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PROLOGUE: THE IDIOT
 
Nobody cares about the homeless: the ones that have no safety net, no family to fall back on, and no hope for a dramatic turnaround—literally rags to riches. There are common threads running through their plight: untreated mental illness, drug abuse, mental illness and drug abuse, or the occasional sad sack. They are in no way helped by the scam artists that populate street corners and expressway exits, with handmade cardboard signs advertising their need for “help”—money, frankly—diverting it away from the truly needy.
Despite these impostors, there are indeed desperate people who have nothing, or have a cartload of possessions that arguably would serve a better purpose as accelerant. Sometimes, sharp-eyed drivers will notice their bedrolls and other items crammed into tight spaces under freeway underpasses, or along an alleyway, or occasionally, true to the cliché, under a bridge. That concludes the attention that they will pay to these otherwise faceless, pointless features to the urban landscape. They often congregate on cold nights around a burning trash barrel, a blend of grubby faces, foul-smelling clothing, and fingerless gloves, huddled around the fire, arms forward, soaking up the warmth and punctuating the ritual with vigorous hand-rubbing.
The better-off, which is to say, the not homeless, don’t get too close. They don’t see them as people, and certainly, they don’t want to know them as people. After all, they reason, they’re homeless, probably insane, and if not, certainly strung out on drugs or alcohol—or all the above—and conventional wisdom suggests getting too close leads to getting mugged, or worse. If they drive past these gatherings, they may be inclined to check the car door locks, just in case. They tap the accelerator a bit just to put a fair distance between them.
If they walk past, heaven help them if they’re passing by alone. If they’re with other people, even one more, they tighten their formation, look around nervously and pick up their pace. An argument will break out later, once out of harm’s way, as to who had the responsibility of making sure they mapped out their route to avoid crap like that.
It could be understood, then, if not forgiven, when a new face turned up among a group known informally as the Archer Heights Regulars one winter night and was not at all regarded or noticed by society at large. Even the Regulars didn’t know what to make of him. He was dark-skinned, wrapped in robes that could best be described as burlap, and very much not dressed for the weather, with bare feet adorned only by thin sandals. He had no other possessions. He approached a group crowded around a lively fire made up largely of scrap wood and newspaper, like a toddler hoping for a cookie from a stranger. He gestured hesitantly, raising one hand and managing a sheepish smile, taking half steps ever closer to the fire.
“Paqditili.” He took another half step forward. “Paqditili,” he said, more confidently. Three of the Regulars turned slightly to give a hint of acknowledgment to the intruder. The stranger stopped, cocked his head a bit with a hopeful look on his face, and motioned with both arms toward the blaze. “Nura.”
The Regulars turned back to face the flames, striking a pose that could be read from blocks away. One of them muttered, “Piss off and get your own fire.”
The stranger was oblivious to such signals. He started toward the crowd again, and inserted himself between two of the larger Regulars. He laid his hand on the shoulder of the one to his right. “Paqditili.” The Regular shrugged off his attempt at being included.
The stranger reached between the two men and held his hand flat against the flames. He made relieved sounds, if only for a moment. The two Regulars turned around swiftly and pushed the stranger backward onto the freezing concrete. The stranger’s expression turned to a mix of shock and sadness. “Nura,” he implored.
The Regulars did not have a leader, as such, but one man stepped around from the opposing side of the bonfire and looked down at the pathetic, swarthy man wrapped in brown robes and wearing sandals in the winter.
“How stupid are you?” He spat onto the crumbling parking lot and glared down at the stranger.
“N-nura.” The stranger held out his arm, presumably in hopes that their leader would help him up off the ground.
“This ain’t no ‘noo-rah’. This is ours. And if you want some of what we got, you got to pay for it.”
The Regulars let out a hearty laugh at this turn of fortunes. Days spent begging for the barest pocket change and rooting through dumpsters for a bite to eat had been paid by this opportunity to decide who was to have something of their own; never mind that they begged for a light from an unfortunate passer-by, who tossed them his lighter and walked briskly away.
“He don’t speak no English, Earl,” said one Regular. “He got to go back to where he came from.”
Earl looked down at the stranger, and decided that would be a long trip, and inwardly wondered how this Arab got here anyway. He looked like he came in off a sand dune.
“Well, if he wants our fire, he’s got to pay for it.” He leaned forward. “What d’ya got? Pay us.”
“Nura.” The stranger tried to get up on his own, but the two Regulars that put him down stepped on his shoulders, pinning him in place.
“Find out what he’s got.”
The Regulars stripped the stranger of his robes, shaking them out, and to Earl’s bewilderment, sending sand dust trailing off into the night, but no money, drugs, booze, or food. The stranger covered himself with his bare hands as his robes were ransacked, his expression very much one of fear, and panic that he would be left to freeze to death. 
“Basa! Basa!” He cried.
One of the Regulars threw his robes down in disgust and allowed the stranger to dress himself.
Earl shook his head and spat. “So, you got nothing. Well, I don’t know how they do things wherever you come from,” he looked around for approval from his fellow Regulars, then continued, “but down here, we earn what we get. So, if you can’t buy nothing, you got to make a trade. You Arabs know how to trade, don’t you?”
The stranger did not speak. He stared intently at the man who now controlled his fate.
“Show him what we made this fire out of. If he don’t got anything else we need, he can help us keep this fire going.” A Regular handed Earl a wad of newspaper. He held it close to the stranger’s face and cracked a sardonic smile. “You know what this is? Do they got these in Noo-rah?”
The stranger shook his head, most likely because he didn’t associate a wad of newsprint with a bonfire. Like Earl said, they did things differently where he came from.
Another Regular exchanged the newspapers for a piece of scrap wood, most likely from a chain link fence with privacy slats in it from a nearby hourly parking lot.
“How about this? Even Iran has got to have wood there, don’t it?”
“They used it all up on Jesus,” cracked one Regular, from further back in the group. The group chuckled.
The stranger nodded.
“You know what this is? Well, tell ya what. You go get us some more of this here wood, and we’ll let you share our fire for a bit. Not all night, but a little bit. That’s a fair trade, ain’t it?”
The stranger reached for the scrap, but Earl pulled it away. “I ain’t giving you this one. You got to bring us more of these. Can you do that? Can you?”
The stranger nodded again.
“Okay, well, what are you waiting for? It’s freezing out here!” The Regulars laughed merrily as the stranger got up off the concrete lot and ambled away, like a whipped puppy. 
“Maybe Jesus can give you some. Get us some wine while you’re at it.”
The stranger disappeared around the side of an office building.
Hours passed, and the Regulars fed their bonfire with their assortment of scrap wood, with the occasional wad of newspaper.
The Regulars would glance over their shoulders to see if the stranger had returned yet, in hopes of buying a place beside their fire. Earl had no plans of sharing anything. That Arab was going to be a useful idiot. A one-time use idiot, at that, but the poor bastard was going to either starve or freeze to death. People were barely giving to white folks. They weren’t going to give any better to some camel jockey who didn’t know what winter was, he thought.
The stranger had been all but forgotten when he returned.
He wasn’t alone.
Two guards, dressed in golden armor flanked him, with deep red capes flowing from their burly shoulders. They clanked as they approached, with the stranger purposefully striding toward the group, still wrapped in his plain robes, and still shod in his meager sandals. And to the surprise of the Regulars, not showing any signs of freezing—or starvation. The Regulars formed a cluster behind their self-appointed Leader, encouraging him to kick their asses and find out if that sweet-looking armor fit anybody.
The stranger uttered a single word, and the guards drew long, shining swords. The Regulars, armed with scrap wood and a few bottles, took a big step backward, isolating their leader. He in turn crouched down to pick up a length of rusty chain, wrapping it slowly around his gloved hand. His brown garden glove looked comical in contrast to the golden gauntlets of the guards.
“They making a movie or something? I don’t know what help these yahoos are gonna be to you, but I do know they’ll get a right ass-kicking unless you turn back right now.” He brandished the chain, and the group stepped forward in a show of unity, fractured as it was. 
The stranger marched directly toward him. He spoke another word, not like anything any of the Regulars had ever heard, even from the certifiably insane.
Earl let out a whoop and swung the chain at the stranger, wrapping it around his bare arm. He gave it a yank, and as he did, the chain dissolved into salt. He recoiled in fear, and rubbed his fingers together, unsure as to the white gritty substance that had replaced the steely comfort of the rusted chain.
Earl could not complete the inspection, as guards now flanked him, and pushed him down forcefully onto his knees. The stranger stood before him and caressed his grizzled chin between his thumb and forefinger.
The Leader spat and glowered at the stranger. “Who are you?”
The stranger gave a command. One guard handed his sword dutifully to the stranger, who gripped it firmly with both hands, and raised it over his head, like the very god of judgment.
“You’re a thief,” Earl spat. “Kill me if you like, for all the good it’ll do you, but you’re just a no good dirty thief.”
The stranger relieved Earl of his head with one swift stroke of the sword.
Half of the Regulars turned and fled. Half of the half that remained looked down upon their fellow traveler as his blood flowed generously in all directions, coating the stranger’s feet. Steam wafted from the carnage. The other half dropped to their knees and made prayer motions, as if to plead for their lives. A guard wiped the sword blade clean on his gauntlet and sheathed it.
One of the remaining Regulars motioned toward the fire. “Take it. Take it. I won’t fight you, man. We won’t fight you. Just… take it.”
The stranger smiled and stepped forward to bask in the warming glow of the fire. The guards stepped behind him in their flanking positions but said nothing, swords now sheathed, armor glinting under the streetlights. After a satisfied sigh, the stranger motioned to the others to share his fire. He did not speak. He smiled, and nodded, as the remaining Regulars slowly took their place around the flame. When the ring was completed, except for what remained of their former—if informal—leader, the stranger raised his arms and the flames rose.
A Middle Eastern man wearing fine clothing and highly polished shoes emerged from the direction that the stranger had retreated and then returned. He approached the stranger languidly and whispered something in his ear. The stranger replied, speaking a strange language. The well-dressed man nodded and raised his hand magnanimously to the group.
“He asks you to share his fire, my brothers,” he said.
The Regulars looked thunderstruck, then began to nod hesitantly.
“Tobias is generous,” said the well-dressed man. “Don’t you all agree?”
The Regulars shifted uneasily around the fire and gave their approval. The fire burned brightly, with no assistance from anyone who surrounded it. After a few minutes, the well-dressed man stepped away from the fire, and addressed the group.
“My name is Syed Hassan. For thousands of years, my people have handed down a ritual, from each father to each first-born son. We have the holy task of lighting the path for him, our Master. And now, it is I who have the great honor of bringing Tobias here, to me… to us. Tobias is generous and kind. You all have been cast aside. You all have been forgotten. You all have been left to die.”
The Regulars nodded slowly and with increasing conviction. Syed continued his introduction. “Now, our work begins. I have work for all of you. Yes, work, food, shelter, clothing… all will be provided. You shall want for nothing, but there will be work to do in return.”
One of the Regulars raised his hand. Syed gave him a nod. “Look, I don’t know who this guy is. And we don’t know you either. Why should we trust anything you tell us? Don’t you think we haven’t heard all these promises before? Where did that get us?”
The Regulars muttered among themselves. They agreed in principle, but one bloody mass on the pavement was enough for one night. Syed and Tobias exchanged glances, then Tobias stepped away from the fire and picked up a stray chunk of concrete. The Regulars took a step backward in case he intended to bash their skulls in.
Tobias turned to the group and held the concrete chunk aloft. He said something in a strange language, and the concrete transformed into something less threatening: a hunk of bread. Tobias held the bread out and gestured to the group to come take a piece of it. A Regular stepped forward uneasily and tore off a piece. He sniffed it, then popped in his mouth. His eyes widened and began to tear.
“It’s… warm.”
More Regulars came forward to try a piece. They each stuffed the bread into their mouths and made satisfied noises as they ate. When the bread was gone, Tobias showed his bare hands to the group with a genial smile.
“Tobias is generous. He gives you warmth,” Syed gestured to the flames, “and he gives you food. Now he offers you shelter and clothing, in exchange for work. Will you accept?”
The Regulars looked at each other uncertainly, then nodded in unison. One of the men stepped forward. “We’ll work. Tell us what to do.”
Syed nodded curtly to Tobias, who smiled in response. Syed raised his chin and clapped the Regular on his shoulder. “Tell the others. Tell everyone you know who is willing to serve Tobias and receive his generosity, as you have done. I shall return tomorrow night, here, to this place. I hope to see many more of you then.”
Syed led Tobias away, followed by his guards.
The Regulars were dumbstruck at the turn the night had taken. They had come to the lot expecting misery, and found themselves fed, and warm. The quiet Regular was nudged by another, who looked up at him expectantly. “Who are you telling?”
The Regular savored the taste of bread in his mouth and watched the flames, thoughtfully.
“Everybody.”



