
stared at her, unwilling to admit that she was making any sense, but he had to
acknowledge that the idea was…quite possibly the best he’d ever heard.


 


“Would
you do me a favor?” he asked. 


 


 


*****


 


Beck
brought him what he asked for, then hugged him and left, promising to keep him
updated.  He locked the door behind her and returned to the bedroom.


 


For
a moment he did as she had suggested, and leaned against the doorframe, just
watching.  He had been in Rowan’s quarters many times over the years, but never
in the bedroom; it had a serene, sylvan feel to it, the way he imagined Elven
homes would have when they all lived in the great forests that were no more. 
The smells of incense and candle wax lingered in the air, as did the hint of
Sara’s human scent, no more than two days old.  


 


Rowan
had turned onto his side facing the door, his exhausted unconsciousness having
lightened into regular sleep—that was a good sign.  He might be awake
within the hour.


 


Jason
crossed the room and bent down, brushing the long strands of gold-streaked hair
from Rowan’s face.  His heart was pounding, but he leaned down anyway and
kissed the Elf, very softly, on the lips.  


 


“Listen,”
he said into his ear.  “Follow me back if you can.”


 


Then
he straightened, turned to the chest of drawers, and laid his violin case on
top.  He flipped open the clasps, revealing the gleaming wood of his oldest
friend, the one thing he had carried with him no matter where he ran.  More
than once he had lost the bow, but the instrument itself was never farther away
than his bedroom, waiting in its cushioned nest to release his demons, soothe
his mind, or lift the weight of history.


 


He
never played for anyone except, occasionally, his sister.  She had more than
once expressed dismay that he kept his talent to himself—he could be the
pride of any symphony he walked into, and in her mind hiding musical genius was
tantamount to sacrilege.  By her reckoning he should be performing before
thousands, his left pinkie finger insured for some astronomical sum, not
hunting down mystical drug dealers and demons.  The violin alone, old as it
was, was worth millions.


 


He
smiled to himself, regarding the slumbering Elf before him.  He never had to
wonder what to play; he had long ago left behind the compositions of others,
though melodies and motifs of the masters sometimes wove through his own work. 
With few exceptions he never played the same piece twice.  He lifted his old
friend and touched bow to string, eyes on Rowan, filling himself with the quiet
beauty of his presence, and began to play.


 


Jason
was a strong telepath, but had a secondary gift that fit nowhere but beneath
the “unclassified” header; he did something with music that the average human
couldn’t do.  It was nothing obvious, nothing flashy, but the subtle and
pervasive touch of the mystical, guiding the music into the listener where it
was needed, touching something deep and authentic that had brought a woman out
of a coma, restored a man’s hearing, and once in Tokyo revived a stillborn
baby.  He didn’t control it, or try to; it wasn’t in his personnel file or on
record with Ness.  To try and quantify and harness it would cheapen the
gift—one of many things that his sire, his first great love, had awoken
in him.  


 


He
leaned into the instrument, starting softly at first, letting it build; the
violin had long been his voice, an extension of his being, and he let its slow,
sweet melancholy say to the Elf everything he had longed to say for the last
ten years.  


 


When
at last he lowered the bow, finally bringing his awareness back to the room, he
lifted his gaze to find Rowan watching him, his luminous eyes wet with tears.


 


“Thank
you,” the Elf whispered.  


 


Jason
took a deep breath, placed the violin back in its case, and closed it.  Then,
he went to sit down on the side of the bed, reaching out, one hand touching
Rowan’s face, carefully thumbing the tears away.


 


“How
do you feel?” Jason asked, pressing a hand to Rowan’s forehead—it was a
human gesture that didn’t do him much good, as he had no idea what “normal” was
for an Elf.  


 


“Better.
 Whatever you…whatever it is you do with the music, it’s…I had no idea a
vampire could be a healer.”


 


Jason
snorted softly.  “I’m not a healer. Sometimes I can fix what’s broken. 
Sometimes I can’t.  That’s all.”


 


They
were so close together, hands around arms, foreheads almost touching, and it
felt so right that there was no need to even remark upon it.  But then, Rowan’s
palm slid up over Jason’s heart, an odd half-smile on the Elf’s face.  


 


“Your
skin is cool,” he noted.  “Not cold, but cool.”


 


“Yours
isn’t.”  Jason tested his forehead again, and then echoed Rowan’s movement,
drawing his hand down around the Elf’s shoulder.  “You could melt butter on
your neck.”


 


An
arched eyebrow. “We’ll save that one for another time.”


 


“We
should…we should call Ness and tell her you’re awake.”


 


“Yes,
we should.”


 


“I’m
sure you have a lot to report.”


 


“Vital
information that could save lives.”


 


“I’ll
just call her, then.”


 


“Do
that.”


 


Neither
of them moved.


 


They
stared into each other’s eyes for a long, torturous silence, before Rowan said,
“We have to call Ness.  I’m sorry, but it can’t wait.”


 


With
a sigh, Jason dug in his pocket for his Ear, which he’d taken off but never put
away—he was, in fact, still armed and in uniform but was so used to the
feeling that without the usual routine of returning from shift it hadn’t even
occurred to him to change.  He switched the Ear back on and said, [Emergency protocol 1, direct connect to
SAD, authorization Adams, Jason, 47075-9.]


 


There
was a beep, and he heard Ness—she was in her office, speaking into the
intercom.  “SA-7?”


 


The
Ear translated his thought into a text message that would appear on her
computer screen.  [SA-5 is awake.  I
would advise coming down here to avoid further exhausting him.]


 


“On my way.”


 


“There,”
he said, stuffing the Ear back in his coat.  “She’s coming.  We should get you
into the living room. She’ll probably have Sara and possibly Frog with her.” 


 


Rowan
nodded his agreement, and Jason helped him up, dismayed at how weak the Elf
still seemed.  “I didn’t think interrogations took this much out of you,” Jason
observed.  “Was it the inhibitor?”


 


“I’m
not used to the energy drain.  I think next time I’ll be able to manage it
better, provided I don’t have to kill anyone.”  


 


Jason
settled him on the couch and sat next to him.  “You were right.  I could have
hit that man from where I stood.  I just…I panicked.”


 


“You,
panic?”


 


“Apparently
it’s possible.  The thought that he might hurt you…” Jason trailed off, looking
away, but let himself be pulled back by Rowan’s voice.


 


“It’s
been a hard night,” Rowan said, lifting a hand and closing it around Jason’s
wrist, the touch more comforting than he would have thought possible.


 


“Yes,
it has, especially for you.”


 


Slowly,
impishly, the Elf smiled at him, looking at him through lowered silvery
eyelashes.  “You didn’t even have time to go to Whole Foods.”


 


Jason
blinked.  “Um…what?”


 


He
chuckled, the sound making Jason’s spine attempt to curve in on itself with
desire.  “I finally had a look at Beck’s patrol route the other day.  It
doesn’t go anywhere near 6th Street.  It doesn’t even hit Lamar.”


 


Jason
found himself laughing too.  “It took you long enough.”


 


Sobering,
Rowan met his eyes again.  “You never told me.”


 


“Well,
I was a coward.  And you were celibate.”


 


“I’m
not…I can’t make you any promises, Jason,” he said, barely loud enough to hear.
 


 


“I’m
not asking for any.”  


 


Jason
curved his hand around the Elf’s chin, leaned in, and kissed him, meeting soft
lips parted with surprise.  His eyes fell shut and he allowed himself for once
to savor that precise moment in time, not caring about an hour from then, or
even five minutes ahead.  He wound his fingers in long, silken hair, tracing
the inside edges of Rowan’s mouth with his tongue, and the Elf’s hands
tightened around his arms, clearly resisting the urge to climb into the
vampire’s lap.   


 


There
was an urgent pounding at the door, but for one bare, precious second longer,
they ignored it.  Jason smiled against Rowan’s lips.


 


He’d
been right.  


 


Elves
did taste like sunlight.  


 









Part Ten


 


Sara
knew the minute she crossed the threshold into Rowan's quarters that something
very important had changed, even before she saw the Elf sitting on the couch
leaning against Jason's shoulder as if he did such things every day.  


 


In
spite of the urgency of the situation he looked almost blissfully happy, and
even Jason, who rarely let outward emotion show on his face, was half-smiling
down at Rowan before he looked up at the four bustling into the room.


 


Seeing
Ness, Sara, Frog, and Beck, Rowan straightened—as least, as much as he
could, which meant basically that he moved away from the vampire and leaned
back into the cushions.  He was still tired, but something had boosted his
strength considerably since they'd left, and she could feel traces of Jason's
energy all over him…not in a sexual way, exactly, but if she hadn't known
better she would have sworn Jason had cast some sort of healing spell over the
Elf.


 


Rowan
met Sara's eyes.  She raised an eyebrow, glancing pointedly from him to Jason
and back, and he smiled.  [I'll tell you
later, I promise.]


 


[You'd better.]


 


Ness
took the armchair, leaving Sara and Frog to hover—Sara could have fit on
the empty couch space, but Frog already looked uncomfortable enough without
being the only one left standing.  "All right," Ness said, "Tell
us what you've found, Rowan."


 


The
Elf nodded.  "Doyle was dealing," he began, earning a disgusted noise
from Beck.  "He realized he couldn't get any information about Pentecost
without getting inside the network.  That, and…well, he wanted money. 
Pentecost is selling for twenty a pill to the raver kids and frat boys, and
they can't sell enough of it.  The sixty percent who aren't destroyed by it
want more, and more."


 


"What
did he know about the network?" Jason asked.


 


"Not
much.  They're incredibly secretive, even for drug dealers.  He made his buys
from a woman on the East side off Cesar Chavez.  He followed her once to a
seemingly abandoned warehouse nearby—East 4th Street and
Bolivar.  Doyle didn't know if that was their base of operations, but his
supplier went inside.  I suspect based on his memories that the base is
actually underground, beneath the empty warehouse."


 


"Did
he know anything about the drug itself?" Frog piped up.  "Like how to
reverse its effects?"


 


"He
was afraid of asking too many questions, but he did find out that they're
dosing the sugar before the pills are made, not after.  There was a plan to
widen distribution, but they were having trouble controlling the dosage that
way. The syndicate behind it was working on an experiment, according to Doyle's
supplier, to smuggle the tainted sugar into a self-contained environment and
test the results."


 


Ness
looked stricken.  "You mean somewhere like the SA?"


 


Rowan
shook his head dubiously.  "I don't know.  They'd have to know we exist,
and how to find us, and be able to get the sugar into the building—and
they'd need an informant of some kind to report back."


 


"But
you said it was here," Ness insisted.  "We all heard you."


 


Rowan
frowned.  "I did?  I don't…I don't remember that.  Doyle didn't know any
more specifics about the plan."


 


"It's
here…you said it's here," Sara muttered…and her heart fell down to her
knees.  "Oh, God.  Oh God."