CHAPTER 1: THE MIDDLE BROTHER
 
There’s no place like home for the holidays. Marc Morris sat and half-listened to the loop of Christmas music his parents had been running since noon with a wistful smile. He looked around the room at his parents and two sisters. His elder sister was missing but expected shortly. Her arrival would be announced by the hum of her sensible Volvo’s engine, its rounded frame cutting a sharp relief against the fallen snow. When her car door slammed shut, Marc’s youngest sister Gracie would look up from her tablet, roll her eyes, and announce, “Fortune’s here.”
“Fortune” was the nickname for their oldest sister, as in “Fortune 500”. Jacqueline was indeed a successful businesswoman, the president of a marketing analytics startup and on the advisory board of at least two other firms. She’d regularly use words and phrases like “leverage” and “cross-functional units”.
Gracie had no hero worship for her oldest sister. What Jacqueline called “ambition” and “life goals,” Gracie called “being a bitch,” and “being an even bigger bitch.” This difference of opinion came to a head when Gracie got her first visible tattoo—Marc wasn’t convinced that Gracie didn’t have more—and Jacqueline stood aghast as Gracie showed off the yellow star on top of her left hand, in the triangle of skin where the thumb and forefinger meet. Her array of silver rings, normally sparkly and prominent, faded against this new decoration.
After composing herself, Jacqueline passed her sentence on the matter: “Well, you can kiss Harvard goodbye.”
“Good-BYE Harvard!” Gracie blew a kiss from her pouty lips, which were coated in black lipstick. Heaven have mercy on anyone who called Gracie a “goth”. She was different from everyone else, she lectured, even though when her friends stopped by, if it weren’t for Gracie’s commanding tone, one would be hard-pressed to tell them apart. Marc never bothered to learn anyone’s names.
In the present, Jacqueline came through the door with her fancy luggage, fancy husband, and fancy children. Her husband’s name was Richardson, not Richard, or Rich. Definitely not Rich, because that would be gauche. Formally, his name was C. Richardson Winstead. Marc forgot what the C stood for as it was said just once during their wedding ceremony. Gracie didn't care and offered her own suggestion privately.
Jacqueline’s twin children filed in last: Monroe and Millie. Marc said hello. Gracie grunted something while not looking up from her tablet. Agnes, Marc’s other sister, waved hello and smiled.
Gracie had nicknames for everybody. Agnes was Agnes the Ghost, Agnes Who, and Oh Yeah, Agnes. Marc wasn’t inclined to such meanness with his sisters, but he had to laugh when Gracie cracked off a good one. To be fair, as fair as one could be about one’s own family, Agnes really did seem to excel at fading into the background. Marc had a feeling that he could make a small fortune with Agnes-branded wallpaper. “When neutral tones aren’t dull enough.” Agnes could speak, she just did it quietly, and rarely in front of a group. For her part, Agnes preferred to be ignored and left alone. Sadly, throughout her academic life, her teachers kept choosing her to read aloud to the classroom.
Marc was Middle Marc. And true to form, Middle Marc got middle marks. Average grades, average looks, and average accomplishments. He wouldn’t win any awards, but he’d play the game, or compete in the contest, and while arguably it could be said he gave it his best effort, his best efforts put him firmly in the middle of the pack.
He got a Bachelor of Science degree at Middle Tennessee State, to Gracie’s amusement. Jacqueline gently encouraged Marc to improve his performance for a shot at the Ivies, but he felt that was too much pressure. Marc didn’t need to be the top of anything, but he did enjoy playing along with whatever it was: School, sports, fun. When he moved into the second floor of a three-story apartment building on his very own lease as soon as he could afford it, Gracie accused him of trolling.
As for Agnes, she was currently attending night school earning some degree or another—nobody really cared enough to get the facts—while working as a part-time research assistant by day. 
Marc’s review of the sibling roster was interrupted by a hand thrust out toward him by Richardson, freshly divested of his coat, and sporting a black turtleneck tucked into noticeably pressed denim pants—not jeans. Jeans were cheap. A personal shopper hand-selected these from the R. Culver collection and were called something like “ancient harvest threadings”. When Marc saw the price tag he lost interest in the catalog.
“Hello, Marcus, how’re things?” Marc wasn’t short for Marcus.
“Fine. How was the drive?”
“Smooth and predictable, just like I like it. How’s DRC doing? Any new advancements?”
Marc worked for a mid-sized company called Dynamic Range Consultants, which dealt with lots of spreadsheets and numbers, numbers, numbers. Jacqueline would have been in ecstasy talking to the principals at the firm about logarithmic multiplexing or whatever they talk about at that level. Marc just liked the work and the pay was alright. 
“Um, no, not that I can think of… there’s something going on with recaptured range indexing, but it hasn’t really sunk to my level yet. There’s going to be training ramping up in January.”
Richardson nodded along, and his face went from showing genuine interest to genuine disappointment, like someone who asked Agnes if she wanted to go throw a football around.
“Hmmm. I wonder if that’s anything at all like recaptured range declassification. Honey, have you heard of this?” Richardson hailed his spouse like a taxi, and like a taxi, Jacqueline was already booked. She waved off her husband’s summons and discussed other matters with Mother.
Richardson opted for a graceful exit and pulled his phone out of his back pocket. “Hmmm. I bet it's very similar. I wonder what DRC is up to.” He walked away, engrossed in his key learnings.
“Paqditili,” said a younger voice in Marc’s ear.
“Excuse me?”
“Exactly.” Monroe strutted away with a smug grin, having shown up one of the grown-ups.
“It’s Assyrian, you know,” declared Millie.
Gracie let out a groan. “Yeah, because Assyrian is how everybody is speaking these days. For-tuuuune, come take your spoiled brats back to the Genius Factory or whatever boarding school you ship them to these days.”
“Push B’shena!” Millie stuck out her tongue and skipped off into the back room.
Gracie rolled her eyes. Marc let out an easy chuckle. Agnes looked around the room and said nothing.
Getting the Morris family around the same table was theoretically possible but rarely graceful. Jacqueline’s punishing work schedule did not normally render her available for functions that didn’t involve giving or receiving awards for business excellence. Once everyone was seated, Mother spoke. “It’s so nice to have everyone under one roof for a change. Agnes, won’t you say grace?”
Agnes turned pale and looked down at her empty plate. “Oh, most heavenly God, we thank you for these blessings, amen.”
Mother opened one eye, then looked up from her clasped hands. “Is that all? It’s Christmastime, Agnes, that’s not going to do.”
Millie took the initiative. “May I say the blessing, Grandma Morris?”
Mother’s approval beamed across the table. “Of course you may, Millicent. If that’s alright with you, Agnes.” Agnes nodded, fixated on her plate.
Millie broke out into full-on Hebrew, or at least that was Marc’s conclusion. It sounded Hebrew, at any rate, and the only recognizable part of the incantation was “Amen”, which was probably spoken for the benefit of the non-Specials. 
“Amen,” said the family. Gracie muttered, “Are you effing kidding me?”
After dinner, the family gathered around the Christmas tree to exchange gifts. The tree was rather imposing, standing at least nine feet tall and giving the impression of being real, but was a very expensive fake. 
Jacqueline gave everybody business books. Not textbooks, but flashy paperbacks with titles like Own Your Potential or Secrets of an Over-Achiever. Agnes got Word Power: Speaking Your Way to Success which she accepted graciously. Marc got Step Up and Step Out: How to Confidently Achieve More in Business… and in Life.
Jacqueline gazed expectantly at her younger brother. “It’s really good… even I found some helpful advice in there.”
Gracie smirked. “What did you get for Christmas, Marc? Oh, my know-it-all sister gave me really good advice. I use it as a coaster.” Father shot Gracie a stern look, but she continued. “What did you get, Gracie? Oh, everyone else gave me really thoughtful gifts, except for Fortune, who re-gifted her bookshelf.”
“Enough, Lauren.” Father wasn’t having it. Not on Christmas.
Gracie slumped in her seat, shamed by his use of her real name. “Yay for books,” she said, and twirled a finger.
Agnes tried to break the tension. “I could definitely use help with public speaking. And I like books. I’ve been reading lately about increasing your perception, and seeing the—”
“Time for the real gifts. Here you go, one apiece, no shoving.” Gracie passed out her pile to everyone. Jacqueline and her family only got one item, raising some eyebrows. All the gifts were wrapped in different papers, in varying sized boxes. Marc’s was rather large, cutting against the Middle Marc stereotype Gracie did her best to perpetuate.
There were groans all around as everyone received the same thing: An 8x10” photo of a winking Gracie shooting double gun-fingers at the camera. She signed each one “Merry Christmas from your favorite sister.” Mother and Father got a painted porcelain centerpiece.
Gracie didn’t make much money at her part-time job at the skating rink, but she did her best with what she had.



CHAPTER 2: AGNES THE GHOST
 
Agnes gave Christmas gifts to her family as well. Her dual roles as research assistant and part-time student didn’t bless her with loads of money either, but like her younger sister Gracie she made the best with what she had. Unfortunately, the best she had to give was nothing anybody wanted.
For example, unlike Gracie she made sure each member of the Winstead branch of the family each got something to open. The kids got Sudoku activity books but wanted tickets to the Met so they could see the Mysteries of Mongolia exhibit. Richardson got a faux leather planner but lived and died by his smartphone. Jacqueline got Mandalas for Restful Relaxation, Vol XXVII and a pack of colored pencils, but she had an art collector on retainer. “Thanks, Agnes,” they groaned. 
Agnes nodded and said, “You’re welcome.”
Mother got a set of pot holders with a frog and butterfly motif, but she didn’t cook and hated frogs. “They’re so slimy,” she’d say, if ever the subject arose. “Thanks, Agnes,” she groaned. 
Agnes nodded and said, “You’re welcome.”
Father got a long box. “I hope it’s that new graphite driver I’ve been dreaming about,” he said. For a moment, even Gracie thought just once Agnes came through with the best gift ever. Sadly, she did not. Father got a solar light kit to put out in the garden, with a blue glowing orb at the end, or it would eventually light up blue and glow at night, once the solar cell charged the 4-hour battery, if anyone cared to put in the effort. “Thanks, Agnes,” he groaned. 
Agnes smiled and said, “I thought it would look good next to your tomato plants. You’re welcome.”
Father didn’t do any gardening. Father did have a garden that he paid a yard service to set up and maintain. If anyone was going to appreciate the new light fixture it was Ezekiel, the yard service foreman, and he didn’t come around at night—and it was winter. There wasn’t going to be a garden for months, not that there would have been golf today either.
Marc got a set of four coasters, trimmed in wood with cork centers.
Gracie couldn’t resist. “Looks like you’ll have to read Fortune’s present after all. No excuse now, using it for a coaster!”
Marc said “Right? I actually needed these. Thanks, Agnes.”
Agnes nodded and said, “You’re welcome.” She had remembered the time she was over to see Marc’s new apartment and she asked for a coaster and he said he didn’t have any. She simply cupped her free hand under her drink until she finished with it.
As for Gracie, she got a DVD titled How to Fade Hair. Gracie liked to play around with hair dye, and she worked at the roller rink to stay close to her local roller derby sisterhood. She’d once made the mistake of saying, in Agnes’s presence, “I wonder how they do hair fades.” She could have looked it up. Instead, to her bemusement, Gracie got a coaster. Two, if she took the DVD out of the box. “Oh Agnes, you really shouldn’t have!”
Agnes nodded and said, “You’re welcome.”
Agnes received gifts as well, and nobody put in much of an effort. The Winsteads gave Agnes the public speaking book. The kids pooled their resources and got her a decorative candle. Agnes’s eyes lit up as though the candle were lit, and the lights had all gone out at once, and she said, “Thank you.”
Mother and Father pooled their signatures on a Christmas card that had a gift card in it to the No Bull Smokehouse. Agnes was a vegetarian. Father thought “No Bull” was both a play on “noble” and that they didn’t serve meat there. He was half right. Agnes was in for $50 of disappointment, that is, if she would let on that she was disappointed. Her eyes lit up like she had been given a no-limit credit card and directions to the high-end mall in Waterton, and she said, “Thank you.”
Marc got her a reed diffuser set. It was lavender scented. Gracie said, “Middle Marc went all out to find the most adequate gift.” Father shot her another look but didn’t interfere. Agnes clutched the box to her chest gratefully and said, “Thank you.”
When Gracie gave Agnes the autographed photo of herself, she selected the worst frame and the blurriest photo of the series. Gracie shot double gun-fingers at her, winked, and said, “Yep, that’s really me in there.”
Agnes ran her thin fingers along the edge of the frame and said, “Thank you.”
The holiday festivities wound down and the family began to fragment and start seeking out their temporary or long-term living quarters. Gracie and Agnes still lived at home. Marc still had his old room, complete with neatly hung posters of rock bands and Italian sports cars. Gracie tried to tell the Winsteads that Father had put them up in the stables, but Mother insisted that she play the good hostess and guide them to their rooms, upstairs and to the left. Gracie grudgingly complied and led them noisily up the stairs.
After some time, Agnes was left alone. Having been evicted from her bedroom by the Winsteads, she prepared to sleep on the downstairs sofa. She had put her pillow and a spare blanket on one of the cushions. But first, she pulled a spiral notebook out of a knit bag, sat down at a nearby writing desk, found a pen that worked, and waited. After a short time, she began to write:
Hello again, Agnes.
     Hi
Image hopes you have had an enjoyable day.
     I did - lots of presents, good dinner, can’t complain
Image is pleased for you. Now we will continue with your lessons.
 
Agnes wrote for about an hour, then she put the pen down, closed her notebook titled IMAGE ONE, slipped it back into her knit bag, and was soon fast asleep, smiling.