 


All
eyes turned to her, and she said, "Sage."


 


*****


 


"Stay
back," Jason said, pressing himself back against the wall, gun drawn. 
"Wait here until I tell you."


 


"Let
me go in first," Sara hissed.  "We don't know what's really going
on—you can't just run in and shoot her."


 


They
stared each other down for a moment, and she added, "Do you want
information, or not?"


 


Jason
rolled his eyes and jerked his head toward the door.  She nodded and moved
around him, glancing back down the hall where the others were waiting for an
all-clear.  Ness hadn't wanted to raise an alarm until they knew exactly what
they were dealing with.  In the cafeteria it was business as usual for a late
night, but there shouldn't have been anyone in the part of the kitchen where
Sage did her baking.  


 


Sara
took a deep breath, swallowing hard, and crept around the doorway, poking her
head in.  The lights were on, but she didn't hear anything moving at first. 
"Sage?  It's Sara.  I've been looking for you everywhere—Chef Didier
said you were back here."


 


At
first there was no answer, but then very, very softly, she heard a whimper, and
Sara moved forward, fully into the large, steel-and-white room.  As she
approached the sound, she looked at the ingredients shelves—sure enough,
there were four bags of Imperial Sugar.  Sage was in charge of ordering baking
supplies; she could slip Pentecost-laden sugar into any of her recipes at any
time.


 


Sara
saw a shadow move in the corner, and ducked behind a shelf where she could peer
through the neatly-stacked rows of muffin tins and loaf pans.  There was
someone there…someone in chef's whites, curled up in a ball on the floor.


 


Sara
left the shelter of the shelves and, with another deep breath, stepped around
the counter.


 


"Sage…"


 


The
girl had her knees pulled up to her chest, and her arms folded over her sweaty
red hair.  She was shaking violently and making little mewling sounds of fear
or pain.  Sara dove to her side, kneeling next to her, and tentatively reached
out a hand to touch her shoulder.  The baker didn't acknowledge the touch, and
didn't respond when Sara called her name and shook her.  


 


Sara
took careful hold of Sage's face and lifted, trying to get the girl to look up.


 


"Oh,
no…"


 


Sage's
eyes were open but dull, her expression slack, and every few breaths she made
another pitiful noise that Sara decided had to be from fear.  Her energy seemed
to have gone haywire, her personal barriers fluctuating, her aura swelling and
shrinking as if she were flailing her arms to ward off an attack.  Sage was
fighting something…and losing.  


 


"Jason!
 Rowan!  Help!" Sara yelled.  


 


Feet
thundered in through the doorway, and before she knew it Sara was surrounded by
guns, exactly where she'd hoped she never would be again.  "Put those
down," she snapped.  "She's hurt.  She needs a doctor."


 


Rowan,
stowing his own weapon as he pushed past Jason, came forward and knelt beside
Sage as well, touching her lightly, both with his hands and his energy.  He
reached into her, trying to draw her out, his face a mask of concentration.  


 


“Fight
it, Sage,” he said to the girl.  “Let me help you.”


 


Sara
watched with both mundane and psychic sight.  Sage was trying—she
stretched out all her strength to try and take the hand Rowan offered her, but
she was weakening, the onslaught of the drugs and the magic too much for her. 
Sara could sense, almost see, the dark energy of the Pentecost that coated the
girl’s insides like an oil slick, covering everything that was Sage, everything
beautiful and alive, in its inky, slimy desires.  It taunted her with
visions—demons, her loved ones in torment, her grandmother being raped,
skinned alive, and eaten by creatures with forked tails and long
saliva-dripping teeth.  Anguished wailing battered Sage from all sides, the
wailing of the damned, dragging her down with it.


 


And
beneath that agony, another voice, this one guttural and pitch-dark, repeating
the same words over and over, telling her that there was only one way to save
her grandmother, only one way to deliver her from her eternal punishment…only
one being powerful enough to scour the world of its sins, only one power…only
one to deliver them all…only one to devour...SUMMON ME, CHILD, SPEAK MY NAME, I COME FORTH FROM THE BLACKENED LAND,
I WILL CONSUME THE SCREAMS AND FROM THE ASHES OF THIS WORLD SHALL ARISE A NEW
EDEN…


 


Sara
put her hands over Rowan’s, one on either side of Sage’s face.  “Sage!  It’s
Sara!  Listen to me—it isn’t real!  What they’re showing you is just a
dream—you’re a Witch, Sage!  A priestess of the Goddess!  You don’t believe in hell!”


 


Her
voice, both mental and oral, echoed over the tortured landscape of Sage’s mind,
and there was a flicker; the incongruity of being shown so much that
diametrically opposed her own beliefs caused a tiny crack in the visions, like
a skipped frame in a film. 


 


[Nana…]
Sage whispered, grasping for the vision, as if she could pull her grandmother’s
soul across paradoxical distances away from hell and into someplace safe that
Sage herself couldn’t find.   


 


Sara
switched to telepathy, hoping it could go places her voice couldn’t.  [Sage… that isn’t really her.  God loved
your grandmother.  God wouldn’t let that happen to her.   Show her to me, Sage.
 Show me your grandmother.  Show me the truth.]


 


Rowan
fed power into the girl, who groped in the darkness, past the demonic images,
toward the warm comfort of the woman she had grown up with.  One layer at a
time, she built the picture—a cozy kitchen, the smell of bread baking,
wrinkled hands that were nonetheless steady as they punched and kneaded dough. 
Long white hair in a trailing braid wound around her head.  An apron stained
with years of pie filling and butter.  A cracked voice singing an old Irish
drinking song way too bawdy for the child at her elbow to understand.  


 


The
drug tried to fight its way back in, but now it had to contend with the memory
of the grandmother as well as the power of Sage’s will, rising back up from the
black, and the wrath of an Elf who came to stand squarely between Pentecost and
the Witch until she could face it herself.  Sara, too, lent her energy, sending
it through Rowan, adding her own memories:  she and Sage making cupcakes and
talking about the old woman, the two of them laughing as women had in kitchens
for centuries.  


 


[GET OUT!] Sage suddenly screamed into the black.  


 


And
something…or Someone…wrapped protective and imperious wings around the girl,
driving out the last of the nightmares, banishing every last grotesque and gory
atom.  There was a flash, as of moonlight on snow, and the sound of a thousand
feathers that stirred up a wind, a gale, putting the shadows to flight.


 


Sage’s
body, now held in Rowan and Sara’s arms as she writhed and cried out against
the horror, went rigid, and her last cry trailed off into silence as she fell
back, going completely limp.


 


Sara
was panting, feeling both scalding hot and freezing, the room spinning all
around her.  She grounded herself as best she could, and then pulled out of
Sage’s mind, leaving Rowan behind.  He was busy bolstering Sage’s shields,
protecting her, spinning the traces of that moonlit power that had banished the
vision into a healing sleep that would gently erase the memory of what she’d
seen.  Sara nearly smiled—it was so easy for him to do for Sage what he
couldn't do for himself.


 


Distantly
Sara heard Ness giving orders to Jason to send Agents as well as local law
enforcement to the warehouse at 4th and Bolivar, and telling Frog to
call up to the infirmary to get a stretcher and medic down here at once.  


 


Meanwhile
Rowan was absorbing everything he could about the drug, about what had happened
to Sage both before and during the fight.  Sara marveled at him—she had
known, of course, that he was powerful, but seeing him do four things at once
without breaking a sweat, not hours after he'd done much the same with Doyle,
after wearing the inhibitor out in public for the first time…she could never
hope to have half his strength.  It was multitasking on an order no human was
capable of.  


 


Sara
looked up at Ness.  "We have to be sure whatever Sage was making doesn't
get fed to anyone."


 


Ness
stepped back and looked at the counters.  "There's nothing here.  The
bowls are empty—they look like they've just been washed."


 


Nearby,
Jason swore, and they turned to look where he was pointing.


 


Sage
had been sitting down to her own dinner at the end of her shift, not baking. 
She probably hadn't wanted to go out in the cafeteria all sweaty and covered in
bread dough—the bread itself was still rising in the back, so it could be
easily destroyed.


 


"The
bread's clean," Jason remarked, staring down at something.  "If she
used this recipe, it's vegan—that means she had to use the organic sugar
on the second shelf.  Imperial's conventional, it would be bleached with bone
char, but organic sugar is considered cruelty-free."


 


Ness
lifted her eyebrows.  "How the hell do you know that?"


 


He
shrugged.  "Alton Brown."


 


Sara
got shakily to her feet with Frog's assistance and examined the remains of
Sage's meal—grilled chicken and vegetables, not a likely culprit.  


 


But
there, at the side of her plate, was a half-eaten cupcake.


 


"Fuck
me," Sara gasped.  "Fuck me running."  She gestured helplessly. 
"It's in the cupcakes.  The ones we made.  They've already been served. 
People were eating them hand over fist."  She looked up, throat
constricted with horror, at the Director, who had actually gone pale. 
"We're too late."


 


As
if the gods had heard her pronouncement, from the other side of the door in the
cafeteria, the air suddenly shattered with screams.


 









Part Eleven


 


Witches
might not believe in hell, but as Jason surveyed the scene before them, he
couldn't think of a better description for what he saw.


 


There
were about twenty-five people in the cafeteria, and twenty of those had fallen
to the floor, screaming and writhing, wheeling their arms in the air against
invisible assailants, weeping, tearing at their clothes and faces until they
were bloody.  One man crossed himself repeatedly, tears streaming from his eyes.
 A small handful looked absolutely blissful—whatever religion they were,
Jason envied them.


 


Another
victim, a woman in her forties with an R&D badge, lay on the floor where
she’d fallen from her chair, and her eyes were glassy, fixed—dead.  There
were two cupcake wrappers and a half-empty cup of coffee at her place at the
table.  An overdose, and given Sage’s reputation as a baker, probably not the
only one in the base.


 


Amid
the twenty who had been hit, half a dozen were curling up on themselves, beginning
to rock forward and back, their faces blank, eyes huge and surrounded with
white.  One had already begun to murmur rhythmically to himself…and Jason knew
the other five weren't far behind.


 


"Right,"
he said, maintaining his calm by inches.  He had seen torture, and death, and
had experienced both, but this…he shoved the thought away, focusing on the
practical.  They had to get these people restrained somehow and figure out just
how bad things were.


 


He
hit the emergency signal on his Ear and had it put him through to the
infirmary.


 


[Dr. Nava.]


 


He
could hear a fair measure of chaos surrounding the doctor as she made it to her
intercom.  "What's the situation, SA-7?"


 


[Partly cloudy with a 40% chance of soul-sucking
demons.  We need you to send another team down, this one with as many sedatives
as you can spare.  There are twenty more victims in here.]


 


Nava
wasn't a woman who cursed, but now was a good time for it, and she rattled of a
melodic string in both Spanish and English before answering him.  [On our way.]