CHAPTER 3: GRACIE IS GOING PLACES
 
Agnes was awakened by the younger Winsteads the following morning. She pulled some errant brown hair strands away from her face and greeted the pair with a pleasant smile. “Oh… it’s morning.”
Monroe stomped along like someone testing the floor for weak points. Millie glanced in Agnes’s general direction. “Buon giorno.”
Agnes’s eyes widened. “I seem to have awoken in Tuscany.”
Millie had already left the room, calling out for her parents. “Momm…. Daaad… let’s goooo, all of the good after-Christmas sales are going to be over by the time we get there!”
Monroe picked up his next-generation ARCTURUS tablet—each of the Winsteads had their own—flipped through some of the apps, then tossed it aside. He flopped on the nearest sofa and aired his own frustrations. “Sooooo booored… come onnn Mommm…!”
After a short delay, Richardson came down the stairs, tucking his shirts into another brand-new pair of pricey pants. “Alright, kids, it’s just going to be us three. Your mother is tied up with work.” Richardson reached for his coat. Millie crossed her arms and stamped her foot. Monroe slid off the sofa like he had melted completely away.
Richardson finished putting on his coat, then dropped to one knee. “Team up. Family huddle.” Millie refused to budge, staring crossly at her father. Monroe raised one foot to signal that he wasn’t entirely dead yet. Richardson waved his hands inward. “Team up, let’s go. Come on Millie, come on Monroe, huddle up.”
Monroe deigned to rise from the floor and moped his way over to his father’s outstretched arms. Millie took a half step closer, just enough for Richardson to grab hold of her and pull her toward him. Richardson bowed his head close to their ears and spoke in a soft, tender tone. Agnes watched from the next room, silently.
The children began to whine, and Richardson cooed to them. “Mommy works very hard. And, listen to me, when she’s on the sidelines, we’ve got to be a team and support each other, okay? I’ll take you to the sales and you can get anything you want, okay? Daddy and Mommy are a team. I need you to be on the team with Daddy. Are you on Daddy’s team?” Millie nodded and sniffed. Monroe looked at the carpet and fussed with his zipper. “Come on, team Daddy. What do you say?”
Millie let out a stern “fine.” Monroe just nodded sullenly and ran his zipper up and down.
“Okay, that’s my girl. Get your coat, come on, let’s find something good.”
The kids were out the door in a flash. Richardson patted his pocket to make sure he had his wallet and jingled his car keys. He spotted Agnes standing in the next room. “Morning.” He paused, then looked around dazedly. “The kids are waiting.” He didn’t feel as though there was anything to feel embarrassed about, but somehow, he just couldn’t pull off a graceful exit. He bumped his forehead with the inner door, then slipped painfully around it out into the icy morning. Agnes smiled and gave a little wave.
Agnes heard more footsteps on the stairs. This time it was Gracie, running her fingers through her dark hair, her eyes barely open. She wore a roller derby t-shirt, sweat shorts and fluffy socks. “Oh God, those brats. That family. It’s too effing early for that racket.” 
Shortly thereafter, Agnes heard a coffee mug being removed from the mug tree, and the single-serve coffee maker serving up the full 10 ounces. Tink tink tink… that was the sugar being spooned into the mug. Tink tink tink… now the creamer was being stirred in with the sugar. Agnes padded into the kitchen to the sight of her younger sister holding her coffee mug with both hands, sipping it like a holy elixir. 
“Mmmph,” said Gracie through her next sip of coffee.
Agnes knew that was “good morning” in Gracie-speak, as she normally didn’t get going until at least noon. Even though she had retired at the same time as everyone else the night before, Agnes assumed she probably listened to music with her earbuds in, randomly surfed the net, or watched videos. Perhaps all at once.
Agnes was getting ready to make plain oatmeal to have with plain yogurt and plain tea, as she did every morning. After a few more sips of her coffee, Gracie spoke to her. “Agnes, honey, please promise me you won’t bear demon spawn like those two. Or marry an empty suit like Lord High Rich-bastard.”
Agnes smiled and poured exactly 1 cup of cold water into a small saucepan.
“I’m serious. They haven’t even been here a full day and I’m already wishing they’d pack up their richy-rich trunk show and leave me the hell alone.”
Agnes smiled and placed the saucepan on the stove and turned the burner on to medium. Gracie paced back and forth, taking sips of her wake-up juice. 
“Fortune and her rich husband were arguing about something last night. I had to crank up the tunes to drown them out.”
Agnes smiled and waited for exactly 1 cup of cold water to boil. Gracie paced back and forth for a few moments, then shook her head vigorously.
“Gaaah, I really don’t see what she sees in him. Get a damn divorce. Take half of his investments. Whatever, just leave me in peace.”
Agnes smiled and stirred in exactly one-half cup of steel-cut oats.
“And do you know what really burns me up? Fortune. She actually told me once that I wasn’t going to amount to anything unless I got a fancy degree and moved to fancy Manhattan and got a fancy makeover and put on a mating dance for stupid rich dudes with trust funds and boats.”
Agnes smiled and turned off the burner.
“Well, let me tell you something. I don’t need a degree, or fancy clothes, or a penthouse in Manhattan to be successful in life. And I certainly don’t need a man. I’m Gracie Effing Morris. I’m going places!”
Agnes smiled and dished up her oatmeal.
Gracie glanced up at the air vent in the ceiling. She knew it connected somehow to Jacqueline’s room. If she would have kept quiet for all of thirty seconds, she might have heard Jacqueline speaking to somebody on her phone, using words like “just left” and “suspects something.” Gracie caught Agnes making the connection, and continued her rant, a touch louder.
  “I don’t care if she’s listening! To hell with her fancy ass, or back to Wall Street. I don’t care. Just get out of my life!” 
Gracie slammed her mug down on the counter top. Agnes smiled and blew a little on her spoonful of oatmeal. Gracie cleaned up the coffee that splashed onto the counter top with a piece of paper towel, then she put the nearly empty mug in the sink. “I’m sorry, she just really pisses me off sometimes.”
Agnes smiled and scooped up another spoonful of oatmeal. Gracie twirled around on her tip-toe a few times and glanced up at the kitchen clock.
“I’m going to Lacey’s.”
Agnes smiled and scraped along the edge of the bowl with her spoon, collecting up another bite.
“Good talk.” Gracie flitted away, back up the stairs. Agnes smiled and finished off her bowl of oatmeal. She sat back, contented. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and listened.



CHAPTER 4: WHERE FORTUNE SMILES
 
Jacqueline sat on the edge of the bed, listening to a man’s voice well-entrenched in a monologue. Fourth quarter projections. Stretch goals. Strategic alignments. She nodded along, tapping her organizer with the blunt end of her pen. Good stuff, she thought, except Distribution needed to be moved to its own balance sheet. She’d mention that at the right time. Best not to break in now. That would be pushy. Yes, she was on the advisory board, but that didn’t mean talk over the president.
If large banks were too big to fail, fledgling start-ups were too small to succeed. They wouldn’t reach the tipping point on their own. They needed to be pushed, pulled, and driven until they finally weaned themselves from venture capital and started richly rewarding their angel investors. This meant morning meetings on December 26. Sacrifices had to be made, even by the senior leadership.
Jacqueline nearly missed her break. She pressed the mute button on her ARCTURUS VII phone and inhaled. “Yes, Jacqueline Morris-Winstead here. Could we add moving Distribution to its own P&L to our Q1 deliverables? (Pause.) No, I really think we need to be aggressive and target Q1. I think we can get that done, don’t you, Phillip? (Pause.) Excellent, I’ll be looking forward to seeing the updated project plan. (Pause.) No, that’s all I had for today. (Pause, laugh.) No, no after-Christmas sales for me, I’m afraid. I’ve got a ten-thirty and eleven-fifteen yet to go. (Pause.) Well, you enjoy your day off too, everybody. Good work!”
Jacqueline held the phone away from her ear as a flurry of beeps signaled that the conference call was emptying out. A man’s voice cut through the noise. She smiled and twirled her hair with her pen. “Yes, Phillip, I’m working remotely, so call my cell.”
A man’s voice acknowledged the request. Jacqueline terminated the call, then realized she hadn’t taken the time to brush her teeth. Normally, morning yoga would have been done, a nice organic breakfast consumed, and then her car service would shuttle her over to one of her offices. She glanced at her phone and decided to at least wipe off her teeth with a tissue.
Not a moment too soon, she thought, as her caller ID read PHILLIP – MERCURIO ATLAN.
“This is Jacqueline.” A man’s voice buzzed in her ear. “That’s okay, I have a minute.”
The man’s voice replied, followed by the sound of a door closing. The man’s voice resumed. Jacqueline listened, mostly, except for occasional prompts, like “What?” and “Are you sure?” The man’s voice softened. Jacqueline wiped away a tear.
“Phillip, I have to go. I’m about to be late for my ten-thirty.”
The line went silent, then the call terminated, with no assistance from Jacqueline. She tossed the phone aside, flopped backward onto the bed, and exhaled.



CHAPTER 5: CATCHING UP
 
Marc joined the living shortly after Gracie had trudged off to her friend Lacey’s. He was dressed for the day. He brought his bag down with him and set it by the front door. Marc had work on Monday, and despite the air pocket between Christmas and New Year’s Day where nothing was going to get done anyway, he had burned through all his vacation time and was left to fill his seat for the remainder of the year.
Agnes greeted him and offered plain tea. Marc declined the offer and headed for the single-serve coffee maker. He preferred black coffee and served himself a cup. They were soon seated together in the living room, each with a hot drink.
Marc stared out the bay window, looking at the postcard view of glistening snow banks and black lamp posts at intervals. Agnes sat apart from him, quietly sipping her tea.
After finishing his first cup of coffee, Marc went to the kitchen for a refill, not asking Agnes if she wanted anything. When he returned, he saw her sitting there and raised his cup in a salutary gesture. She smiled back but kept her tea mug cupped in her hands, which in turn rested on her lap. Marc felt as though he should say something, anything.
“So, how’s night school going?”
Agnes looked surprised that anyone cared enough to ask. “It’s going well. Challenging.” 
“What are you taking this semester?”
“Applied Metaphysics.”
Was Agnes making a joke? Marc couldn’t tell. “Wait, aren’t you going to Van Buren Community College? I thought they only offered the usual Associate’s degree programs there.”
“I was. I transferred.”
“Transferred where?” Marc took an intent pull of his coffee.
“It’s nothing you’ve heard of. It’s a self-directed study program, mostly.” She smiled again, but it differed from her usual. Marc wasn’t aware that Agnes was anything other than an open book, and that open book was always turned to the chapter about how paint dries.
“So, wait, you’re doing a self-directed study course in Applied Metaphysics? Is that, like, Scientology, or something?”
“Or something.”
Marc leaned back in his seat a bit. This was not the sort of conversation he was expecting to have with any of his family members this weekend. Hell, this was more than he and Agnes had said to each other all year, combined. 
Agnes leaned forward a bit. “Thank you for showing an interest, Marc. Nobody ever asks.”
Marc finished a sip of coffee quickly. “Sure thing.”
“And no, I didn’t transfer out of Van Buren. I have 39 credit hours. Still a long way to go until I get my Associate’s.” She sipped her tea.
Marc feigned outrage. “You lied? Then I really don’t know what to believe anymore.”
“It’s more fun, pretending that Math 141 is for something more interesting than an Associate’s degree.”
Marc chuckled. The Queen of Boring fantasizes about making math interesting. “So, are you going to go for a Bachelor’s after that? I can put in a good word for you at Middle Tennessee, maybe.”
Agnes smiled, but it seemed bittersweet somehow. “That’s nice of you to offer. One thing I’ve learned lately is that everyone has their own chosen path. I can’t walk in yours any more than you can walk in mine.”
“Is that the sort of thing they teach you in Applied Metaphysics?”
“No, I read it someplace.”
Marc really didn’t know what to make of all of this. Nobody talked to Agnes, and she didn’t talk to anybody else. Or if she did, he wasn’t around to see it happen. And it’s not like Gracie filled their weekly phone chats in with Stuff Our Sister Says. Maybe Gracie was holding out and saving a trove of stories for her future fictionalized yet compelling autobiography, starring Agnes as the plucky comic relief. Marc snorted a laugh into his coffee but tried to pass it off as a cough.
He was struck by an uncomfortable realization: Where was Gracie? After a year of not seeing each other, he was surprised at her absence now. They were running out of time to hang out together before he was back at the airport, then home. He looked up at Agnes, and saw her face screwing up. Tears dripped down onto her pale cheeks, and her shoulders shuddered, but she didn’t cry out.
Marc set his coffee mug aside and stepped forward, dropping to one knee, doing his best to be comforting to his unfamiliar sibling. He wasn’t tight with Jacqueline either, but she was married with two kids and three jobs at last count. Agnes was more of a backdrop to the rest of the family than an active participant. But she was family, and Marc resolved to honor that bond.
“Hey… hey, what’s wrong, Agnes?”
She sniffed and wiped a tear away with the back of her hand. Marc stared intently, filled with concern, but also bewilderment. How had they arrived here? They were having what could be objectively called a “nice chat” when suddenly Agnes was blanketed by an almost funereal aura, not that Marc made a habit of seeing auras. He didn’t know how else to comprehend this sudden and dramatic change in the sibling most noted for being the least noteworthy of them all.
Agnes stiffened up a bit and became impassive. When she spoke, her voice was pancake flat, and she stared off into the middle distance, as though Marc wasn’t there. “You... must... be strong... for your sister,” she intoned.
Marc cocked his head slightly, unsure of the message, or the messenger. Was Agnes having some sort of episode? The voice was hers, but it was different. Almost as if someone else were borrowing her body. She… or it, continued. “You… have much… to learn.”
Agnes stopped speaking and continued to stare off into space. Marc struggled to comprehend what was going on. Gracie hadn’t said anything about Agnes having any sort of mental problems, and certainly nothing about any medications she was on, or should have been taking. No, Gracie would have found a nickname that fit, had she known. It might have been more mean-spirited than affectionate, depending on Gracie’s mood, but she would have said something. 
Marc squeezed Agnes’s arm. “Agnes... Agnes, are you okay? I am strong. I’m here for you. Tell me what I can do to help you.” She turned sharply to look him in the eyes. Her eyes were darker now. Looking directly into them Marc felt as though he was peering into another dimension. This was not his sister, not now. But who? Or what?
Agnes closed her eyes and went limp. The dregs of her tea trickled down her leg. Marc shook Agnes gently, then more vigorously. 
“Agnes! Agnes! What is it? What’s wrong with you? Tell me how to help you. I’ll do anything, just tell me what to do! Agnes!”
Agnes did not respond and laid on the floor like a discarded toy. Marc checked for breathing, then a pulse. Agnes was alive, just unconscious, to his great relief, as first aid was never his strong suit. This didn’t seem like a stroke, and that was all he could remember from something he saw on a poster somewhere.
Marc wondered if he ought to call 911. Was this just a fainting spell? It couldn’t have been… not with the monotone and the way she stared into nothingness. And what exactly just happened? Was Agnes possessed somehow? Marc hadn’t thought that was possible, horror movies aside. It didn’t seem Satanic, whatever it was, and wait, why was he thinking there was an “it” involved? Because Agnes was boring and predictable, that’s why. And her eyes! They… changed somehow. But who would believe him? And how could he explain it? Maybe he needed to check himself in somewhere too. Then again, maybe his parents might be aware of this. Maybe they would know what she forgot to take and where it was in the medicine cabinet. They were out doing their own after-Christmas bargain hunting, but one of them would answer.
Marc fingered his cell phone, deciding on what number to dial, when he spied Agnes’s knit bag on the floor beside the sofa in the next room. Maybe she had something in there, a wallet at least. Maybe one of those “known issues” cards that might give a clue as to what was afflicting her. He dumped the bag out onto the floor and rummaged around. No pills. He did find a wallet, which contained Agnes’s student ID and a few crumpled dollar bills. The only other item was a spiral notebook, face-down on the carpeting.
Marc reached down and picked it up. The cover showed a few signs of wear but no doodling or similar markings. Just a neatly lettered title in black marker: IMAGE ONE. Marc was about to open the notebook when a hand reached over and pulled it away. Agnes held the notebook to her chest and smiled.
“This isn’t for you,” she said.