 


He
turned back to his team, who were clustered with the handful of untouched
employees, six faces white with panic.  "Permission to take charge of the
situation, Ness?"


 


She
looked from the chanting man back to Jason.  "Enthusiastically granted."


 


"Thank
you.  Now, then.  They're sending sedatives so we can knock all these people
out.  That at least will keep them from summoning Gozer the Destructor.  We
need to find everyone else in the building that ate those cupcakes and separate
out the ones with the hardcore effects versus those who'll come down in a few
hours.  Beck, start a sweep of the building.  Get everyone who's unaffected
back to their quarters.  You, there—” He caught the eye of a woman in a
cook's uniform, who swallowed but met his gaze.  "Go into the kitchen and
dump all that sugar down the drain.  And incinerate every damn cupcake you
find."


 


"Yes,
sir," she squeaked, and disappeared, looking relieved to have an excuse to
get away.


 


"Frog.
 Go with her and get a sample of the sugar before she tosses it.  We need you
to analyze it and work on a way to counteract the drug at least for the 40%. 
Get whoever you need from R&D, if they’re sober, and tell every other
able-bodied person there to meet on the Floor and report to Dr. Nava."


 


He
turned to Ness.  "We need to recall everyone in the field and find out if
anyone ate in tonight.  We're going to need armed guards all over the place,
just in case."


 


She
nodded in agreement and pulled out her cell phone; Ness typically didn't wear an
Ear.  As she turned away she was already barking out orders. 


 


That
left him, Rowan, and Sara, both of whom looked about ready to fall over.  “Do
you have anything left?” he asked.


 


Rowan
took a deep breath.  He was pale and drawn, the pain and emotion of everyone in
the base beginning to build in his mind, and soon it would overwhelm him.  His
eyes were unfocused, his voice unsteady, and it was all Jason could do not to
fly over and put his arms around the Elf, shielding him from it all.  “I can
try.”


 


Sara
took Rowan’s arm.  “I’ll give you whatever I can.”


 


The
cafeteria doors sailed open, and medical personnel poured in, led by one of the
senior doctors, Dr. Rosenberg.  He surveyed the situation and immediately
started issuing directives, setting up triage.  One medic found the dead woman
and gently eased her onto her back, closing her eyes with his fingers.


 


Jason
turned back to Rowan.  “I have a feeling scientific intervention isn’t going to
be enough--can you help them all like you did Sage?”


 


The
Elf, clearly daunted by the prospect, shook his head.  “Not at that depth.  And
you have to consider that if any of them are religious Christians, they’ll have
a harder time fighting.  This drug was tailored to their cosmology.  If we’re
lucky a few of the others will be Buddhist or Pagan and reject the programming
outright.”


 


Dr.
Rosenberg approached them, grim-faced but collected.  “SA-7,” he greeted Jason
with a nod.  “We’ve got it under control up here, for now.”


 


“How
many are we dealing with, total?”


 


“It
looks like of the 119 full-time staff, 77 were dosed with the drug.  By our
records 32 could potentially go into the full trance, but we’ve only found
fourteen total.  All seven Agents above a level 4 are fine; you, SA-8, and SA-5
wouldn’t have eaten the food, and the other four were all out in the field
tonight.  We’re in the process of consolidating the 14 into the infirmary and
moving everyone else into the Floor or here—they’ll be all right by
morning, they just need babysitting.  We’ve got maybe six hours at most before
the fourteen are so mentally blown there’s no recovery.”


 


“Good
work, Doctor.  Do you have any updates on Sage?”


 


“Her
vitals are stable and her neural output is depleted but within the safe range. 
She’ll be all right.”


 


“Perfect.
 As soon as she’s lucid we can do a proper interrogation.”


 


Rowan
cleared his throat.  “That won’t be necessary, really.  I know everything she
knows.”


 


“Is
she a threat?”


 


The
Elf shook his head, smiling sadly.  “She’s as innocent in this as everyone
else.  All she did was make her usual supply order this week—we get
Imperial Sugar all the time.  The people behind this probably have a man in the
plant who tracked large orders to Austin locations and found us.”


 


Sara
let out her breath.  “Thank goodness.  I mean, that Sage wasn’t behind it.  I
just couldn’t imagine her doing something like that…but I’ve been wrong about
people before.”


 


Jason
looked around the room; it did indeed seem like Rosenberg had it under control.
 “Let’s head to the Situation Room and get everyone together who might be
helpful.  You can brief us there, SA-5.”


 


“Situation
Room?” Sara asked, falling into step beside him as he led them out of the
cafeteria.  Once the double doors swung shut, mercifully, it was much quieter,
and Jason’s mind stopped spinning in such wild circles.  As they walked, every
few minutes he heard a distant scream or shout, or a disembodied voice floating
through the intercom summoning someone here or there, Emergency Protocol
Whatever.  


 


“SS-13,”
he replied.  “A secure room with its own computer system.  Disaster control.”


 


“Jason…what
are we going to do?” Sara asked, her voice higher pitched than normal.  “We’ve
been trying to come up with a cure for this stuff for weeks and Frog still has
no idea how to counteract it.  We can’t bring everyone out individually like we
did Sage.  What if it’s all over the city?  They had 400 bags of sugar!”


 


“Calm
down,” he said firmly.  “First we gather all the information and assets we
have, then we come up with a plan.  I’ll tell you when it’s all right to panic.
 In the meantime, stay grounded.  This is what we do, Sara.  Now keep moving.” 



 


SS-13
had its own separate elevator controlled by a generator, so if the base went
into lockdown and lost power, it could still be accessed.  By the time they
reached it, Ness, Dru, and Nava were all there; Beck arrived moments later, not
exactly the picture of serenity herself.


 


“All
right, what do we have from outside the base?” Jason asked, helping Sara
deposit Rowan in a chair.  “Is this confined to the building or did they decide
to broaden the experiment?”


 


Ness
shook her head.  “APD has no unusual activity.  I’ve called in reinforcements
to surround the building and make sure nobody gets in or out.  Lockdown in ten
minutes, and I’m not lifting it until we find out if they have a man inside
watching the situation.”


 


“They
must,” Dru said.  “The two Eyes we have unaffected went back through the
external readings and there are no unusual signals leaving or entering the
base.  Whoever they are, they’re here.”


 


Jason
had the intercom patch through to R&D.  “Frog?”


 


“Yes sir?”


 


“Report.”


 


“I got a sample of the sugar before Amy
incinerated the rest, and I’m running it through the GC/MS and the Ectoplasmic
Chromatograph right now.  So far it looks identical to the sample pills you
brought us before.  Same basic composition, same spells.  I’m analyzing for any
anomalous particulates that might tell us more about where it was stored or how
it was shipped—that will be helpful later.”


 


“Well,
what do you recommend as a course of action for now?”


 


“I would say we need to find a way to break the
third formula—the one that implants the chant in the victim’s brain.  We
also need to shut them down psychically so that they don’t fry.  The first
formula, the one that causes the hallucinations, is harmless enough once it
runs its course, although it’ll cause some pretty hardcore nightmares and
probably result in either born-again Christianity or atheism.”


 


“All
right.  We need you in SS-13 as soon as you’re available.  Can you beam us a
scan of the formulas in their original context?  We can start looking for a
loophole.”


 


“Right away.  I already have them on my
server—give me two minutes and you’ll have them there.”


 


“Okay.”
 Jason sat down, and the rest followed suit, surrounding the conference table
that had a variety of technological wizardry installed to manage a crisis
situation.  “Let’s make sure we’re all on the same page here.  This is what we
know so far:  the base has been infiltrated by Pentecost.  We have 77 victims
with the potential for 32 to go into full demon-summoning mode.  Thus far only
15 to 20 have been so affected.  The method of dispersal was
imprecise—unlike with a pill, where you can control the dosage, eating it
in a recipe means that some people got more and some less.  We have confirmed
three deaths from overdose.  The source has been identified as a shipment of
Imperial sugar fed to the dinner crowd this evening from 19:00 to 21:00 hours. 
The source and its resultant cupcakes have been destroyed.”


 


“I
can’t believe we’re dealing with magic cupcakes,” Beck muttered.  “This is so
demented.  And kind of lame, really.  Leave it to Austin--this kind of shit
never happened in the D.C. branch.”


 


“The
base is going into lockdown,” he continued, ignoring her.  “We have
approximately six hours to find a way to cure the full victims before they are
permanently damaged.  The rest will come out of it on their own.  We managed to
bring out one of the victims, Sage.”


 


“How
did you manage that?” Dru asked.  “Can we do the same for the rest?”


 


“Rowan
and Sara used the fact that Sage is a Pagan and therefore doesn’t believe in
heaven or hell to cause a disruption in the hallucinations.  The dissonance
between her actual beliefs and what she was seeing was enough to break the
cycle.  She was then able to fight her way out of it.”


 


“We
can’t count on the others being that strong,” Rowan spoke up wearily.  “We have
a dozen religions represented here on the base, but at least half the staff is
some form of Christian.  The drug plays right into the fear of hell to convince
the victim to summon the Devourer.  Even those who practice a different
religion may have enough history with Christianity that the images will have
the same effect.  Whatever you may believe, when you see your loved ones
tortured by Satan, it’s hard to deny.”  He looked over at Dr. Nava.  “Rosenberg
said Sage was recovering—has she said anything, or displayed any unusual
behavior?”


 


Nava
made an indeterminate noise.  “If you call chanting unusual.”


 


“Chanting?”
Jason asked.  “What is she chanting?”


 


Nava
lifted her hands and shook her head.  “No, no, not the bad kind, not from the
spells.  This is her own thing.  She said something about it giving her
strength—she’s still pretty confused and afraid after seeing all that,
even though she barely remembers it.  All the noise and chaos around her is
making it hard to rest.  So she started chanting something, something Pagan,
and before long she fell asleep.”


 


Sara
sat up straight.  “What was it, did you hear?”


 


“Names.
 A string of names—all I really caught was Isis, and I think Demeter.”


 


Sara
grinned.  “Names of the Goddess.  It’s a popular chant among Wiccans.  Rowan…”


 


The
Elf looked at her, and something passed between them.  Rowan nodded.  “You may
have something there, Sara.”


 


Impatiently,
Jason said, “Well, would you mind sharing with the rest of the class?”


 


Sara
clasped her hands, obviously trying not to wring them nervously.  “Pentecost
causes the victim to chant the incantation they programmed into it.  Maybe the
trick isn’t trying to wake everyone up, but to change what they’re programmed
to do.  If we can override that one spell, maybe program everyone to chant
something else, we can neutralize its effect.”


 


“And
how do we do that?”


 


“Can
you bring up the text of the incantation?” Sara asked.  