CHAPTER 6: THE REPLACEMENTS
 
Gracie wasn’t really “Gracie”. Her real name was Lauren Michele, but her chosen name came by way of Uncle Al, who would conclude his occasional visits with his best George Burns impression. “Say g’night, Gracie,” he’d say with a wide grin, expecting her to get the reference. “Night, Uncle Al,” she’d reply, then run off to bed, to his great disappointment. On the upside, he delivered the bulk of Henny Youngman’s greatest lines as if they were his alone, to an uninformed audience. Mother called Uncle Al “Henny”, Uncle Al called Lauren Michele “Gracie” and Gracie called her girlfriend “Lacey”, who since birth was Aimee.
Continuing the trend, Gracie and Lacey were just friends in public, and madly in love in private. Sometimes Gracie would provoke her with talk of just getting it over with and living “out and proud”, to hell what anyone else thought. Lacey would get upset, shushing her at the skating rink concession stand, lest anyone hear, or more accurately, give a damn about it. This was the home of the Roller Vixxxns, a derby crew housing—by their estimation—four lesbian couples with varying degrees of commitment. Lacey joined the crew at Gracie’s urging. When she made the cut during tryouts, Lacey was told to come up with a derby name before the next bout against the Bristol Rollergrrls. 
“What kind of name? You mean like ‘Lady Gaga’?”
“No, something a little dirtier.” The captain smacked Lacey’s right breast. “If it were up to me, you’d be ‘Bettie Boobs’. See? Something like that.”
Lacey blushed, and said she’d think of something and let her know, but she never got the chance.
Gracie said, within earshot of the captain, “Lacey Undergarments.”
Lacey shot her a horrified look and mouthed, “Not in public!”
The captain looked Lacey up and down, gave an approving smile and added a note to her clipboard. “Welcome aboard, Lacey.”
And from that day, Gracie got a thrill hearing Lacey’s derby name being called on the PA system at the rink, her secret exposed, yet nobody any the wiser. She named her after what Lacey was wearing their first time. 
In the present, they sat in Lacey’s family home on a plaid sofa and unwrapped belated Christmas gifts like good friends, and nothing more. Only the contents of their presents would be exposed in front of Lacey’s parents. 
Gracie once got provocative with Lacey’s mother when they were all out at dinner. One of the committed derby couples was out for a romantic evening, and Mrs. Windsor hunched down beside her daughter and Gracie, saying in a low whisper, “In public! Shameful. They’re just being contrary, looking for a reaction.”
Gracie smirked. “I’d never let my daughter grow up to French kiss her girlfriend in public,” she chided. Lacey shot her a furious glare.
Mrs. Windsor didn’t do sarcasm. “Of course not, dear, you’re a Morris.”
“And Morrises are special, somehow?” Gracie cocked an eyebrow.
“Your mother and father would never raise such… degenerates.”
Must be a Windsor thing, then, Gracie muttered. Mrs. Windsor didn’t hear it, but Lacey did, and didn’t speak to Gracie for a week afterwards.
They had long since reconciled, though nobody really knew that there was any sort of rift between the two. Friendly in public, fighting in private.
Gracie reached into a gift bag, pulled out a wad of tissue paper, and then something soft met her grasp. She rubbed the fabric with her fingers as she removed it from the bag, and then let it unfurl: a Roller Vixxxns t-shirt.
“Turn it over,” Lacey said.
Gracie flipped the shirt around, revealing the back, which was personalized to say “I ♥ Lacey” and directly underneath, in lieu of a jersey number, “ > 0 “. Gracie looked up at Lacey who was smiling conspiratorially.
“Greater than… everybody? More than zero? I don’t get it.” Lacey winked. Gracie cocked her head and mouthed, “Huh?” Lacey winked again, more intently. “Ohhh. Got it.” Gracie winked back.
“Do you like it?”
Gracie bunched the shirt up against her chest and said, “I love it.”
“Yeah you do,” said Lacey, playfully. Gracie enjoyed the banter, but then glanced over at Lacey’s parents, and then back at her, whispering, “Dude, your parents!”
The Windsors were watching television. Mrs. Windsor looked over to see the gift exchange, gave a polite smile, and trilled, “That’s nice, dear.”
Gracie couldn’t resist. “Maybe I’ll sleep with it tonight.”
Lacey shot her a look and decided to get in one of her own. “Poor baby. Does Gracie need to warm up in her cold bed? Aww.”
Gracie reveled in their secret play, then changed the subject. “I got you something too, Lace.”
Lacey twirled on one foot and did a little strut over to a box, wrapped in red gift wrap with gold bell designs repeated all over. “Pour moi?” She pressed her fingertips to her chest.
“Sí, Señor.”
Lacey picked up the box and shook it a little, then set it down on the coffee table. She made a theatrical gesture. “And now, I vill predict ze gift.” She touched her index fingers to her temples and gazed at the still-wrapped box. “Almost haff it, ah…. Yes, ze vision is clear now.”
“You wish,” said Gracie.
“You doubt my psychic abilities? Vell, now, Madame Vindsor vill make you a believer. I predict… an autographed picture of you making double gun-fingers at me.” She paused and held up one finger. “In a black frame.”
Gracie feigned disbelief and pressed her palms to her cheeks. “Incredible! How could you have known?”
Lacey took a bow. Gracie sat down on the sofa, and Lacey plopped down beside her, without getting too close. Gracie nodded in the direction of the gift. “Well, are you going to open it?”
Lacey picked up the gift and held it on her lap. She looked directly at the stick-on bow that Gracie had slapped on after passably wrapping the box. “I was thinking I’d unwrap you later.”
Gracie gave her a sly smile and felt her ears redden.



CHAPTER 7: WHAT JUST HAPPENED
 
Marc stared in disbelief at his sister. Agnes had just had some sort of episode, and now she’s just going to act like nothing happened, and in the wake of having her notebook swiped away from him, make him feel like he did something wrong? If he hadn’t been directly involved, he probably would have marveled at the change in his sister. Agnes, doing anything noteworthy, even if it involved scaring a family member half to death? Right, that happened. Like, never, he fumed.
Agnes quietly slipped the notebook back into her knit bag, along with the other items that Marc dumped out onto the floor and she slung the strap over her left shoulder, keeping the bag close. She tried to brush past him and go upstairs to her room when he grabbed her arm suddenly and prevented the retreat.
“Excuse me, what the hell was all of that, Agnes?”
“You’re hurting me.” She tried to pull away.
“I’m sorry, but that’s not good enough. What just happened? And what’s this about being ‘strong for my sister’? What’s going on?”
Agnes stopped pulling and turned ashen. She stood facing away from her brother and paused for a moment. “Let me go and I’ll tell you," she said. Her voice was tiny.
Marc tugged at her arm. “Now.”
Agnes looked at the floor. “Let me change into dry clothes. Then I’ll explain everything, I promise.”
He glanced down at her tea-stained pants and relented, if only on humanitarian grounds. He kept up his best attempt at a tough exterior and permitted her to go upstairs and change her clothes. “I’m holding you to your promise.” He followed slowly as she padded up the stairs to her room.
The sound of Jacqueline tapping her organizer with the cap end of her pen and uttering brief acknowledgments into her phone filled the hallway when Agnes opened the door to her room, which was still being used as a conference room for another of Jacqueline’s stakeholder buy-in meetings. Marc had nearly forgotten she was there at all, which was normally Agnes’s station in the Morris family hierarchy.
“Mmm-hmm. Right. We can definitely prioritize that into the appropriate bucket.” Jacqueline glanced up at Agnes, gave an annoyed glare for an instant, and tossed her head and switched the phone over to her left ear. Agnes closed the bedroom door, peering through the decreasing opening at Marc before the door clicked shut with an uncomfortable air of finality.
She walked softly over to her closet and slid one of the doors open. She riffled through piles of neatly folded clothing and picked out a pair of clean pants. She began to remove her tea-stained pair, then looked over at Jacqueline, who kept her back stiff as she nodded along to the phone conversation. Agnes stepped into the closet and slid the door closed quietly.
Marc paced back and forth outside of the bedroom door. He wondered how long it took to put on a clean pair of pants. He wanted answers, and every minute standing in the upstairs hallway was time not spent finding out what his sister’s problem was.
He glanced at his cell phone and realized fifteen minutes had passed. Enough was enough. He turned the doorknob and entered the bedroom with more than a hint of exasperation. “Agnes, let’s go. You’ve wasted enough time.”
Jacqueline had just wrapped up her conference call and was gathering up her things. She looked up and made a puzzled face. “Marc? What are you all upset about?”
Agnes wasn't in plain sight. Marc looked around the room and considered dropping to the floor to look under the bed. The look on Jacqueline’s face forced him to reconsider.
“I’m not sure yet. Agnes is hiding from me and she owes me an explanation.”
“An explanation for what? And I think she’s in the closet.”
Agnes was a lesbian? That didn’t seem like something that would trigger some sort of episode, but Marc didn’t have much else to work with. He started to speak. “She’s…?”
Jacqueline gestured toward the closet door. “In there. I think she went in there for some reason. Agnes is weird, you know that.”
Marc stomped over to the closet. “Agnes, come on, quit being a baby and tell me what’s wrong with you.” He slid the closet door roughly aside and looked at… clothes.
Agnes’s unremarkable wardrobe was all there: shirts and sweaters neatly arranged on hangers, pants folded in cubbies, all of which framed a bare patch on the floor.
Marc wasn’t having it. He ran his hands through Agnes’s clothing, expecting to find his obstinate sister and well prepared to yank her out of there forcibly. He felt nothing but fabric. He felt around the cubbies and pulled them from the wall in search of a secret passageway. He found nothing but the bare wall. He was about to give up the search, when he dropped to his knees and felt around the bare patch on the floor. He didn’t think his family home was outfitted with secret passageways and trap doors, but after Agnes’s episode all things became possible, but not the prospect of finding her in the closet. Since he was down there anyway, Marc flopped onto his stomach to check under the bed and found only a stray sock. He sneezed.
Jacqueline stood over Marc as he wiped his nose with his sleeve.
“Marc, what exactly are you doing?”
“Agnes had some sort of nervous breakdown.”
“Agnes? What’s she got to have a nervous breakdown about? They discontinued beige cardigans?”
“No, I’m serious. We were talking in the front room, and then she got all weird and passed out. She spilled tea all over herself and on the carpeting. Then when she came to she wouldn’t tell me what happened. When I made her tell me, she asked if she could change out of her wet clothes first, and now here we are.”
Jacqueline took a step back. “Whoa, that’s a lot to process. You and Agnes… talked? As in, an actual conversation? What about?”
“School, mostly.”
Jacqueline cocked her head to one side. “Marc? What do you mean, school? Were you trying to get her to enroll and stressed her out?”
Now he was on the back foot, if only metaphorically. He knelt on the floor, preparing to use the bed to stand up again. “What? No. Agnes said she was going to night school at Van Buren, going for an Associate’s.” He stood up, and Jacqueline rested her free hand on his shoulder. Marc met her intent gaze.
“Marc, Agnes doesn’t go to Van Buren.”
Marc shook his head. What about the school ID? The night classes? The 38 credit hours or whatever it was? The math class? He articulated all of this with a simple, “Huh?”
“Mother wishes she would apply herself and get a degree. She thinks it would be good for Agnes to get out of the house more often and away from her silly notebook.”
Wait, what? What about Agnes’s day job as a research assistant? He again said, “Huh?”
“Marc, don’t you talk to Mother about anything besides work? Agnes doesn’t do anything. Mother has been talking about forcing her to get a job and earn her keep, if she’s not going to continue her education. But Father isn’t backing her up on that.”
Marc was dazed.
“Oh, and for your information, Marc, the kids are excelling in school and Richardson closed the SBA deal he’s been working so hard on all year.”
“Oh, wow… uh, that’s great.”
“You should take more of an interest in the rest of us, Marc. There’s more to your family than Lauren, you know.”
“You mean Gracie?”
She scoffed. “She was never ‘Gracie’ to me.”
He cracked a wry smile. “You’re right. Especially the part about there being more to our family. Like, let’s start with, where the hell is Agnes?”
Jacqueline turned on one heel and left the bedroom. “Who cares?”
He took one more scan around the room and found no trace of his errant sister. Then, as he left the room, he felt for the first time in a very long time, he cared.