 


Jason
leaned forward and hit a few keys on the table’s display; as promised, Frog had
uploaded his notes and diagrams to the emergency server, and in a few seconds
Jason had the scanned and annotated text of the third spell on the screen where
everyone could see it.  The language itself was impossible for them all to
read, but Patel had made enough notes that they could identify which paragraph
was intended to do what.


 


Sara
scrutinized the image in silence for several minutes before pointing at a
segment of the text and saying, “There.  That’s the incantation.  Now, if we
were to substitute this text with something else, say, the names of the Goddess
Sage is chanting, the Devourer wouldn’t be summoned, but moreover, the effect
of using something the victim believes strongly in would help them break out of
the trance.  It only took a few seconds’ disruption with Sage—once she
realized that what she was seeing wasn’t real, she got angry and fought back.”


 


“You’re
forgetting,” Ness pointed out, “that only a handful of the victims are Pagan.”


 


“So
we use several alternatives.  You have what religion everyone practices here on
file, right?  Pull them up.  We create different versions of the new
incantation—one for Catholics, one for Hindus, whatever we need.  There’s
only fifteen so far, it would be complicated but possible in six hours.”


 


“We’d
need a delivery system,” Beck said.  “Obviously the thing doesn’t work just by
waving a wand over the person—it has to be in the body.  I doubt we can
get everyone to stop going crazy and just eat some cookies.”


 


“Sugar,”
Frog said, appearing in the doorway, panting.  “I destroyed everything but the
organic stuff that Sage ordered from a different company.  Dr. Nava—“


 


“A
sugar solution injected into the bloodstream,” she confirmed.  “We’ll do
exactly what the makers of Pentecost did, and use their idea against them. 
It’s a bit shaky, but it might work.  It’s definitely worth a shot.”


 


“Frog,
Dr. Nava, see if you can find Patel on the Floor—she’s only a level 2, so
she should be fine.  Get to work on the new formula immediately.  Rowan, can
you help them?”


 


The
Elf nodded.  “They’ll need someone who can work magic.  I have the skill, and I
can tap into the energy of anyone around me with even a mote of psychic power,
if I have to.”


 


“Good.
 Just be careful.”


 


“What
about me?” Sara asked. “I can help too.”


 


Jason
gave her a smile that made her blanch.  “I have another job for you first.


 









Part Twelve


 


“In
here,” Jason said, gesturing for her to follow him.  She had to admire how,
even in the face of extraordinary and pretty insane circumstances, he was all
business, his expression betraying neither fear nor excitement.  


 


The
room he’d brought her to was long and narrow, with several computer systems set
up in a row.  She stared at the machines, trying to figure out why they looked
odd to her, then realized they were very similar to the Ears—they had
wires and headpieces and the chairs were built into the unit, something like a
cockpit, except that they looked like they’d been grown instead of constructed.
 


 


“These
are the Eyes,” SA-7 informed her.  “Through this system we monitor occult
activity and energy spikes throughout the state.  The Ears are our internal
communications system; the Eyes are our reconnaissance.”


 


“Right,”
Sara said.  “You don’t…you don’t expect me to use one of those, do you?  I
haven’t even learned how to work an Ear yet.”


 


“No.
 You’re going to talk to the building and see if you can figure out who’s
responsible for this mess.  We’re in here because the room is one of the most
secure we have, and because I can access the security camera footage inside and
outside the base if we need clarification.”


 


He
pulled up a chair and gestured for her to sit.  “Do your thing.”


 


“My
thing?”  Sara shook her head.  “I need to be able to touch the walls.  And I
don’t know if I can do it with the entire base—I’ve only ever tried with
single rooms, or at most small houses and stuff.  I get impressions off big
buildings, but in a place like this, the energy changes constantly.”


 


“Just
look for anomalies,” he instructed.  “We’ve got a mole somewhere—if this
whole thing was an experiment, someone has to be taking field notes and
reporting back to headquarters.  Rowan says Sage is innocent, so you have to
find out who’s not.  Whoever it is, is our only link to the people behind
this.”


 


“Can’t
we just—“


 


“Sara,”
he said, his tone becoming deathly serious, “people are dying and going insane
all around us.  We don’t have time to argue.  This isn’t a request, it’s an
order.”


 


Whether
it was mere impatience or real anger in his voice, she saw his eyes…change,
somehow, as if they were losing some of their color and going faintly silver
around the edges.  A slow quake of fear rumbled through her belly—pure,
human instinct, telling her not to bait the predator.


 


She
nodded and walked over to the nearest wall, sliding down it to sit cross-legged
with her back against the flat surface.  She pressed her hands back too,
feeling the texture of the wall, and tried to remember how this had worked last
time.  Months and endless training had happened since, but she hadn’t worked
much with this part of her gift—that was supposed to come later, once her
telepathy and empathy were both fully under control.  Still, she knew what it
felt like, even if the memory of the act itself was hazy.


 


Closing
her eyes, she opened up her psychic barriers and let her energy touch the
walls, the floor beneath her, the rarefied air that pumped through the base.  


 


Houses
had distinct individual personalities; apartment complexes were a jumble;
retail stores and malls were utter chaos.  The base had a purposeful hum,
dozens of different energy patterns with a common intention that was unusually
unified.  She realized it might be easier here than with a  house—she
just needed to find something that didn’t fit.


 


[Talk to me,] she said, visualizing the combined energy of the whole building as
a single spirit with emotions and a sort of basic intelligence.  She couldn’t say
for sure whether a structure really had a spirit or not, but she got better
results when she approached it as one. 
[What’s here that doesn’t belong?]


 


The
base responded with surprising clarity, almost like telepathy but much less
organized.  It left an impression in her head that she had to put into words
herself.


 


[Screaming]


 


[Yes,]
she affirmed.  [Pentecost.  But there’s
someone here, a person, who shouldn’t be.  An…energy that doesn’t fit.  Show
me.]


 


One
thing was clear:  the base was not happy with what was going on within its
walls.  If a building could feel anger, this one did; it didn’t have the level
of sentience required to do anything about it, but it seethed.  An old house
might be strong enough to manifest its anger as a poltergeist, but the base
didn’t have the ability.  


 


It
took her “hand” and dragged her toward something, and her mind went spinning
through the building, the speed making her dizzy and nauseated.  She let
herself go mentally limp, hoping that if she didn’t struggle the ascent
wouldn’t be so sickening, but it didn’t really help.


 


They
lurched to a stop, and the world tumbled around her for a moment until she
could make sense of where she was and what the base wanted her to see.


 


“Oh,
shit,” she said aloud.  


 


Satisfied
that she had gotten it, the base dropped her unceremoniously back into her
body, and she moaned and fell over sideways, her stomach threatening to fly out
through her mouth.


 


She
opened her eyes and saw boots in front of her face.  Jason knelt and helped her
sit back up, asking, “What was it?  What did you see?”


 


Sara
grabbed his arms and forced herself to her feet.  “The cafeteria,” she panted. 
“We have to get back there now.”


 


*****


 


They
crept along the hallway toward the double doors, and although Sara was relieved
there wasn’t any more screaming issuing from inside, she dreaded what they
might find.  


 


Jason
reached back and drew his gun, then looked at her.  “Here,” he said, bending
down to pull up the leg of his pants, revealing a second pistol.  He removed it
from the holster and handed it to her.  “Just in case.  Just don’t--”


 


“Shoot
myself in the foot,” she muttered.  “Yeah, fuck off, SA-7.”


 


He
shot her a sardonic grin, and then returned his attention to the matter at
hand.  


 


Sara
didn’t really want the gun, but she had to admit she felt a little better with
it in her hands.  She echoed his movements, flattening herself back against the
wall, letting him lead her to the doors, her heart doing pirouettes in her
throat.  


 


He
cocked his head to the left, and she moved around him, taking up position
behind the left-hand door while he took the right.  He peered sideways through
the glass inset, and after a deep breath, she did the same.


 


There
were six or seven medics hovering around the victims that remained in the
cafeteria.  Sara wondered where they’d found so many stretchers—had they
brought some in from Austin EMS, or was the Agency prepared for a large-scale
disaster like this?  


 


The
hallucinating victims seemed to have been moved, probably down to the Floor,
but those that were still here were clearly the less fortunate; they struggled
and fought the medics, and she could hear the rise and fall of the incantation.


 


“They
were supposed to be sedated,” she said in a loud whisper.


 


Jason
nodded.  “Yes, they were.”


 


“What
do we do?  Go in yelling, guns blazing?”


 


“No
blazing,” he said.  “We don’t want to cause mayhem and let our target slip
away.  This calls for something a little more subtle.”


 


Just
then, there were footsteps, and Sara wheeled around, weapon at the ready.


 


Frog
froze, eyes going huge, and put up both hands.  “Fuck, Sara!”


 


“Sorry.”
 She lowered the gun, sheepish, and saw that Jason was trying not to laugh. 
“Hey, he could have been a bad guy!”


 


The
vampire gave her that look that said “why aren’t you on the short bus?” 
“You’ve really got to learn to pay attention to your environment,” he said. 
“Frog, do you have it?”


 


“Yeah.”
 Frog gestured with one of his hands, and for the first time Sara noticed he
was holding a vial of some sort of serum.  


 


“Put
your hands down, fool,” Jason snapped quietly.  “Bring it here.”


 


“You’ve
already got the antidote made?” Sara asked, amazed.  “It’s only been an hour!”


 


“Nope.
 This is plain sugar water.”  He handed the bag off to SA-7.  “We’ll have the first
batch of the new formula in another forty five minutes or so—Rowan’s
working with one of the other Agents, a sorcerer, to enchant it.”


 


“Is
he all right?” Jason asked.


 


“So
far.  He’s mostly directing the other Agent’s energy.  He’s going to need some
serious rest when this is all over—“  Frog saw the look on Jason’s face
and amended, “but he’s doing fine.  Dr. Nava is keeping a close eye.  Don’t
worry.”


 


Sara
smiled to herself.  Jason nodded and told Frog to head back to work.  “We’ll
take it from here.”


 


“What’s
that for?” she asked.  


 


“Watch
and learn.  Put the gun away for now and follow my lead.”


 


She
obeyed and followed him as he walked purposefully into the cafeteria.


 


Dr.
Rosenberg was at the room’s far end, standing over a victim and muttering into
a mini digital recorder.  His face was tired, lined with worry.  When he saw
them approaching, his eyebrows shot up, and he clicked off the recorder.


 


“We’ve
got it,” Jason said, a note of triumph in his voice.  “An antidote for the
drug.”  He held up the vial so the doctor could see it.  “Administer 2ccs per
patient, then another two in two hours, and they’ll come out of it good as
new.”


 


Rosenberg
stuttered a moment.  “But…but…how did you get it so fast?”


 


“R&D
working together with Nava.  But it was Sara’s idea.”  Jason handed him the
bottle.  “Let’s get to it.”


 


“But…we
can’t!  How do we know it won’t make the situation worse?  I really think we
should allow the drug to run its course and keep them as comfortable as we can,
Agent 7.  In their delicate mental state any attempt to circumvent the formulas
could cause untold damage.”