CHAPTER 8: GRACEY
 
Gracie enjoyed the thrill of sharing Lacey’s bed knowing that her uptight parents were directly below them, none the wiser that their only daughter had just done things with her girlfriend that they were in no way prepared to accept or tolerate. Television noise wafted up through the floor, and both girls knew the elder Windsors weren’t going to be up in their business anytime soon. Gracie thought she heard snoring.
“That was very unladylike,” She teased.
“Shut up. You loved it.”
Gracie glanced down at the floor, in the direction of the register vent. “They’d freak if they knew what we just did.”
Lacey blushed and shushed her.
Gracie couldn’t help herself. “Oh my god, what if they came through that door right now? ‘It’s not what it looks like!’” She feigned panic. “It’s worse!”
“Shut up, Grace. I mean it… that isn’t funny.”
“It’s kind of funny.”
“No, it isn’t.” An icy chill ran between the two girls as Lacey’s mood became devoid of all playfulness.
Gracie reached over to stroke her shoulder. Lacey pushed her hand away and rolled over on her opposite side, turning her back to Gracie.
“Hey, I was just playing, Lace. Don’t be like that.”
Lacey didn’t reply. Gracie rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. Moments ago, they were in the throes of passion. Now everything had turned to crap. Lacey’s parents weren’t the only uptight Windsors in the house, she thought darkly.
So, that was that: They were fighting again, and as usual it would be a secret skirmish. They’d play at being annoyed at something else, or complain about other people, but it would be elaborately coded speech they spoke fluently to each other.  Gracie would remark at the “goddamn prudes” that allegedly walked past them at the skating rink concession stand, and Lacey would close a few of the buttons on Gracie’s top shirt and say, “Nobody needs to see this hanging out.” About a week later, they’d stuff the fight away and get back to normal. Until next time. Gracie saw the future unfold in waves, with the ceiling serving as a crystal ball, revealing each phase of the tiff in a cloudy mist.
The kicker was, Gracie loved Lacey. She knew that more than anything, Lacey was scared to death of being kicked out of the house for liking girls, or whatever mild euphemism her parents would have used. But Gracie wanted the issue forced, and the air cleared. A homeless Lacey meant a fresh start for the two of them. Gracie’s parents wouldn’t necessarily disown her for being gay, but they wouldn’t be beacons of tolerance either. Father would give her mournful looks and not talk about it, while Mother would rattle off a list of boys that surely might “change her mind.” It was best to move out, she figured. A cardboard box under a bridge with the love of her life beat that by a mile.
But did Lacey feel the same way? Her insistence on clinging to her charade of a home life told Gracie everything she needed to know about how things were, and how things were always going to be. A tear ran down straight back into her hair and onto the pillow. Well, we had a good run, she thought bitterly.
She rolled sideways into a sitting position, then got up and started to dress herself. Lacey continued giving her the cold shoulder treatment. Once Gracie was fully clothed, she ran her fingers through her hair to mitigate the bed-head look. She took one last look at Lacey’s back before reaching for the doorknob.
“See you around, Aimee.”
Lacey sucked in her breath but did not turn around. Gracie tossed something on the bed, then left the room, closing the door behind her. Lacey laid there silently and heard the front door close; Not with a slam, just an uncomfortable soft thud.
Lacey rolled over to look at the space formerly occupied by Gracie and found a ball of fabric on the bare mattress. She knew what it was, but reached for it anyway, as if for assurance that what happened indeed had just happened. Her heart sank as a Roller Vixxxns t-shirt unraveled in her hand. Not just one… two of them. One smelled of Gracie. Lacey clutched the wad to her chest and sobbed.
Gracie pulled her coat tighter as she trudged home, down a layer from the morning.
 



CHAPTER 9: HOMECOMING
 
Marc made his way back downstairs and found Jacqueline in the kitchen sipping orange juice from a tall, thin glass. “Was Agnes down here?”
Jacqueline cocked an eyebrow, then shook her head after swallowing nearly a mouthful of juice. “Mmm-mmm.”
“So, she just disappeared? That doesn’t make any sense.”
Jacqueline smirked. “Marc, it’s Agnes. She’s probably right there in the front room, blending in with the wallpaper.”
He doubled back toward the front room, remembering the tea spill. How would he explain it to Mother, upon her return from shopping? Then again, why did it fall to him to do all the explaining about why… there wasn’t any tea on the carpeting?
He shook his head in disbelief. He crouched down at the spot where Agnes had fallen, and ran his fingers over the carpet, finding it bone dry. Her tea mug was on its side, last time he saw it, no doubt leaving stains as well, and… there was no mug either.
Jacqueline emerged from the kitchen, minus the orange juice. “Problem?”
“The tea… it’s gone. It was right here, and the mug was over there, and Agnes was laying… here.” He framed out the elements of the crime scene with hand gestures, then looked up at Jacqueline. “You didn’t… clean up after her, did you?”
Jacqueline laughed. “Do I seem like the cleaning type to you?”
Probably not, he surmised. She probably had an army of butlers and maids, all wearing clichéd garb. “Well, did you see the mess when you came down here?”
She shook her head. “To be honest, Marc, I was focused on other initiatives… and getting something to drink after all of those meetings.”
Marc ran his fingers through his hair. What the heck was going on? Agnes couldn’t have snuck out of the bedroom without him catching her, and she sure as heck couldn’t have cleaned up the tea stains without leaving a trace. Even if she had used some space-age carpet cleaner, the floor would have been damp, if not downright soaked after the treatment. Instead, it was like the strange incident… never happened. Agnes was weird, but she wasn’t this weird.
He stroked the carpeting once more when the front door banged open and a dark-haired blur went past. By the time it registered with Marc that Gracie had come home, she was gone, leaving him to call after her, feebly.
She took the stairs two at a time, and slammed her bedroom door, sending some family portraits askew in the stairwell. Marc rose to his feet, and began to follow her, when another door banged open and Monroe streaked into the front room by way of the kitchen. 
“Mommm….  Monroe got more at Sloane’s than I did. It isn’t fair!” Millie walked in exaggerated steps toward her mother, dragging shopping bags on either side of her, like they were filled with gravel. Monroe was on the spare sofa reveling in his loot.
“What did you get? Remember, quality over quantity!” Jacqueline patted the back of Millie’s sulking head, who in turn dropped her shopping haul on the floor next to the chair Agnes has been using before her episode. She plopped down onto the chair herself and reached into the nearest shopping bag.
“Well, I got a new laptop. My other one was getting slow.”
Jacqueline nodded approvingly. Marc was torn between following Gracie upstairs or solving the mystery of the missing tea, but when he caught a glimpse of a shiny new laptop priced more than he made in in two months in the hands of a ten-year-old, his eyes bulged, and he stopped dead in his tracks.
“Didn’t that just come out, like, a week ago?”
“Correction: This is the new ARCTURUS Luna. I pulled some strings in San Jose to have a couple of them ready for pick-up for two special customers.” Jacqueline beamed.
Mark was dumbfounded at the revelation. “Two…?” He looked over to see Monroe smugly tapping away on his very own: Monroe’s was black, Millie’s was white. Marc rubbed his head in disbelief. He knew the Winsteads were, well, loaded, but wow, he wasn’t quite sure how to deal with consumption this conspicuous, even without the benefit of seeing the rest of their holiday loot.
Jacqueline said to Millie, “Show Mommy what else you got, sweetie.”
Millie set the laptop aside and rustled around in another bag. 
Marc opted to continue searching for Agnes. He decided now was a good time to check the upstairs bedroom to find her trap door escape hatch, and where it led. As he made his way up the stairs he saw Richardson walk past the base of the stairs with a few bags of his own. He heard him kiss Jacqueline and say, “Did Daddy and Mommy deliver? Best Christmas ever!” Marc slipped into Agnes’s room and closed the door, just in time to drown out the sound of Monroe throwing a fit because the wi-fi password wasn’t working.
Marc felt silence inflate around him, which came as a welcome relief to all the commotion downstairs. He’d have to leave for the airport in a few hours, and he was aware that he’d most likely be leaving with more questions than answers, but any mysteries that could be solved quickly would at least give him something to work with as he puzzled over what happened to and with Agnes.
The closet door was still open, and everything appeared to be as he left it. Now he could be more methodical. He removed everything that was on hangers and laid them out on the bed five or six at a time. When there was only a bare closet rod left, he moved on to the cubbies. They were light enough to just lift out of the closet and set aside, which was much easier with the room to himself. The closet was empty from the clothes rod down to the floor.
Marc knelt and ran his fingers all along the walls. All he felt was clammy drywall. The textured surface tingled against his palms, but he didn’t see or feel any variations to suggest a way through. He looked down at the floor and saw that a patch of beige carpet had been laid into the closet, not at all matching the bedroom floor, but no doubt used anyway on the assumption that the closet doors would be kept closed.
He pried up a corner of the thin carpeting, and pulled it up and away from the floor, like a magician’s flourish. At last, the reveal, he thought. The revelation proved to be plywood flooring. He tossed the carpet piece aside and felt around on the floor for something, anything. All he found was a splinter in his right ring finger. He made a tch sound and yanked out the splinter.
Defeated, if only temporarily, He thought through the course of events that led to this dissection of the closet. What if Agnes hadn’t actually gone into the closet, which was really weird, even for her, and because Jacqueline wasn’t really paying attention, she fooled her into thinking she did? What if she had crouched down close to the door and slipped out when Marc came in? He knew he wasn’t the most observant guy in the world, especially when he was angry. Classic misdirection: he went in, Agnes went out, and left him crawling around on the floor like a sucker. And like Jacqueline said, Agnes blended in.
He sighed and laid the carpet patch back onto the closet floor, then put the cubbies back, then all the clothing on hangers, five or six at a time. After surveying his handiwork, He turned to leave the bedroom when he saw his father standing in the doorway.
“Doing some remodeling, son?”
Marc was startled and felt a twinge of guilt for rummaging around in his sister’s bedroom without permission. “Oh, uh, no… I was trying to find Agnes.”
Father cocked an eyebrow. “I’d-a thought you two were a bit old for hide and seek.”
“Well, you know… I, uh, guess not. Have you seen her lately?”
Father shook his head slightly. “Not since yesterday. Well, she was asleep when we left this morning, but… well, let’s just say yesterday and leave it at that.”
“Okay, Dad.” He was eager to leave it at that.
Father turned to leave and paused. “Find any skeletons in there, son?” He gave a sly wink.
“I sure didn’t, Dad.” Marc laughed sheepishly.
“Well, that’s good. I’d hate to think my daughter didn’t have a future in politics.”
Marc laughed, a little too much. Father went to his bedroom, and Marc paused outside of Gracie’s bedroom and considered knocking. Time was running out, and he’d be on a plane sooner than he’d like. Something made him think better of it, and he went back downstairs and into the front room. There he was greeted with the sight of Millie wearing a tiara. As best as he could tell, it was encrusted with diamonds. The sunlight streaming through the front window gave it a dazzling glow. Prisms danced on the walls as Millie moved her head.
He couldn’t restrain himself. “Uh, what, now?”
Millie looked up from her laptop, beaming proudly. Before Marc could say anything, he felt wind at his back. Gracie stood beside him, slack jawed, then tense, her fists balling up at her sides.
“Are you effing kidding me?”
 



CHAPTER 10: DEPARTURE
 
The rest of Marc’s holiday visit was a blur. Jacqueline and the rest of the royal Winsteads mostly circled their wagons, occasionally acknowledging other people, especially when the kids wanted to show off their laptops or some other trinket. 
Gracie fumed but didn’t engage with them. She retreated to the TV room and sulked in her father’s recliner. 
Agnes remained invisible, not that anyone inquired as to her absence.
Mother cleaned up after everyone else in the kitchen. Glasses clinked as they were rinsed out in the sink and placed into the dishwasher, followed by bowls, silverware, and a few coffee mugs.
Father spent some time upstairs resting before preparing to shuttle Marc to the airport.
Marc filtered into the kitchen. “Hey, Mom.”
Mother looked up from her housework. “Good afternoon.”
“Have you seen Agnes?”
She smiled and closed the dishwasher door. “Not since yesterday, why?”
Marc took a breath. He wasn’t sure if he really wanted to have this conversation, when suddenly the words just spilled out of him. “Has… uh, has she been acting… strangely lately?”
Mother looked thoughtful for a moment, and then shook her head as if she couldn’t remember where she had left the house keys since she had used them last. “I don’t believe so. Strangely how?”
“Well, she, uh, had some kind of episode this morning.”
She looked concerned. “Episode? Like a seizure?”
He felt foolish, not really being well armed for this line of inquiry. “Maybe. I don’t know. We were talking this morning, then she got really… strange, and then she passed out.”
“Oh dear. Did you call an ambulance? Is she okay? Where is she?” Mother tossed a dish towel aside and began to walk toward Marc.
He held up his hands. “She’s, uh… Agnes is missing, Mom.”
Mother stopped suddenly and looked up at Marc. “Missing?”
“Yeah. I told her to explain what was wrong with her and she went to her bedroom and, well, this sounds ridiculous, but she disappeared.”
She gave him a perplexed look. “Disappeared? What are you saying, Marc, are you saying Agnes vanished into thin air right before your eyes?”
“No, and that’s what’s so stupid. Jacqueline says Agnes went into her closet, and when I opened the door to get her to come out of there she was gone.”
“Gone?”
“And I feel really dumb for asking this, Mom, but this house doesn’t have… secret… passageways, does it? That you know of?”
Mother looked up at his face with a blend of pity and disappointment. “That’s enough of that, Marc. Where’s your sister?”
“That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Mom, she’s not here.”
“Well then, where is she? She doesn’t drive, she didn’t get a ride with any of us, so where did she go? Did you check for footprints in the snow? This was hardly a thorough investigation, was it, dear?” She lightly tapped his cheek with her palm and left the room.
Marc was crestfallen. He called after her, “I’m serious, Mom.”
“Of course you are, dear.”
He cursed his terrible decision making and wandered off to the TV room. He found Gracie sitting in Father’s recliner, with her knees pulled up to her chin, watching and not watching random snippets of each cable channel, one by one. Click. A home improvement show, preparing to install a new kitchen island. Click.
Petticoat Junction for a fleeting moment. Click. Contestants being told what their next Impossible Cooking challenge was. Click.