 


Jason
exchanged a look with Sara.  “Did he just refuse to follow an order?”


 


“I
think he did,” Sara replied.  “Don’t you outrank him?”


 


“I
certainly do.  I outrank everyone here but Dr. Nava and Ness.”


 


Sara
met the doctor’s increasingly agitated face.  “Don’t you want to save your
patients, doctor?  They’re suffering, and every minute you refuse to give them the
antidote they suffer more.”


 


“You
don’t understand,” Rosenberg stammered.  


 


There
was a click, and Sara looked up to see a gun pressed into the back of the
doctor’s head.  


 


“Sara,”
Jason said calmly, “take the doctor’s recorder.”


 


She
snatched the device from his hand, held it up, and hit “play back.”


 


“Subject 9 displays baseline dosage.  Sixth
chakra fully dilated with some opening in the seventh as well.  Vocal
expression clear, some slurring on the third stanza.  Recommend an additional
quarter dosage for full effect.”


 


“Who
are you working for?” Jason demanded, jabbing the barrel of the gun harder into
the doctor’s head.


 


“No…”
Rosenberg was shaking.  “They’ll kill me if I tell you.”


 


“Is
there a counterspell?” Sara asked.


 


“No.
 There’s no way to stop it.”


 


“Bullshit,”
Jason said.  “Even a rank amateur sorcerer won’t draw without an eraser.  Who’s
behind this, Rosenberg?  If you cooperate we can protect you.”


 


“No!”
 Rosenberg wrenched out of the way, panicking, and threw himself into Jason,
knocking the vampire backwards into the wall with a thud.  Jason’s gun flew out
of his hand, and the doctor snapped it up, aiming it at the Agent with hands
that shook so hard they could barely find the trigger.


 


Jason
shook his head.  “Well, that was pathetic.  Remind me not to make fun of you
anymore, Sara.”


 


“There’s
a man with a gun pointed at your head!” Sara exclaimed.  “How can you be so
calm?”


 


“Oh,
he’s not going to shoot me, are you, Dr. Rosenberg?  However you got into this,
you’re still a physician, aren’t you?  Doctors don’t kill people.  Well, all
right, that one guy does, but you won’t.”


 


It
almost seemed to work, but behind them one of the victims started chanting more
loudly, and that seemed to galvanize the doctor—he swallowed hard, and
Sara saw his finger wrap around the trigger—


 


Two
shots shattered the room, and every medic hit the floor, one letting out a
scream before disappearing under a table.  


 


Jason
fell back onto the floor, blood erupting from his chest, and lay still.


 


So
did Dr. Rosenberg, with a hole in his right temple, the gun in his hand clattering
to the floor.


 


Sara,
shaking as badly as the doctor had, lowered the pistol SA-7 had loaned her,
then dropped it, putting her hands over her face with a whimper.  She felt her
knees giving out, and the cold hardness of the tile against her hips, and she
held back a scream, tears already streaming from her eyes.


 


A
hand touched her head.  She looked up.


 


“Nice
shot,” Jason said.  The hole in his chest had already closed, and though his
clothes were streaked with blood, he was otherwise fine.  


 


“I
killed him,” she whispered, her throat catching on a sob.  “I just…I just shot
him, and he’s dead, just like that. I killed him.”


 


“Yes,
you did,” he told her, kneeling beside her and drawing her into a hug.  “You
perceived a threat and neutralized it.  That’s what we do.  We make
split-second decisions based on what we know.  Sometimes it’s right, sometimes
not, but we do the best we can.”


 


“But
he didn’t really kill you.  And we needed him for information.”


 


The
vampire shook his head, looking over at the doctor’s body.  “He wouldn’t have
given us any.  You saw the way he acted—he was ready to die rather than
tell us what he knew.  Whether it was out of loyalty or fear, he protected his
secrets.  But we have the recorder, and that will give us something.”


 


She
reached out and touched the hole in his shirt.  “Bullets can’t kill you?”


 


“Not
unless they’re wood-tipped, and even then it would have to hit my heart
directly.”  He stood and helped her to her feet.  “Come on.  Let’s get this up
to Nava and see how close they are to the real antidote.”


 


She
nodded, sniffing, her heart still frozen, still sick to her stomach.  He picked
up both discarded guns, and she tried not to flinch at the sight of the one
she’d fired.  She listened with half attention as he called up to the Situation
Room to update Ness, but her eyes were locked on Dr. Rosenberg’s body, on the
bullet hole.  His eyes were open, glassy, his expression one of eternal
astonishment.  There didn’t seem to be much blood on the body, but when she
looked at the wall, she saw a spatter there, and a hole in the plaster.  The
bullet had gone all the way through his head and lodged in the wall.  Someone
would have to repair the hole, repaint the wall…and there was Jason’s blood
smeared on the floor, drying in the cool air.  


 


Her
legs started to buckle again, but this time Jason caught her and levered her
into a nearby chair.  “Stay here,” he said.  “I’m going to have one of the
medics look you over.”


 


“I’m
not hurt,” she said vaguely.


 


“I
know that.  But you have to be examined by a doctor to get drugs, and I think
you need a hot and heavy date with Prince Valium.  Don’t move.”


 


She
made an indefinite gesture, wishing her brain would stop whirling and her hands
would stop shaking.  “Wait…do me a favor?”


 


“What?”


 


“Close
his eyes.  Please.”


 


Understanding,
SA-7 nodded, and gave her shoulder a last, almost brotherly squeeze before
walking over to do what she had asked.  


 









Part Thirteen


 


“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the
shadow of death,


I will fear no evil: For thou art with me…”


 


“Om Namah Shivayah…Om Namah Shivayah…”


 


The
Shadow Agency infirmary was quite possibly the most ecumenical place in Austin
that night.


 


“Isis, Astarte, Diana, Hecate, Demeter, Kali,
Inanna…”


 


Jason
walked among the dozen beds, listening to each patient murmur and sing the
demons away, some praying so hard the energy around them crackled.  After
nearly an hour the first victim’s voice had nearly given out, but he continued
to repeat the Psalm long after all he had left were hoarse whispers. 


 


In
the second-to-last bed, Sage slept peacefully, an emblem of hope for all the
other victims.  He stood over her for a minute, arms crossed, wondering if the
others would be as lucky, and recover as fully.  Right now there was no way to
know.  The “antidote” was working, as far as they could tell, but without
Rowan’s help there was only so deeply they could monitor everyone, and none of
the victims had regained consciousness yet.


 


“Om mani padme hum…”


 


Rowan
himself lay in the last bed, his energy so depleted that Dr. Nava had been
unwilling to let him out of her sight at least for a few hours, even though
there was essentially nothing she could do.  


 


Jason
made his way to the bed and sank down into the chair beside it, slumping, one
hand seeking Rowan’s.  He hated feeling helpless, and that’s exactly what he
was; there was nothing he could do for the Elf, or for the others, but wait,
just like everyone else.


 


“Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy
name…”


 


Sara
had been given a bottle of anxiety meds and sent to bed against her protests;
Jason had promised to let her know if anything important happened and when
Rowan woke up.  She was still traumatized, and in a way he envied her.  He
wished it still made him cry to kill people.


 


He
had related what happened in the cafeteria to Ness, and given the recorder to
Frog, who was at that moment going over its contents to try and gather more
information that would help synthesize a broad-spectrum cure or at least a
vaccine.  Even if all the victims here survived, there was no way to use the
same treatment for those out in the city without brining every one of them to
the base, ascertaining their religious proclivities, and tailoring the
incantation to the individual.  


 


He
sensed movement to his right, and Dr. Nava came up to the bed to check Rowan’s
vitals; the monitors were beeping to each other dutifully, and she made a
notation on her palm computer, and sighed.


 


“We’ve
lost five people today,” she said to Jason’s inquisitive look.  “Four to Pentecost,
one to a bullet.  And I’m afraid there will be more.”


 


“It
could have been worse.”


 


“Yes,
but that doesn’t make it better.”  She tapped the screen of her computer to
bring up the readout on Rowan.  “I think I need to put him on saline—he’s
getting dehydrated.  I’m concerned that if he doesn’t get his energy back
quickly enough he could get an infection due to lowered resistance.  It
happened when he first came here, and we nearly lost him.”


 


Jason
licked lips gone dry with worry.  “But we won’t.  He’ll be fine. Won’t he?”


 


Nava
pulled an IV kit out of one of the drawers, and brought a stand over, then set
about finding a vein to put a needle into.  “I think so.  Normally, even doing
as much as he did for the antidote wouldn’t have drained him that much, but
after everything else that he accomplished this evening…” She paused and looked
over at him.  “You woke him up last time.  What did you do?”


 


Jason
couldn’t risk telling her the full truth—there were few things he was not
willing to see used as a resource by the Agency, but his gift was one of them. 
“I talked to him,” he said.  “I played music.”


 


She
raised her eyebrows.  “I didn’t know you were a musician.”


 


“Not
many people do.  It’s not something I share.”


 


“But
you shared it with Rowan.”


 


He
met her gaze evenly.  “Yes.”


 


Nava
smiled.  “I see.”  She slid the needle into Rowan’s skin, an act that made
Jason’s stomach turn—he hated needles.  Her deft hands replaced it with
the IV, and she snapped in a bag of saline then switched the pump on.  “I don’t
suppose you could try it again?”


 


“I’m
not sure it would help if he’s that drained.”


 


“Well,
then, just talk to him.  You might try feeding him energy if you have any to
spare.  You’re one of the few people here who knows how.”


 


“All
right.”  He scooted the chair up closer to the bed, and after a few more
minutes of fussing over the monitors, Nava left them alone, reaching up to draw
a curtain around the bed as she did so.  


 


Jason
watched the Elf breathe for a long moment before he said anything.  Even pale
and drawn, he was so beautiful, like Snow White in her glass coffin.  


 


“Well,
here we are,” he finally said.  “Of all the times I’ve wished I could get you
in bed, this isn’t really what I had in mind.”


 


He
leaned closer, touching Rowan’s face, brushing his fingers over the Elf’s lips.
 “I don’t have any magical prayers or incantations to offer you, even if it
would help.  I don’t believe in much of anything…and I’m not a hundred percent
sure what your people believe, either.  Good god, I’m babbling.  You've turned
me into a babbling idiot.”


 


Jason
touched his mouth to Rowan’s, then to his forehead, then to each closed eye,
feeling lashes tickle his lower lip.  “Just…believe this, if you can.  I love
you.”


 


He
didn’t expect Rowan to simply wake up—whatever it looked like, this
wasn’t a fairy tale.  Jason shifted the chair so that he could lay his head
against the Elf’s; he was too exhausted to try and do any sort of energy work,
but perhaps if he had just a few moments’ rest, he could help.  He wrapped his
hand around Rowan’s wrist where he could feel the faint pulse beneath the skin,
and relaxed for the first time that night, or as much as he could in a hard
plastic chair.