Marc sat down softly on the TV room sofa and watched the images appear and disappear in rapid succession. He tried to just roll with Gracie’s channel surfing binge, but after a short time he couldn’t stand the flakiness of the television and turned his attention instead to his sister, crunched up on the recliner and staring ahead at the television, remote aimed at the cable box, and pressing the same button over and over.
This wasn’t going to be his best family visit, he surmised, let alone the best family Christmas. Time was almost up, and he could hear Father starting to make rumblings to the effect of going out to warm up the car.
“Hey, Gracie.” She stared straight ahead and didn’t flinch at the sound of his voice. “I, uh, I’m sorry we didn’t get to spend a lot of time together this weekend. I’ll try for a long weekend in the spring, like around Easter. I hope you’re doing okay.” She said nothing. Marc pulled out his cell phone and glanced at the time: Fifteen minutes until he had to be on the road. “I’ve, uh, got to get ready to roll out of here. Are you gonna be okay?” She said nothing. He stood up and held his arms out toward his brooding sister. “Can I get a goodbye hug?” Gracie said nothing, but she put the TV remote down and got up from the recliner. She walked robotically into her brother’s waiting embrace and she hesitantly reached up and patted his back, listlessly. He gave her a few pats and said, “Call me, okay?”
Gracie said nothing. She pulled away and got back up on the recliner, pointing the TV remote straight ahead. Click. Click. Click.
Father looked in on them. “Ready to go, sport?”
“Just a sec, Dad. I’ve got to grab my things.” Marc jogged away to retrieve his duffel bag. In short order, he was dressed for the journey back to Chicago. He said his goodbyes to everybody except Father, who was driving him to the airport, and Agnes, who remained missing. Gracie did not emerge from the TV room to see him off.
Marc looked back wistfully at his childhood home, hoping Gracie would step out onto the front stoop to say goodbye. Agnes was a close second. He’d settle for a simple “Gotcha!” and leave it at that until the next time he and Gracie spoke by phone. 
He and Father sat in silence for the bulk of the drive to the airport. Marc was most at ease talking to Gracie, but in her absence, he would need to explore every avenue in his quest for answers about Agnes, and her strange disappearance. He cleared his throat and looked over at his father, who looked straight ahead and drove along confidently. “Uh, Dad, has Agnes been acting strangely lately?”
Father frowned. “No, I can’t say that she has, why?”
“I’m worried about her.”
Father shot him a brief glance. “Oh? Is something the matter?”
Marc shook his head. “I’m not sure. She… well, I don’t want to sound like an alarmist, but she passed out earlier today after having some sort of episode.”
“I can’t say I’ve noticed anything like that, but come to think of it, she seems to have lost a lot of weight this year. Maybe she’s not eating enough.”
Marc cursed himself inwardly for not commenting on that when he and Agnes were having an actual conversation. He started to inhale to ask another question, when the airport exit came into view.
“Which airline are you taking, again?”
“ARCTURUS Air.” Marc wondered if there was anything that company didn’t do. He watched the departures area creep closer through the windshield.
Father whistled as he pulled up to the curb. “Here we are.”
“Thanks, Dad.” Marc exited the car, then pulled his duffel bag out of the back seat. He slammed both doors and gave a wave. Father waved back, and then was waved along by an overzealous security guard.
Four hours later, Marc emerged from the jet bridge into Terminal B at Midway airport in Chicago. Marc’s flight home had been uneventful, as flights go: Some turbulence toward the end, and then a solid landing, to everyone’s relief—enough to warrant a sitting ovation from the passengers.
He took a cab home, not wanting to mess around with the rideshares that late at night. That was uneventful too, as cab rides go. The cab driver rarely spoke, except to confirm the destination address and to ask if Marc wanted to put his duffel in the trunk. He declined.
The only other morsel of conversation came at the intersection of Cicero Avenue and the Stevenson expressway. The cab driver waited for the light to change, then made a head-shake gesture to the right of the car. “Homeless people gone.”
Marc looked up from the text he was sending to Gracie letting her know he made it home safely. “Pardon?”
“Homeless. All gone from here.”
Marc shrugged.
The cabbie looked over his shoulder. “You know, bums.”
Marc nodded. “Huh.” He didn’t frequent the Midway area enough to know if that was conversation-starter material. He kept his focus on his phone for the remainder of the drive home to signal his disinterest in small talk.
He was back in his apartment shortly thereafter, and the familiar surroundings felt cold and uninviting. He tossed his keys aside and dead-bolted the door behind him. He had to be at work early on Monday, which was going to be a bear after a whirlwind trip out to his childhood home, especially after lying in bed recounting the strange events from earlier in the day, which now seemed a century ago and a million miles away. He stared up at the darkness gathering around the ceiling and sorted through his thoughts. Where had Agnes gone? Why had she acted so strangely, then passed out, and then refused to explain anything? Why was everyone so damn okay with her being gone without a trace?
Well, that last part was easy, he reasoned. Even he was guilty of not being particularly invested in the day-to-day affairs of his slightly younger sister, that is, relative to Gracie who was the baby of the bunch, chronologically speaking. On the other hand, Agnes did something unusual, even downright scary, and that didn’t warrant much more than the occasional cocked eyebrow or shoulder shrug from anyone else?
Marc felt guilt wash over him as he recounted the myriad ways that he ignored Agnes in the past, only to now come off as an excitable fool the moment she turned up missing. Maybe it was some sort of cruel prank, played by the others. Maybe Jacqueline conspired to hide Agnes from him, played dumb when he asked where she was, and impressed everyone by keeping a poker face while Marc crawled around in vain looking for trap doors and secret passages as if they lived in some Medieval castle, where the probability might have been much higher, that is, if movies were at all to be believed.
Marc covered his eyes with the crook of his left elbow and tried to force himself to get some sleep. Before drifting off, he said to the darkness, “I’m sorry, Agnes.”
The darkness did not reply.
 



CHAPTER 11: MONDAY
 
Morning came much too soon, as predicted, and Marc found himself swilling coffee and pulling himself together for the work day. He rolled his eyes at the thought of racing into the office when it was going to be a virtual ghost town all week. The last week of the year was the worst, if you hadn’t saved up any vacation time for the occasion. Marc hurried out the door and was quickly on his way to the office, thankful for the lighter traffic load.
Marc plopped down at his desk at 7:58 A.M. and looked around at the empty desks. Never mind the homeless people that cab driver was talking about, the office people were gone too—well, mostly. Right around 8:15 he heard rustlings in Shay’s cubicle. Marc decided to top off his coffee in the break room and stopped by to say hello. “Hiya, Shay. How was your holiday?”
Shay looked up from her rolling computer bag and held her laptop in midair momentarily, brightening up at the sight of him. Christmas cards were pinned all over her cubicle walls, and word art announcing, “Have a blessed day” surrounded the space that was about to be occupied by her computer. “It was good, Marc, thanks for asking. Did you have a blessed Christmas as well? Didn’t you go see your family? Was it good?”
“Uh, yeah, I did. They’re good… everyone’s okay,” he lied.
“That’s good.” Shay stuck various cords into her laptop and flipped it open. Soon her monitor flickered to life and displayed the company logo before proceeding to the desktop, littered with icons. The desktop wallpaper was the word #BLESSED in brush script.
“Yeah, it was a short trip, but it was good to see everybody.”
She nodded approvingly. “That’s good.”
He started to step away to head over to the break room, then stopped momentarily to add one more thing. “My niece got a diamond tiara.”
Shay’s eyes widened. “She did what? No, she didn’t.” She laughed. “Oh, my goodness, Marc, that’s so precious.”
Preciously obnoxious, he thought. He held up his coffee mug and smiled. “Need a refill. So not ready for Monday.”
“No, definitely not. I don’t do Mondays, Marc.” She laughed.
He headed off to the coffee station with the soft tick-a-tick-a-tick-a of Shay typing away on the laptop.
Marc didn’t mention it to many people, except on rare occasions and never at work. Shay was in fact known in a former life as Klye’shaye, the one-hit wonder known for “We Playin’ (or What)”. She went from obscurity to collecting her fifteen minutes of fame, and after tiring of the grind of milking one song for all it was worth she retired into the appreciably less glamorous world of business analysis.
Every so often Marc would hear “We Playin’ (or What)” somewhere, such as on the overhead speakers in a department store while he searched for jeans that fit. It was hard to reconcile that the same woman who provides the weekly variance summary report used to fill arenas.
Occasionally she would agree to come out of retirement, usually for charity events or church festivals, tailoring the song as “We Prayin’ (or What)”. The remainder of the year she was just Shay the BA, apparently content to figure out how to paste formulas into spreadsheets.
Work dragged, not only for being a Monday but being the mid-holiday Dead Zone. Marc wondered why he couldn’t just have the week off as something like a Christmas bonus—his company didn’t award any—and be spared the agony of surfing the internet all day while wearing business casual clothing when he could just as easily do that at home in relaxed casual clothing and much more comfortable surroundings.
The only other familiar face that he encountered all day was an associate named Fabian Woods. He had been a high school track star with dreams of Olympic glory which were shattered—literally—in a car wreck that left him with a rod in his left leg. He could still walk, which he counted amongst his blessings, but running even for his own enjoyment was not in the cards. Fabian maintained a rather athletic physique and exuded a quiet confidence. Despite his diversion from athletic stardom to Sales Support, he never played the victim. He was, however, a man of few words.
This was all well and good when he and Marc would pass in the hall, as they would just nod at each other after reaching the correct proximity and say something like “Hey” or “What’s up” without giving much of a reply. In fact, those two options were interchangeable and were completely acceptable Guy Talk.
Marc found himself at the lunch table with Fabian later that day and had to try harder to make polite conversation. They didn’t hate each other; They just weren’t close. But there were manners to observe and norms to uphold.
Marc sat down across from Fabian, gave a nod, and set his lunch down. “What’s up?”
“Hey.” Fabian ate a French fry.
Marc looked around for a suitable conversation topic and picked out a detail on Fabian’s lunch tray. “Oh, they had burgers today? I should have checked the menu on Friday and planned ahead.”
Fabian smiled through the last of his French fry, and after a moment, said, “You know it.”
Marc unwrapped the sandwich he tossed together on his way out the door that morning, which looked paltry next to Fabian’s cafeteria tray, loaded with goodies. He ate a bit of his sandwich, then said, “So, uh, how’s support life treating you today?”
Fabian gave a tight-lipped smile. “You already know.”
Marc gave a nervous laugh. “So, the same as BA life?”
“It’s all good.” Fabian finished his fries.
“Yeah, I guess.” Marc finished his sandwich stoically.
Marc felt as though that topic was well covered, and searched around for something else to say, not that there was a pressing need. Then again, he didn’t want to be alone with his thoughts. He’d had a whole morning of that.
Before Marc could ask where Fabian buys his shirts, Shay walked by with a pre-packaged salad from the cafeteria and a bottle of overpriced apple juice. Fabian brightened up and leaned back in his chair. “Hey girl.”
Shay brightened up too. “Hey.”
“What’choo got?”
“Oh, just a salad. What are you having?”
Fabian grinned. “Burger.”
Shay beamed. “Oh, my goodness. That’s good. I probably should have gotten that instead, but I was like, no, I’m going to have a salad. I ate enough delicious food over Christmas.” She laughed.
Fabian didn’t reply. He scooped up his tray and was seated with Shay in seconds flat.
Marc crumpled up his lunch bag. He tried to think of a graceful exit line, when his cell phone buzzed, giving him a suitable out. It was a text message from Gracie. He wasn’t sure what he wanted from her, but whatever it was, it wasn’t this.
 
12:35pm:   K
 
Marc winced, made a tch sound, and tossed the phone aside.
 



CHAPTER 12: STILL MONDAY
 
Marc was back at his desk shortly thereafter, trying to look busy but knowing full well there wasn’t anyone to impress that week, let alone fool. He did want to come off like he was earning his $15 per hour, but this was as close as he was getting to a bonus. Getting paid to surf the internet wasn’t a bad way to spend the day, just a tedious one.
Thoughts of Agnes tugged at him, vying for his attention. He tried to read a “year in review” list instead. If Agnes didn’t attend Van Buren, why was a student ID in her bag? He re-read the first paragraph about celebrities who died. Why was Agnes hiding in the closet? Why wasn’t she in there when he slid the door open? Why hadn’t he found her anywhere else? He clicked the first link he saw and read an article titled “Literally 28 Times Celebrity Eyerolls Won the Internet”. He snickered at a few items, and heard Shay singing to herself from the direction of her cubicle.
Marc pulled up a spreadsheet and proofed a few entries. It wasn’t going anywhere until Friday, and at that, nobody was going to read it until the following Tuesday at the earliest. But he was at work and felt like something work-related ought to get done. 
Celebrity Eyerolls completed their conquest of the internet two minutes later.
He clicked over to the spreadsheet again. Rather than mindless surfing, he’d take a different tack to get through the work day. He was a “thought worker” after all, wasn’t he? He looked intently at the rows and columns of data and leaned back in his chair. 
His thoughts were in no way focused on quarterly reports. Agnes had the lion’s share of his concern, which was strange, and the remainder was given over to worry about and annoyance with Gracie. He had hardly seen her all weekend, such as it was, and despite Marc’s trademark obliviousness even he knew when something was wrong with his favorite sibling. He and Jacqueline didn’t talk much, and at any rate Marc figured he could just flip through any given copy of a business-oriented magazine to know what and how she was doing.
Be strong for your sister. What the hell was that supposed to mean? If Agnes had gone completely off her rocker, what was he going to do? He was no caretaker; he couldn’t hold down a steady relationship as it was. And those eyes, that voice, the staring off into the middle distance… what did it all mean? He considered doing a web search for “mental illness” or “dissociative disorders” but really didn’t know what to look for, and especially wasn’t sure if he wanted those answers. Not to mention the problem with medically-related web searches: every symptom pointed to the worst possible outcome. A mild rash meant AIDS. Red eyes meant Ebola. Dandruff meant throat cancer. Heaven knows what a fainting spell was going to mean, let alone dissociative states and possible multiple personalities.
Marc tried to take a different line of inquiry, Agnes didn’t eat much, and as his father had said, she had lost weight. Maybe she was having a vitamin deficiency. Maybe she didn’t have enough calories to power her brain and she said all kinds of crazy stuff because she just needed glucose. And of course web searches for dietary complications would provide nothing but relevant information that would blow the case wide open. He rolled his eyes and snorted. 
Purity of heart.
Marc wondered where that thought came from. It wasn’t something he had read or heard anyone say, at least, he didn’t think he did. Anyway, about Gracie, and the pouting in the TV room… what was that about? She was upset about something, that was obvious, even to him. What was with the half-hearted goodbye hug? Didn’t he mean more to her than just that? They hadn’t seen each other all year, and—
Purity of thought.
Marc cocked his head. Where did that come from?
He was getting angry, and in his estimation, he had every right to be angry. Gracie wasn’t speaking to him. Why not? And where was Agnes? “Be strong for your sister.” What did it mean? Strong how? What was he supposed to do? “You have much to learn.” No, I don’t, he objected. He was finished with school. He did his time.
Purity of motive.
Marc sighed and locked his workstation. He needed to take a walk. He felt his stomach turn as his mind reeled and worried over every little nagging detail from the weekend. He felt a headache coming on. Not a headache from too much time in front of the monitor, this was different. He felt a pressure right between his eyes. It pressed gently at first, but firmly. The pressure increased as he marched down the hallway.
Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive.
He shook his head.
Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive.
It wasn’t in any voice. It was his “thought voice”, as best as that could be described. He didn’t think with his speaking voice, yet there were words, and ideas, and considerations. Gotta remember to get milk this weekend, he’d think. Nothing mystical there. Maybe the formula from cell B32 would also work in D49. That sort of thing. Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive. Wait, what? This wasn’t normal—not for him.
As Marc made his way to the end of the hallway, only to do an about-face and head back toward his desk, he found himself timing the syllables with each footstep. Pur-i-ty of heart. Pur-i-ty of thought. Pur-i-ty of mo-tive. Left, right, left, right. The pressure on his forehead persisted.
He ducked into the men’s restroom. He went to the closest sink and ran his hands under the faucet to activate a stream of tepid water. He let it run through his fingers, then wet his eyes. He looked up unto the mirror, blinked a few times, and looked at the moistness around his eyes. Whoa, that made him look like he just wept at a sad ending. He tore off a sheet of paper towel and dabbed his eyes. He kept them closed for a moment. Abstract patterns formed behind his eyelids.
What do you desire most?
Marc sucked in a breath. He replied out loud. “Answers.”
Answers, or Agnes?
This was odd. “Why not both?”
You aren’t ready for either.
Like hell he wasn’t! “Where is Agnes?”
You aren’t ready to receive her.
“Receive” her? Like being handed a glass of water? Like having a guest over to visit? Or like… a goddess? What was this about? “Tell me where she is.”
Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive.
Marc reached his limit. “Screw your purity. She’s my sister. I want her back from you.”
You will know when it is time to receive her. Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive.
Marc slammed his fist down on the counter top. “Now!” The pressure between his eyes softened, then subsided completely. After a moment or two, he crumpled up the paper towel and tossed it in the wastebasket. He walked back to his desk and fell into a march as he did so. He did it in time to something else. Something more succinct, that matched each pair of footsteps.
Tobias! Tobias! Tobias!
 