 


“Don’t
you dare die on me,” he murmured as he began to drift off.  “If you do I might
just stake myself and come after you so I can kick your ass.”


 


He
would never be sure if he imagined the chuckle or not, but regardless, he was
already too far gone to react, and merely smiled as he tumbled headlong into
oblivion.


 


*****


 


Jason
woke with an aching back and a numb left arm, and groaned—a sudden
intrusion of bright fluorescent light signaled someone pulling the curtain
back, and pain shot through his head.  “Son of a bitch.”


 


Dr.
Nava winced apologetically.  “I didn’t realize you were asleep.  You know,
leaning like that is bad for your spine.”


 


He
blinked at her, trying to clear his head.  “I’ll take that under advisement.”


 


She
checked the monitors again, and switched out the empty bag of saline for a new
one.  “Anything?”


 


“No.”
 Jason sat up straighter, twisting left and right to work the kinks out of his
back; it would be fine in moments, but old habits died hard.  He'd had back
problems as a human, from lifting and hauling a variety of heavy loads, taking
what jobs he could in a world that was hostile toward him for a variety of
reasons.  If he had stayed human he would probably have been crippled long
before his hair went gray.  “Anything on your end?”


 


“His
temperature is holding steady, so I think we’re out of the woods for infection.
 That’s good.  I think by morning I’ll be comfortable sending him to his own
quarters for the duration.”


 


Relieved,
Jason let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.  “And everyone
else?”


 


“They
vary,” she said heavily.  “We’ve had four come out of it so far, and they’re
stable.  One woman has drifted in and out for a while but each time she’s lucid
a little longer.  That leaves eleven, and at least two I think we’ve lost for
good.”


 


“Damn.”
 


 


“We
knew the plan was iffy to begin with, but there was no time for anything else. 
The good news is that Frog found some encouraging information on Rosenberg’s
recorder that he thinks he can use to synthesize a sort of vaccine.  Rosenberg
also left behind a lot of notes in his quarters—he didn’t anticipate
being caught, so he hadn’t finished covering his tracks.  Not much of a spy, in
the end.”


 


“No,”
Jason said with a sigh, “he was a doctor.  Doctors make lousy spies.  Have we
heard anything about the warehouse where Doyle tracked his dealer?”


 


“You’ll
have to ask Ness about that one.  I’m out of the loop as far as that goes.”


 


“Have
you slept at all?”


 


“Not
yet.  I’m the only senior doctor now—I’m probably going to recommend Dr.
Lajavardi for a promotion, but I haven’t exactly had time to fill out the paperwork.”


 


He
stood up, putting his hands on her shoulders, and stopped her frantic running
about.  “Dr. Nava, code off and go to bed.”


 


“I
have to keep an eye on these people,” she returned impatiently.  “When they
wake up they need immediate care, and—“


 


“All
right, then, go take a nap in one of the isolation rooms and have a junior
doctor on guard with instructions to wake you the second a patient regains
consciousness.”  He gave her a stern look. “Do I need to call Ness?”


 


Nava
ran her hands through her hair, clearly torn, but gave in.  “I’ll call in Dr.
Lyons.  She’s good.  I suppose you’re right—we’re mostly past the crisis
point and it’s just a waiting game.  Okay.”


 


Once
he’d heard her on the phone summoning Dr. Lyons, Jason returned to his chair, yanking
the curtain back around the bed to banish the painful light in his eyes.  


 


She
poked her head in long enough to say, “You should go to bed too, SA-7.  You’ve
been up just as long as the rest of us and under just as much duress.”


 


“I’m
staying here until he wakes up.  I’ll be fine.”


 


She
started to say more, but he cut her off with, “Don’t order me, Dr. Nava. 
Please.”


 


The
doctor pursed her lips, but said nothing, and disappeared again.


 


Jason
was aware that, in addition to being worn out himself, he had to be a
fright—he was still wearing the same uniform he’d had on when he and
Rowan had left the base over 24 hours ago.  Most of the lockdown had been
during daylight—he’d scarcely been aware of the passage of time.  He was
pretty sure it was night again; if he wanted to be a responsible Agent he would
turn his Ear back on, call Ness, and make himself useful.


 


He
was not inclined to be responsible right now, and he couldn’t help but wonder
at himself.  It was not in his character to blow off the aftermath of an
epidemic that had killed five people.  His whole life had been devoted to the
Agency.  He should have been on his feet, coordinating the Agents, doing damage
control.  It was extremely disturbing that he didn’t want to even open the bed
curtain until he could be sure Rowan was all right.


 


He
took the Ear from his pocket and put it on in spite of his desire to throw it
across the room.  [Tanya, are you up?]


 


No
answer, so he switched to broadcast to see if any of the Ears were on duty. 
Still no answer—the staff must still be confined to quarters.  That was
something of a relief, as it meant he hadn’t missed that much.  He called the
emergency channel and had it patch him through to the Situation Room.


 


[Ness?]


 


“SA-7, there you are.  Still in the infirmary?”  Ness didn’t sound like she had slept either.  


 



[Yes.  What’s our status?]


 


“Improving.  I’ve got everyone on 12 more hours’
lockdown—we’ve got a lot of people going through withdrawals now that the
Pentecost has worn off, and I want to be sure nobody does anything stupid to
try and get more.  Medics are making rounds of the halls."






[How’s the situation outside the base?]


 


“Quiet, thank God.  We’ve only had two calls, and
we managed to boot one back to the FBI for now.  The other was a routine
possession—Beck’s handling it.  I would recommend you code off and get
some sleep; I sent Frog to bed an hour ago because he could barely keep his
eyes open.  He nearly blew something up.”


 


[I’ll do that soon.  You’ll call if anything else
goes wrong, won’t you?]


 


“Absolutely.  How’s Rowan?”


 


[No change.]


 


“He’ll be all right, Jason.”  Ness’s voice took on an almost maternal tone
that sounded completely wrong coming from her—he’d heard her use it
perhaps twice in all the time he’d known her.  “He’s stronger than anyone here, even you.”


 


[I know.  SA-7, out.]


 


He
stripped off the Ear and dropped it on the table nearby—there, duty done
with.  No matter where he was in the base, if they needed him there were always
ways to track him down.  Surely they could get along without him for a little
while.  Ness had said as much.


 


He
was also badly in need of blood.  His jaw and teeth itched and burned, and his
veins felt like they were coated in sawdust; the hunger could be ignored up to
a certain point, after which it became nearly unbearable. 


 


He
heard footsteps, and stuck his hand through the curtain to grab the arm of
whoever was walking by; it was a woman, who squealed and dropped something that
sounded like a clipboard before opening the curtain.


 


“Yes?”
the nurse asked, flustered and out of breath. 


 


“I’m
sorry to frighten you,” he said.  “I need you to look in the cold room for a
pint of blood, immediately.”


 


She
eyed the Elf in the bed.  “I should get a doctor to approve—“


 


“It’s
not for him,” he interrupted.  “Maybe I should introduce myself.”  He extended
his hand.  “Shadow Agent 7.”


 


“Oh!”
 She looked at his hand like it was a snake, but shook it anyway, swallowing
her initial reaction. “I’ll get it for you right away, sir.  Um…does the type
matter?”


 


“No.
 Whatever you have the most of will be fine.”


 


He
closed his eyes; they, too, felt coated in dust, his lids heavy with weariness.
 He thought longingly of his bed, of the cool darkness and warm comforter, of a
hot shower and clean clothes.  


 


His
thoughts wandered back to what seemed like a year ago—Rowan's quarters,
that moment on the sofa, that kiss…the warmth of the Elf in his arms…his soft,
sweet mouth…to hell with a shower, with sleep, with anything.  Anything, to
have a chance to feel that again, to see the light in Rowan's eyes.  So
close…after so much time, they were so close…


 


Jason
barely had the energy to stay awake, but what little he had, he extended to the
Elf, hoping against hope to reach him.  There was no elegant way to do it in
the state he was in—he held out his strength, offering, and if he could
be heard in the darkness, he was calling, praying as much as he could pray, for
an answer.


 


Something
changed.


 


He
lifted his head, staring, as the heart rate monitor beside the bed began to speed
up, and the temperature indicator rose a tenth of a degree, then another, and
another.  His eyes darted to Rowan's hand—had it moved?  Had he imagined
it?


 


The
fingers twitched, then flexed; there was a quiet groan, and Jason looked up in
time to see Rowan's eyes flutter halfway open.  They were glazed with weakness
and confusion, peering up at the infirmary ceiling, but they were open, and
after a few breaths their sun-kissed light focused on Jason.


 


"Welcome
back," Jason said, his voice sounding harsh and disused in the silence.  


 


"Idiot,"
Rowan whispered.  "What…were you doing, giving me…all your energy…like
that?  Could've…killed you."


 


Jason
smiled.  "Sorry.  I won't do it again."


 


"You
should be in bed."


 


Jason
couldn’t help it; he was laughing, as much from relief as humor.  "What,
you don't think it's terribly romantic, me waiting at your bedside for hours
and hours as you convalesce?"


 


"Not…romantic…kind
of rank.   When was the last time you bathed?"


 


"Are
you always this bitchy when you wake up?"


 


A
smile, faint but genuine.  "If you're lucky…you'll find out."


 


Jason
leaned over and kissed his forehead, still chuckling.  "I hope so."


 


He
felt a light touch, and Rowan's hand, the one without the IV, traced the line
of Jason's jaw.  


 


Their
eyes met, and Rowan said very softly, "I love you, too."


 


Jason
caught the hand and kissed it, first each finger, then the palm.  He laid
Rowan's hand on his chest, then kissed the Elf's lips.  


 


"Do
something for me," Rowan whispered into his ear.


 


"Anything."


 


The
Elf's tongue flicked against his earlobe, and Jason had the entertaining twin
sensations of desire and hilarity as Rowan said, "For my sake, I beg
you…go take a shower…and for the love of all that's holy, brush your damned
teeth before you kiss me again."


 


Jason
laughed all the way to the showers, and continued to smile for hours after
that.


 









Part Fourteen


 


Life
at the Agency stumbled back into its usual march within a week, and Sara had no
real outlet for her bewildered sense that the world had changed profoundly and
nobody seemed to have noticed.  


 


She
wanted a climax; she wanted some kind of grand finale.  A big standoff, a
shootout, a raid, something.  Anything but life just…going on.


 


In
the end there were eight deaths.  Three people were taken away to a psychiatric
facility, unlikely to return.  The rest recovered, though the four Agency
employee counselors were booked for months working with many of the victims. 
About sixty percent of the non-psychic victims had reported heavenly visions of
angels, eternal joy, and bliss; the rest had nightmares and flashbacks, and
some were on mood stabilizers, or at least antidepressants.  Only time would
tell how much of the damage was permanent.