CHAPTER 13: PURITY OF THOUGHT
 
Focus was all but impossible for the remainder of the work day. Marc tried to function normally, but each mouse-click or tap of his fingers on the keyboard grated on him. Web pages and spreadsheets flickered on his monitor and were soon paved over by something else, but none of it really mattered. There were no answers, and he couldn’t find it within himself to ask the right questions.
He occasionally picked up his cell phone, measuring a reply to Gracie’s text. He’d type something like,
it was nice to see you again this weekend, hope everything is ok
...only to delete the message, unsent.
He’d stare at the blank message field, and think about the things he wanted to say, and followed the path of each possible option to its logical conclusion. None of them ended well, in his estimation.
He considered asking if Agnes had come home, but that didn’t seem like the right phrasing. What if she had never left? “She’s right here, why,” would be the correct response. He’d fume and brand himself an idiot for asking.
He considered asking if Agnes had been acting strangely lately, but he knew instinctively that Gracie wasn’t that attuned to Agnes’s daily life and times. Eating the same thing for breakfast every morning was strange to her, and she never breathlessly reported that.
He considered asking if Gracie had been in some sort of fight with somebody. He wasn’t aware of how deep Gracie’s involvement with Lacey ran, and therefore didn’t factor her into any sort of equation that accounted for Gracie’s sullen retreat to the television room the day before. Either way, he’d get some sort of “I’m fine” or “None of your business” response, if any at all, and that would be contentious. He felt it was best to say nothing at all.
He considered saying nothing at all, but then that meant he didn’t care about Gracie or Agnes or anyone else. But he did care… he just couldn’t find the right approach to say any of that over a text message without inviting a whole raft of hurt feelings. He set his cell phone face-down on his desk and pushed it aside. He leaned back in his chair and took a moment to bring his thoroughly vetted spreadsheet back into full view. He had a lot on his mind, but anyone who passed by didn’t need to know that none of it concerned work. 
Marc squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. What was he missing? Why was the weekend so weird? As he replayed the events in his head, despite the timeline jumbling around no matter how he tried to focus on the chronology of it all, he did notice that the visit was going rather well, albeit in a bland and predictable way, right up to Sunday morning, then things went screwy. Agnes. Her impassive voice. Her dark eyes. The fainting spell. Agnes disappearing. Gracie coming home in a pissy mood. Gracie not speaking to Marc. Gracie not speaking to anybody, yet he found himself personally affronted.
Shay dispensed bumper-sticker wisdom regularly during her conversations with her co-workers. He knew what she would tell him had she known about his inner turmoil: “Check yourself before you wreck yourself.” She would make this recommendation as though it were one of the Commandments. Well, too late, he thought. He was pretty well wrecked.
Her other likely option would have been to say, “Let go and let God” but he wasn’t particularly religious despite being raised Presbyterian, and especially after college. He believed he could let go as needed, but if “letting God” was another way of saying “let someone else handle it” he wasn’t prepared to drop his burden just yet. 
Retaining his burden meant picking at it, trying to untangle what the problem was, and once it was identified, coming up with a plan to fix it. He thought about the strange inner conversation that transpired earlier in the men’s restroom. 
What do you desire most? He wondered why he said “Answers” instead of “Agnes”, or “Millions of dollars” or “A cruise to the Bahamas.” It was the truth, at any rate. He wanted answers to the strange events that apparently led to Agnes vanishing. He wanted answers to the source of Gracie’s sour mood. He wanted answers to why he went from not particularly caring one way or the other about Agnes, to being preoccupied with her well-being and safe return.
I want things back to normal. There it was. “Normal” for Marc meant going back to not caring about Agnes and having his favorite sister back in good spirits.
I want to fix what’s wrong with Agnes. How was he going to do that from Chicago? And fix what, exactly? He felt the pressure returning to the center of his forehead. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, then let go and opened his eyes.
The monitor was brighter after his bout of deep thought, but things around him seemed different as well, as if someone had replaced everything on his desk with clever forgeries. Nothing had been moved, but nothing was quite as he left it. His stapler sat on his desk at the ready, but it wasn’t his stapler anymore. It wasn’t his desk either, for that matter.
He flipped his cell phone over and lit up the display, relieved to discover it was almost time to go home, at long last. He closed his spreadsheet and his web browser and waited until exactly 5:00 P.M. to log out of his computer as his company did their time reporting based on when the computer was used.
He waved goodnight to the security guard in the lobby and made his way home after his usual trek to his car. Everything was going according to routine, except he wasn’t in the mood to turn on the radio and listen to music. He just wanted to sit in silence and brood. The evening commute was just as light as the morning had been, and it wasn’t long before his dinner of drive-through fare was wadded up and ready to be tossed in his trash bin at home. Upon his return to his dark apartment, he snapped on the lights and set about to crashing on his sofa for a while.
He laid there, staring at the ceiling, thinking about nothing and everything. He wanted to do something, but there was nothing to do. He wanted to call somebody, but there was nobody to call. He wanted to go somewhere, but despite the conveniences of urban life, he couldn’t orient himself to be anywhere but where he was now: on his sofa, in his apartment, doing nothing.
After a time, he remembered that his duffel hadn’t been unpacked, not even his toiletries. He decided to resolve that chore, and busy himself with that. He set the duffel on his unmade bed and pulled the zipper open. Marc had come home with more than he left with. His clothing was wadded up in the duffel, and soon found its way into the hamper with some arcing basketball shots. Next came his toiletry bag, and the contents were returned to the bathroom.
All that remained were his Christmas gifts. He had wrapped Gracie’s picture in a t-shirt. He unwrapped it and took a long look at his favorite sister. “You can talk to me, Gracie,” he said, weakly. He set the picture aside. He unboxed his coaster set from Agnes and set them on his coffee table. He had a wad of Christmas cards to put away. He set them on his kitchen counter to be sorted out later.
Once he finished unpacking, he picked up the duffel to return it to his bedroom closet for his next weekend trip somewhere and was surprised at the heft. Not dramatically so, but enough of a tug to know that the duffel wasn’t empty. Marc let out a “Whaaaa?” and set the duffel back on the bed. Tucked into one of the corners was a white pillar candle, wrapped in plastic. He didn’t recall getting it from anyone. It seemed like the sort of gift Agnes would give, but the coasters were her sole contribution, to his recollection. He felt around the bottom of the duffel looking for a stray card, or note, or something that would explain the presence of the candle and came up empty-handed.
Marc walked into the kitchen with the candle. He cut the plastic wrap with a pair of scissors and sniffed it… unscented. This had to be Agnes’s doing, he was certain. Maybe she wanted him to have something extra to open this year and this was her odd way of providing it. What was certainly odd was the electric thrill that ran through his body as he discarded the wrapper. He smirked at the realization and inwardly declared that this was, in fact, his Christmas bonus.
He wasn’t the decorative candle type, but this night proved to be the exception. He looked around for a place to set the candle, and spotted the coaster set. He went to the coffee table and removed a coaster and set it on the center of the table, then put the candle on top. He figured it could double as a drip tray, and it wasn’t like he had lots of company over that was going to leave wet rings on his furniture. He sat on the sofa and contemplated the waxy cylinder, then reached forward to straighten up the wick, unsure as to how to light it, not being a smoker and not keeping matches handy.
Idiot, he thought. He brought the candle into the kitchen and turned on one of the burners on his gas stove. The blue flame flared up in a ring and he adjusted it to the highest setting. He touched the wick to the flame, waited for the wick to catch fire, and then shut off the burner. Candlelight glowed against his shirt as he carried it back to the coffee table.
There, that’s better, he thought. He shut off the lights, then sat on the sofa, gazing intently at the swaying flame. The pressure against his forehead hadn’t gone away since he was at work, and now as he watched the candle burn, he felt the pressing feeling intensify. He heard his thought-voice speak again.
Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive.
Marc nodded, mesmerized by the candle.
Speak the words.
He cocked his head. What for? There wasn’t anybody around to hear them.
Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive. Speak the words.
He sighed and relented. “Purity of heart, purity of thought, purity of motive. Happy now?”
The flame danced a bit. 
What do you desire most?
He didn’t think he’d get this opportunity again, but here it was. Agnes, he thought. The flame flickered. The pressing against his forehead was harder still.
Speak the words. 
“Purity of heart…”
Speak your desire.
He looked down and searched for the right words. After two days filled with wrong answers, he didn’t want to squander this opportunity. “I want to see my sister Agnes again. I want her to be safe, I want her to be healthy, I want her to be happy, I want her…” Tears fell from his eyes. He couldn’t finish the sentence.
Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive. Speak your desire.
He shook his head. He knew what he had to say, but he could not give voice to it.
Turn to the light. Speak your desire to the light. It is the way.
He looked up and wiped away tears. Since when did he have a spiritual bone in his body? The flame danced and flickered, and not unlike his monitor earlier that day, it seemed exceptionally bright. But unlike his sensory disturbances in the office, here everything seemed inspired, and primal. Something was behind the flame, something ancient. Whatever it was had sacred knowledge, he was sure of it. He had wondered once or twice how belief systems began eons ago, amongst the first humans, and surmised that it had something to do with superstition and a simplistic view of how the world worked. Now he wasn’t so sure. 
Speak to the light. It is the way.
Marc cleared his throat and tried to stiffen his resolve. He would speak the words to the flame. He would speak from his heart. “I want to see my sister Agnes again. I want her to be safe, I want her to be healthy, I want her to be happy, I want her to know that…” His throat tightened, and hot tears flowed down his cheeks again. He wasn’t going to choke this time. “I want her to know that I love her.”
The flame swayed lazily back and forth. He wasn’t sure what he expected to happen. Magic wasn’t real, and in any case, he didn’t know any spells. This was a feel-good exercise, and his mind came up with this ritual to assuage his torrent of thoughts about what was wrong and what to do to fix this. That’s what this was, he reasoned, just a stupid exercise in futility.
But the pressing against his forehead remained, stronger than ever. He felt his heart open wide, he felt the love that he felt for Agnes but never shared. He felt a warmth permeate his body, starting from his feet and rising to the top of his head. This wasn’t a sensation he had felt before. His family wasn’t particularly touchy-feely, and it wasn’t like he and his siblings said “I love you” with any degree of regularity, which is to say, for as long as he could remember.
He sat in silence and watched the flame until he felt he could barely stay awake anymore. He leaned forward to blow out the candle, but before he did, he said, “I love you, Agnes.” And with that, he blew the candle out. Grey smoke coiled up and wafted toward the ceiling.
Marc let out another heavy sigh and got up to get ready for bed. He did his nightly ritual, brushing his teeth, using the toilet, tossing his shirt into the dirty clothes hamper. He snapped off the bathroom light and stepped out into the dark apartment. He swore and flicked a light switch. He took a cursory glance at the living room before turning to his bedroom and crawling into bed for the night.
He did a double-take.
Agnes stood in the living room beside the coffee table, wreathed in a thin wisp of smoke and still wearing her tea-stained clothing from the day before, with her knit bag slung over her shoulder. She looked up and Marc saw her sad, sweet smile.
“I love you too.”
 