 


Sara
sat on the end of Rowan’s couch, curled up in a ball with her chin on her
knees, while the Elf made use of one of his many skills—making excellent
margaritas.  He came back into the living room and handed her a glass, sitting
down in his armchair carefully; he was still moving slowly, but had been
cleared for active duty.  He’d be working with some of the Pentecost victims,
helping them with their shielding and any changes to their abilities.  The drug
had blown open a few people, leaving them more powerful in ways they weren’t
prepared for.


 


Among
those he would be helping was Sage.  She had come back from her ordeal, but she
wasn’t the same.  Her telepathy had spiked to a level 5, beyond what she could
handle so suddenly and painfully, and if she hadn’t been such a stable person
she might have gone insane like the others.  As it was, she couldn’t bake
without bursting into tears, and blamed herself even despite
everyone’s—including Ness’s—insistence to the contrary.  She’d been
given a week’s medical leave to regroup pending a meeting with SA-7, Dru, and
the director of Food Service to discuss her career.


 


Needless
to say, the Pagan Alliance’s Lammas ritual had been indefinitely postponed,
both due to Sage, and to the fact that two other members were dead, one of them
Dawn, the group’s leader.


 


“Gods,
what a day,” Rowan said, licking salt from the rim of his glass before taking a
drink.  “I feel like I haven’t stopped running since noon.”


 


Sara
sipped hers, wincing a bit at its strength but pleased nonetheless.  “Did you
hear about number 8?”


 


“Yes.
 I saw the body.”


 


Sara
put a hand over her mouth.  “God,” she said between her fingers.  “Was it as
bad as they said?”


 


“He
was diabetic, and he hadn’t quit drinking since the Pentecost wore off.  His
blood alcohol level was so high he basically pickled himself from the inside
out.  After a bottle of vodka he decided he was going to get more of the drug
at all cost.  Kitchen staff found him on the floor dead; he’d eaten over a cup
of sugar before going into shock.”


 


“Why
did you have to see him?”


 


“They
wanted me to be sure there weren’t any psychic traces of the drug still on him,
just for safety’s sake.  But they’ve switched suppliers for the bakery and
Imperial issued a voluntary recall, so it was safe enough.”


 


“Imperial
told the public it had a load of cursed sugar?”


 


He
smiled.  “No, they said something about salmonella contamination.  How you
would get salmonella in a sugar plant, I have no idea, but it means that
restaurants, stores, and bakeries all over town are dumping their sugar
supplies and reordering.  From here on out the Pentecost syndicate will
probably stick to dosing pills.  The dosage is too unreliable the other way.”


 


“Did
Jason find anything at the warehouse?”


 


“Nothing.
 There was no evidence the place even had an underground room, let alone one
that had been used as a drug lab.  The place was clean, even psychically. 
Whatever his dealer was doing there, it wasn’t related.”


 


“So
we have no idea who these people are.”  Sara turned her glass around in her
hands a few times, watching the ice clink together and salt flake off on her
hand.  “And we have no way of knowing what else they’ve got planned, or how
much of that stuff is in circulation already.  No leads, no clues.”


 


“That’s
how these things go, sometimes,” Rowan told her.  “We’ll catch them, Sara.  Not
every case can be wrapped up in a tidy hour-long package.  Frog’s made good
progress on his broad-spectrum counter-formula.  In a few days we’ll be able to
dispense it to hospitals and police departments with orders to dose everyone
exhibiting symptoms.”  He looked at her keenly, then asked, “How are you doing,
really?”


 


“I
don’t know.”  She looked down at her drink, her eyes burning.  “This whole
thing gets harder and harder every day.  Just when I think I’ve gotten used to
the idea of what really goes on in this place…I mean, what next?  Someone I
care about is almost killed every time I turn around, and now…now I’m killing
people too.”


 


“Believe
me, I know how you feel.  I’ve shot five people now.”


 


“Does
it get easier?”


 


“No.
 It’s always terrible—every life taken diminishes us, even when it’s for
what we think is a good reason.”


 


“Beck
and Jason don’t seem so hung up on the idea.  It’s like they’re numb to it.”


 


“They’re
not numb, they’re just…they have a different perspective, a wider one.  I’m very
old, Sara, but my experience in the world is limited compared to theirs.  My
people tended to see things in black and white, when in reality there is no
such thing.  Dr. Rosenberg knew that turning coat on the Agency would likely
get him killed.  Whatever his reasons were, he chose the consequences by
choosing his actions.  So did you.  We make our decisions as best we can, and
for better or worse, there’s always a cost.”


 



Sara took a deep, slow breath, letting it out as if she could exhale her guilt
and frustration with the carbon dioxide.  Finally she decided to change the
subject, for now.  “So he kissed you,” she said, grinning.


 


Rowan
blushed.  “Um…yes.  Quite a bit.”


 


“And
he asked you out.  A vampire asking an Elf out on a date.  That’s so adorable I
might just throw up.”


 


He
laughed, and commented, “Now I know you’ve been spending too much time at the
range with Beck.”


 


“Are
you happy?”


 


“Happy…yes.
 And terrified out of my mind.  But I guess we’ll see where this goes.”


 


Now
it was her turn to laugh.  “Oh, honey, I’m pretty sure the whole Agency knows
where it’s going.”


 


Almost
on cue, someone knocked, and Rowan smiled again, and said, hardly loud enough
to be heard, “Come in.”


 


The
alarm beeped, and SA-7 appeared in the doorway looking exhausted and aggrieved.
 He started to smile, but then saw Sara and grew a little flustered.  


 


“I’m
sorry,” he said.  “You have company.  I’ll come back later.”


 


“No,
it’s okay,” Sara insisted.  “I’ll go.  I need to go check in on Sage anyway.”  


 


“What’s
wrong?” Rowan asked, gesturing for Jason to sit on the other end of the couch.


 


The
Agent didn’t flop down, exactly, that would have been far too inelegant for
him, but he sat heavily and nodded to Rowan’s offer of a drink.  “Dead ends and
dead friends,” he said; he sounded every bit as tired as he had just after the
lockdown.  “Pentecost is showing up all over town.  We’ve had eleven confirmed
cases so far this week.  Luckily the first batch of Frog’s antidote is going
out tomorrow, and all the cases so far have been the mild kind.”


 


“Any
evidence yet about the source?” Sara asked.


 


“Not
a damn thing.  Forensics went over that warehouse with a fine-toothed comb and
found nothing.  It was a red herring if it was anything.  We’ve got Agents
analyzing Rosenberg’s files—he had a dummy email account and a burner
phone he used to communicate with his bosses.  Patel thinks she may have a
lead, some recovered data from his hard drive, but so far, nothing useful.”


 


Rowan
brought him a margarita, and he downed it almost in a single gulp.  “To make
matters worse I had to go out in the field tonight with a complete neophyte for
an Ear.”


 


“Why’s
that?”


 


He
looked at Sara sharply.  “Tanya died,” he replied.  “She overdosed.  She was
the senior Ear, and we’d worked together for years.”


 


“I’m
sorry.” 


 


Rowan
caught Sara’s eye, and she nodded and stood up.  “I’ll see you guys later.  Get
nice and drunk and fool around, you’ll feel better.”


 


She
had the incredible satisfaction of seeing Jason turn, for the briefest possible
second, just a little pink.


 


 


*****


 


Sara
stared at the object in her hand, then back up at the row of people sitting at
the long table before her, unable to think of a single thing to say.


 


“Thank
you,” she finally stammered.  


 


Ness
smiled at her.  “Keep up the good work, Trainee Larson.  I’m looking forward to
sending you out in the field.”


 


Nodding,
Sara moved out of the way so that the next person in
line—Frog—could receive his plaque, an award for Special Services
to the Shadow Agency.  It was the highest honor a non-Agent could receive; once
someone got the badge he or she was in a whole different class of merit awards.



 


She
looked over at SA-7, who gave her a nod of approval.  


 


Compared
to Frog, who had almost single-handedly created the antitoxin for Pentecost
that had already saved a lot of lives, she felt undeserving, but Ness had
rattled off a list of her contributions to the assembled committee and they had
approved the award unanimously.  


 


She
wandered back to her seat, next to Rowan, who kissed her cheek and beamed at
her.  “I’m not going to say I told you so,” he murmured.  “But I’m proud of
you.”


 


She
smiled, still a bit bewildered—she’d expected another debriefing, not
this.  


 


“All
right,” Ness said after handing Frog his plaque, “next on the agenda, staff
dispositions.  Everyone is free to go except Dr. Samir Lajavardi, Agent Trainee
Sara Larson, Lead Baker Sage McGowan, and Admin Mike Blass.  Oh, and SA-5, if
you wouldn’t mind staying as well.”


 


The
rest of the assembled staffers who’d had things to discuss or hear at the
meeting shuffled out, and those who remained moved up to the front instead of
staying scattered around the room.  


 


Sara
looked over at Sage, who gave her an uncertain smile.  She’d become much
quieter lately, less fiery, and it saddened Sara.  She probably expected to be
discharged today—in fact, she’d hinted that she was hoping for it, as
baking wasn’t exactly her favorite activity anymore.  Sara hoped that in time
she’d regain her love for it, not just because the newly hired baker couldn’t
compare…not that it mattered at the moment, really, since nobody wanted to eat
anything with sugar in it.  


 


She
listened as the panel—Ness, Jason, Dru, Dr. Nava, the new lead Ear, and
the head of R&D—informed Dr. Lajavardi that he would be promoted to
senior physician, Dr. Rosenberg’s old post, Nava’s second-in-command. 
Obviously this was not a surprise to the doctor, but more of an official
appointment; he looked pleased but not taken aback.


 


Mike
Blass, one of the regular Admins, was moved to R&D to replace their Admin
who had died in the attack.  A few new people had been hired throughout the
base, but the R&D Admin had a lot of unusual duties so they had wanted to
promote someone from the inside for the post.   


 


“Now,
Ms. McGowan,” Ness said, pulling out Sage’s file, “your turn.  SA-5, you had a
report on Sage’s psychic condition since the attack?”


 


“Yes.
 Ms. McGowan’s telepathic level has been elevated from 3.5 to 5, as you know,
due to the effects of Pentecost.  It’s my opinion that with a little training
she could work up to a 6.  She’s displayed remarkable adaptability in the
situation.  Her shielding technique is superb, and her projection and reception
seem to be equally strong.”






“Good,
good.  Now, Sage, I have heard that after what you’ve been through you’d like
to leave the kitchens.  I hate to lose you in there—your buttercream is
probably the finest substance on Earth—but I understand your reluctance
to stay.  Now, before you put in your notice as I’m sure you were planning, I’d
like to suggest an alternative.”


 


“Yes
ma’am,” Sage acknowledged, swallowing.


 


“Agent
Trainee Larson, on Monday you’ll be starting your training on the Ear
interface, and I’d like for you, Ms. McGowan, to join her.  Your telepathy is
more than strong enough, and we’re badly in need of another person in that
department.  SA-7 needs someone of at least a level 5 to keep up with his
abilities, so our hope is that you’ll be able to work together.”


 


Sage’s
mouth dropped open.  “You want me to be an Ear?  SA-7’s Ear?”


 


“That’s
what I had in mind, yes.”


 


“Me?”


 


“Unless
you know another Sage McGowan sitting in your chair, yes.”


 


She
looked at Sara again, and Sara gave her a thumbs-up.  “Um…can I have a little
time to think it over?”


 


Ness
smiled.  “Of course, as long as we have an answer before Monday.  Now, if there
are no questions or further points of discussion, we can adjourn.”


 


 


*****


 


Sage
and Sara walked along the paved path through the gardens, enjoying the fact
that it was too late in the evening for the sun to punish them both for the
insolence of going outside in Texas in August.  


 


“You’ll
never guess,” Sara said.  “The other members of SAPEA asked me to take over.”


 


Sage
snorted.  “Because you’re such a masochist?”


 


“I
guess.  I said I’d think about it.  I’ve already got a lot going on to add
‘herding cats’ to the list.”  Sara let her hand trail over the bark of one of
the oak trees as they passed, then said, “I was thinking maybe we could
co-coordinate, when you’re up to it.  Maybe the group could do something
besides potlucks and generic Sabbat rituals.”


 


Sage
smiled, some of her old spark coming back.  “You mean, if you’re going down
you’re taking me with you?”


 


“Basically,
yeah.”


 


“Well…maybe.
 We’ll see.”


 


“Have
you made up your mind about the transfer yet?”


 


“Nope.”
 Sage’s sandals stirred up a few fallen leaves that had tumbled to the ground
in the heat.  “I mean, I know it’s not as dangerous or important as being an
Agent, but it’s still a pretty big deal.”


 


“It
sure is.  I’ve never heard Jason bitch so much—this guy Chris that
they’ve got on his Ear right now keeps sending him to the wrong parts of Austin
and accidentally routing him personal text messages.”


 


“He’s
kind of scary.  To normal people, anyway.”


 


Sara
laughed.  “What’s normal around here? He just has high standards, and I’m sure
you’d exceed them.  You can hardly do worse than Chris.  Besides, the secret is
Jason’s a big fuzzy teddy bear once you get past the fangs.”


 


Sage
shook her head, smiling down at the ground.  “You’re pretty amazing, Sara.”






“Why
on Earth would you say that?  I’m totally unremarkable—a South Texas girl
who got a job as a file clerk.”


 


“Ha!
 You mean, a Witch in training to be a secret agent, who talks about vampires
like they’re nothing unusual, and who talks to buildings, and is sleeping with
an Elf—“


 


“Oh,
didn’t I tell you about that?”  


 


Sage’s
eyebrows shot up.  “No, what?  Come on, don’t hold back!”


 


She
giggled and took Sage’s arm.  “First, let me tell you about this fabulous woman
I know.  She’s a Witch too, and a survivor, and she’s going to be an Ear in a
few months.  She also bakes the most incredible cookies you’ll ever eat.  And
the best part is she’s my friend.”


 


Sage
smiled, leaned over, and kissed her cheek.  “Thanks.  Now, on with the juicy
gossip, please.”


 


“Okay,
okay.  So, that night that SA-5 and SA-7 went out on duty together to talk to
the informant, they stopped for coffee, right?  And while they were there, they
were talking about how Rowan had never really been to a real bookstore, and…”


 


Arm
in arm, the two women continued along the path, their laughter startling the
birds, the sky darkening overhead to let the fireflies dance into view.


 









Epilogue


 


Deep
in the East side of Austin the sounds of the interstate became a dull oceanic
roar.  The streets were quiet so late at night except for an occasional booming
car stereo thumping its way through the neighborhood or the frantic scrabble of
a stray cat or raccoon in a dumpster.  The smells of grease and tortillas
permeated the block of warehouses, emanating from a restaurant up the street.


 


[In position,] SA-7 said, his eyes on the faint light in the window.  [SA-19, report.]


 


[Surveillance puts four in the surface building,
and at least two dozen underground.]


 


[Trainee Larson, you’re up.]


 


He
saw a human shape slip out of the shadows and move up to the outer wall of the
warehouse, pressing her hands into the metal.  Nearby a second figure, armed,
was barely visible, his rifle at the ready.


 


Moments
passed before the reply came.  [This is
it.  Four guards, one at each entrance and another at the hatch that leads
under the building.]


 


[Good work.  Retreat immediately to the
rendezvous.]


 


[Yes, sir.]


 


He
watched Sara’s guard spirit her away, and signaled to the rest of the team to
close in.  


 


[Sage, are the backup units in place?]


 


[In position,] she replied.


 


[Cut the power on my mark.  Three…two…one…mark.]


 


[Powering down.]


 


The
lights in all the surrounding buildings flickered, and then went out.  Jason
smiled.  [All teams, prepare for infiltration.
 SA-20, north entrance.  SA-13, west.  I’ll take the east.  Converge upon the
hatch inside.  Neutralize any armed suspects and subdue the rest for
questioning.]


 


There
was a chorus of [Yes, sir.]


 


[All teams, advance.]


 


The
guards were probably hired thugs, but even a human with an AK-47 was useless
compared to a vampire with six handguns and a grudge.  Jason didn’t bother with
foreplay—he slipped behind the man and kicked him to his knees, then like
a stooping hawk dropped, seized the man by the throat, and twisted viciously
upwards, simultaneously crushing his windpipe and snapping his neck.  The
feeling beneath his hands was far more satisfying than usual.


 


When
the underground hatch flew open and the Agents swarmed in, the 26 people in the
drug lab all froze, the floodlights blinding them through their safety glasses.
 


 


The
place was a mad scientist’s wet dream.  Long banks of computers ran along the
walls, and there were workbenches with complicated systems of glass tubes and
beakers.  The whole room stank like burnt caramel.


 


And
there, in the corner, was what remained of an entire pallet of five-pound bags
of sugar.


 


“Federal
Agent!” Jason shouted, taking aim at the nearest suspect’s head.  “You are all
under arrest on at least three counts of felony drug manufacture and
trafficking charges, as well as violations to the Texas Occult Code and the
Federal Maleficarum Prevention Act.  Put your hands in the air!”


 


Hands
went up all over the room.  No one tried to resist.


 


“SA-19,
I want a sweep done for any and all incantation texts.  Find me whoever’s in
charge and get them to Interrogation One back at the base.”  He glanced around
the room, and the humans who fell under his gaze blanched in fear.  “If anyone
so much as coughs, shoot them in the head.”


 


He
tapped his Ear.  [Sage, I need
Interrogation One opened and ready.  Also let the informant know we’ve got the
situation in hand.]


 


[Yes, sir.  Transport vans for the suspects are
in route to the east entrance.  Do you need any additional backup?]


 


[No, I think we’re good for now, but stand by. 
Oh, and one more thing.  If you wouldn’t mind--]


 


[Tell Rowan you’ll be late,] Sage finished for him, laughing.  [As usual, SA-7.  Texting him now.]


 


[And as usual, thank you,] he replied. 


 


SA-19
approached along with another Agent; between the two of them they had a man in
a white lab coat restrained with handcuffs.  The man was a fairly typical
science geek, and was clearly petrified.


 


“Are
you in charge?” Jason asked him calmly.


 


The
man blubbered something, shaking his head, but Jason wordlessly pulled his gun
and held it to the man’s chest.


 


“You’re
lying to a Federal Agent,” he informed the scientist.  “Know how I know that? 
You have on a gold watch and a $200 shirt.  The rest of your boys here are in
Sketchers and ratty jeans.”


 


“I
don’t know anything!” he sobbed.  “I just take the orders!”


 


“Then
you have records somewhere in this building, and I’d really appreciate it if
you told us where they are so we don’t waste any more time.”


 


“No—there
aren’t any—it’s all by email—there’s no records—don’t shoot me—“


 


“Still
lying.  And not well.”  Jason cocked the gun, and the human nearly fainted and
started struggling, trying to win free of the two Agents who had him.  “You’re
making me late for a date, you know.  Now, you and I are going to have a long
conversation about your work here, but for the time being…“  


 


“Talk
all you want, this isn't over!” the scientist exclaimed, locking blazing eyes
on Jason’s.  “One way or another the Devourer will come and scour the Earth
clean of your kind!  It’s too late to stop His ascendancy!  You will all burn
in the purifying flame of—“


 


Jason
rolled his eyes and punched him in the face.  


 


The
human sagged, lab coat pulling halfway off as he slid down to the ground, blood
oozing from his nose.  The two Agents stepped back, allowing SA-7 to tower over
their quarry, aiming his gun squarely at the scientist’s forehead.


 


Jason
smiled, the expression making the man shrink back in fear, and said, “You have
the right to remain silent.”


 


He
nodded to the other Agents, who pulled a black bag down over the man's head and
dragged him away to the truck along with the other accomplices.


 


As
he climbed back out the hatch and into the warehouse, where the Agents were
already questioning suspects and Forensics was doing a preliminary sweep, there
was a beep in his Ear, but not from Sage:  an Agent-to-Agent transmission over
the network.


 


[SA-7,] he
said.


 


[Your coffee is getting cold.]


 


Jason
smiled and walked out in to the Austin autumn, which was giving up its heat
only grudgingly.  [I'm sorry, love.  We
got a tip and had to move on it.]


 


A
chuckle, warm and inviting, and he felt a familiar surge of warmth all through
his body.  [Oh, don't worry,] Rowan
said.  [You'll make it up to me later.]


 


[I’m probably going to be a few hours.  Sara
should be back at base in twenty—why don't you two spend the evening
together?]


 


[Perhaps I'll ask—but I'd hate to make you
go to bed alone after all that hard work.]


 


[Consider it my punishment for standing you up.]


 


[Not what I had in mind.  Besides, if I held out
on you every time you were late or broke a date with me over the last few
months, we'd both be celibate, and I'd just as soon rather not do that again,
thank you very much.]


 


[I'll let you know as soon as I'm back.]


 


[You'd better.  And if you crawl in bed with me
later, be sure you--]


 


[--brush my teeth first, I know.]


 


[Good boy.  Be careful out there, SA-7.  I love
you.]


 


[Love you back, SA-5.  Over and out.]


 


The
transmission cut out with another beep.  Jason stood a moment, basking in the
residual heat of the Elf's voice, hoping with nearly religious zeal that he
could get home soon.  His clothes all felt too tight, and so did his skin.


 


A
passing Agent on her way back from the truckful of suspects looked him up and
down and coughed pointedly.  Jason, only a little bit sheepish, pulled his coat
closed in the front, grinned at the Agent, and went back to work.
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