CHAPTER 14: AGNES, EXPLAINED
 
Marc did not speak. Marc could not speak.
He could not speak because he wanted to scream, and the scream was lodged in his throat, just like other times he had nightmares and tried to cry out for help before being hacked to death by marauders, or a hockey-masked killer, or his Civics teacher, only to be rendered unable to sound the alarm. 
He took the next available action. He stumbled forward, reached out, and laid his hands upon Agnes’s slight shoulders. He felt them against his palms. He squeezed, and he felt resistance. She was in his apartment. Wasn’t she? He pulled her close to him. He hugged her, and felt his bare chest press up against the fabric of her clothing. He felt her hands lightly touch his bare back, and her hair under his chin. Agnes was here. But how?
Marc released Agnes from his embrace, and took a step backward, unsure if he could let her out of his sight. If this was a dream, it was the most lucid one he’d ever had. But if it was a dream, she’d vanish again. If not during the dream itself, he’d find out he’d dozed off on the sofa and he’d wake up alone, with the candle perilously close to extinguishing itself in a pool of hot wax.
“Marc?”
“Uh… yeah?”
“Could you put a shirt on? You’re making me uncomfortable.”
He looked down. “Um, yeah, sure.” He went back to the hamper and pulled his shirt back on. He hastily returned to the living room, and Agnes was sitting on the sofa.
“Thank you,” she said.
He flicked on another light and stared at his wayward sister dumbly. She patted the sofa. “Sit next to me.” He hesitated, like a kicked puppy. She looked at him with her sad smile, and he decided that sitting down would be okay. “I know that this is a lot to process, Marc, and I know that you’re not ready for much of anything I am going to tell you. But you wanted answers, and I promised an explanation.”
“Um… okay. Am I dreaming, Agnes?”
Agnes smiled and patted his thigh. “No, you’re not.”
“You’re… you’re really here? But… how? And where have you been?”
“You called for me, Marc.”
“Wait, what? Called for you? I didn’t cast any spells, at least, I don’t think I did.”
Agnes gestured toward the candle. “The light is the way.”
He recoiled in horror. “Was… was, uh, that you in my head?”
“I’m afraid I won’t be able to explain everything you want to know in the time we have together. For now, it’s best to know that you called for me, and the light is the way.”
He struggled to form a single complete sentence. So many questions! Which did he want answered most of all?
“How… did you get here?”
“You called for me.”
“No, I mean, how did you get here? I flew home yesterday. Did you take another flight?”
Agnes shook her head. “I don’t fly, Marc.”
“So, what, the train, then?”
She shook her head again.
“Then I’m dreaming. Great. Just really flipping great.”
She shook her head and patted his thigh once more. “You’re not dreaming, Marc, you just don’t understand the things I know.”
He leapt from the sofa and paced the floor. “Like what? You’re really freaking me out.”
Agnes nodded. “I know, and I’m sorry you found out like this. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t have done any of this, but it’s not up to me. Things have happened that require me to be more… forthcoming.”
He ran his fingers through his hair. “What things?”
She patted the sofa again. “Please sit.”
He resisted the invitation. She was right… this was too much to process and she had barely made a dent in explaining the last day and a half. Agnes waited patiently, then patted the sofa again. “Sit please, Marc.”
He plopped down on the sofa again.
“How old are you?”
He snorted. “You know how old I am, Agnes.”
“Please answer me.”
“Twenty-nine.” He paused. “Okay, almost. Twenty-eight.”
“Yes, twenty-eight. And you were born, you were a child, then you became an adult, right?”
“Uh, yeah.”
“And you’re going to get older, and then one day you’re doing to die, right?”
“Doesn’t everybody?” Marc gave a worried look to his sister. “This isn’t some vampire thing, is it?”
Agnes shook her head. “No, Marc. I just need to you to think about how you’ve thought about everything, starting with how you believe time works.”
Marc snorted sharply. “So, you’re a time traveler now, is that it? We’re going to go look at dinosaurs after this?”
“Marc, I need you to be more mindful. Please answer my question.”
“Yes, fine. You win. I was born, I grew up, and I’ll die someday. The end.”
“And can you see any point of that timeline, or just everything that has happened up until now?”
“Just the past, obviously. If I could see the future that would make me psychic.”
“Perhaps it would. Or you could decide when you live, not just how.”
“Wait, what?”
“When was the last time you saw me?”
“You know that it was yesterday, Agnes, when you hid in your bedroom closet rather than explaining why you passed out and scared the crap out of me.”
She smiled. “And what was I wearing?”
“Well, you had on… um, well, what you’re wearing now.”
“Was there anything special about what I was wearing?”
Marc wondered if that was a trick question, as Agnes seemed to go out of her way to be nondescript. “No.”
She cocked her head and smiled. “Nothing at all?”
He looked her up and down. “No, nothing except the… tea stains.” Agnes grabbed his hand and pressed it to a brown stain on her pant leg. It was still damp. His eyes widened. He pulled his hand away and said, “Ewwww.”
“How long has it been since you saw me?”
“I just said, yesterday.”
She shook her head. “Be specific, Marc. I’m trying to teach you.”
He looked at the clock on his cable TV box. “Well, it’s about 11 o’clock at night now, and you disappeared around 1 o’clock yesterday afternoon, so… what, 34 hours, give or take?”
She smiled. “Do I seem as though I’ve been gone for 34 hours?”
He shook his head.
“This is the most important question of all: how did I get here?”
Without missing a beat, Marc answered, “Time machine. In your closet.”
She shook her head. “I don’t have a time machine, Marc. If I had, you’d know.”
“Um, how’s that?”
“If I used a time machine, I’d need it to go somewhere else, like say, back home tonight. And if that’s what I used, it would be here in your apartment.”
He glanced at her bag. “It’s in there.”
“You’re learning. But you emptied out my bag before, and there wasn’t any time machine then, was there?”
He was unsure of how to answer. “No. I mean, I don’t think so. I mean, uh, well, there was that notebook you took away from me.”
She slid the notebook out of her knit bag and laid it on the coffee table. “This notebook?”
He read the neat lettering on the cover: IMAGE ONE. He nodded.
“Open it.”
He looked at his sister, then reached down to flip the cover and reveal the first written page underneath.



CHAPTER 15: THE NOTEBOOK
 
How had something so innocuous filled Marc with such dread? There was the notebook itself. It could be found in any office supply section of any supermarket: 120 pages, college ruled, green cover, spiral bound. There was the neat lettering on the center of the cover, in a single line, titling the volume as IMAGE ONE. And when he exposed the first page of the notebook, written in Agnes’s neat cursive, looking as though it were written when she was at least ten years younger, there was an undated entry that began with three familiar words:
 
Purity of heart
 
He hadn’t read anything that followed just yet, as those three words alone sent a shock through him and curdled his stomach. He leaned back against the sofa, ran his fingers through his hair, and threw his head back and stared up at the ceiling. It was official. He had gone completely insane. Now was the time to wake up from this nightmare as his only saving grace. Failing that, he’d go quietly… he’d look up places to check himself in and remove himself from society.
Agnes spoke softly. “You’ve seen these words before.” Marc groaned. She leaned forward and read the remainder of the entry. “Purity of thought.” He groaned louder. “Purity of motive.”
He howled. “Enough! Stop it, Agnes, just stop it! I’m not crazy. None of this is happening. I’m going to wake up now, and I’ll be in my bed.”
She patted his thigh again. “You’re not dreaming, and you’re not crazy. You’re my brother, and you’ve heard the voice.”
He dropped his hands to his sides and snapped his attention to Agnes. “What voice?”
She reached over and tapped the notebook. “When I wrote this, I was hearing a voice in my head, over and over. It wasn’t another person. I don’t know how to explain it, but it was the voice I normally think with, which is to say, no voice at all.” Marc’s eyes widened. She gave him a sad smile again. “You heard it too.”
Marc nodded.
“When?”
“Um… uh, today.”
Agnes pitched forward a little, toward her brother. “Marc, this is important. What were you doing when you heard these things?”
He looked up, as if to remember something that happened in the third grade. “I, uh, was thinking about you, and what was wrong, and where you had gone.”
Agnes raised her eyebrows. “And then…?”
“I heard… something. Like you said, it wasn’t another person’s voice, it was my thinking voice. And it started to repeat the same things over and over.”
“Did the... voice... say anything else?”
He winced. “Yeah, it asked me what I desired the most, and I said ‘answers’.”
“And did it give you any answers?”
He shook his head. “No, it said I wasn’t ready for answers.”
She frowned. “Hm.”
“‘Hm’, what?”
“When it spoke to me, it asked me what I desired the most as well.”
“And what did you say?”
“I asked to know my purpose.”
“And what did, uh… it say?”
“It said, ‘you will light the way.’”
Marc arched his eyebrows. “The way to what?”
Agnes nodded in the direction of the cable box clock. “You’ve got work in the morning.”
He reached out and grabbed her thigh. “I don’t care. The way to what?”
She patted his hand. “Marc, the voice told you three things for a reason. It told you everything you ever need to know, better than anything I could ever say. At first, I didn’t understand, but over time, as I learned, I saw the truth was plainly in front of me all along. I began to understand how far removed from the way we have all become.”
Marc leapt to his feet. “Oh, I get it, you’re some kind of religious nut now.”
“Not as you have been conditioned to think of it. I will say this: there is no religion higher than truth.”
Marc sneered. “As what is the truth, Saint Agnes?”
Agnes leaned forward, closed her notebook, and pulled it onto her lap. Then she reached up over her shoulder and draped a throw blanket over her legs. She held on to the top corners and looked up at her brother with an impassive expression. “With this blanket, I return home.”
“What?”
She tossed the remainder of the blanket up over her head, and in an instant, it fell to the sofa with nothing noticeably underneath.
“Agnes! Agnes!” Marc rushed forward and pulled the blanket away. Nothing but his scratchy sofa cushion. He ran his hands all over the sofa, then pulled off the cushions, but found no sign of Agnes.
“Oh, come on!”



CHAPTER 16: TUESDAY
 
Tuesday morning, Gracie awoke to a ray of sunlight striking her eyes. She hadn’t pulled the curtains entirely closed the night before, and she muttered curses as she sat up and kicked her legs over the side of the bed. 
She glanced around the room. What time was it? Like she cared. What day was it? Like she cared. Oh, crap, Tuesday. She had to be at the rink at 11 o’clock. She turned to her alarm clock. 9:58. Damn.
She could pull herself together quickly enough. She didn’t care enough about her job to spend hours prepping, choosing the perfect outfit and perfecting her makeup. She could do a U-turn in the shower, brush her teeth, run a hair brush through a few times, and just need to throw something on that was clean—or clean enough.
Not long after that ritual concluded, she was in the kitchen rustling up something for breakfast. She reached for Agnes’s oatmeal, then thought better of it and opted for cereal. She looked up at the kitchen clock. 10:17.
This was going to be tight. The rink was too far for walking, at least if she wanted to arrive anywhere close to on time. She asked Mother for a ride, but she said Father had taken the car to Roxbury and wouldn’t be home until later in the afternoon. That left Agnes, and she didn’t drive. Gracie had a driver's license but no car. Agnes had no license and no car. She was utterly reliant on either walking or rides from others—usually Father.
10:25. There wasn’t a bus to or near the rink either. She went to the coat rack by the front door pulled her cell phone out of her coat pocket. The battery was down to 35%, because Marc had called four times last night and sent text messages, the most recent being time stamped at 5:30 A.M. They were all variations on “Is Agnes home” and “Please tell me if Agnes is still missing”.
She blew a crop of hair up away from her eye. She looked at Agnes, who sat in the front room, sipping tea. “Is Agnes home? Sheeze, get real.” She tapped out a quick “Yeah” and launched her phone dialer. She scrolled through her contacts and chose one urgently.
10:30. “Hey Leslie, it’s Gracie. Did you leave already? (Pause.) Great, can you come get me? (Pause.) No, my Dad took the car. (Pause.) It’s too far to walk. Warren’s going to ride my ass all day if I’m late again. Please? (Pause.) Okay, thanks, see you out front.”
10:35. Gracie stood at the end of the driveway. A grey sedan pulled up. A blonde pony-tailed girl waved from the driver’s seat. Gracie stepped gingerly around some ice patches and got in the passenger side. “Thanks, Les, you’re a lifesaver.” She fastened her seat belt. 
“No problem, Gracie, but you’re really cutting it close.”
Gracie looked at her battery level. 33%. She held down the power button and waited for the phone to turn dark. There wasn’t anybody she urgently wanted to talk to right now.
10:59. She stepped up to the front counter and adjusted her name tag. It said “Lauren” on it. Warren, the rink manager, insisted on real names. “This isn’t the roller derby,” he declared the last ten times Gracie complained about it.
11:00. The front door opened, and a group of seniors toddled in, herded along by an enthusiastic activities director.
“Hi, welcome to Roller Blaze,” Gracie chimed.



CHAPTER 17: TRASH DAY
 
Thirty minutes away from Marc’s apartment, Gene Swolski sat in his office, reviewing GPS records from the day before. He thought he’d seen some serious tomfoolery in his day, back when he was new to Streets and Sanitation, where guys would run their route only to spend half of it parked in an alley behind a bar. Hell, he’d been that guy more than once, back then. Now that he was older and kicked up to management, he figured he’d seen all the tricks and wasn’t about to hear any bullcrap about how the route got done, on one of the busiest trash days of the year: the Monday after Christmas.
Trash pickup was no joke as it was, and customer service got more than their fair share of complaints week in and week out without a major waste-producing holiday in the mix. Refuse carts got filled to overflowing, recycling containers picked up some of the slack, and the ground held the rest. The trucks strictly dumped the carts. The spillover was someone else’s problem.
So why in holy hell any of his haulers was going to tell him or anyone else with a straight face that he ran his route only to come back damn near empty defied comprehension. Somebody was going to find out in no uncertain terms that Streets had zero tolerance for jerkoffs.
A knock sounded at the door. “Yeah,” Gene answered.
The door creaked open and two men dressed in waste hauler uniforms filed in. 
“Siddown,” Gene ordered.
The men took their seats on his hard plastic chairs, designed to be uncomfortable. Gene didn’t entertain visitors unless it was absolutely necessary. Today it was necessary.
He rubbed his forehead and dropped a wad of papers on his desk. “Okay, fellas, let’s have it. Why, in your infinite fricking wisdom, did you think that driving your route meant not actually, oh, I dunno, picking up the garbage?”
The two men gulped and looked at each other.
“B-b-but…” One of the men tried to reply.
Gene waved him off. “This is Streets and fricking Sanitation, fellas. You wanna drive around in circles, you go drive a forklift. If you work here, you work, here. Got it?” He tapped the desk emphatically with a pointed finger at intervals while he spoke.
“Um, uh, well, Mister Eugene, I uh…” said the other man.
Gene raised his hand. “I’m writing you dinks up. That’s gonna be the end of that caper.”
The man who drove the truck found his voice. “Well now, Mister Eugene, I don’t know what you’re talking about, because me and Jerry, we worked the whole route yesterday. Dumped the carts, all of ‘em. Every single one, didn’t we, Jerry?”
Jerry nodded, eyes wide. “We sure did, Leon. Every single one, just like you say.”
Gene wasn’t having it. “Then where’s the fricking trash, geniuses?”
The two men looked at each other, then Leon spoke. “I d-don’t know, M-Mister Eugene. Jerry set them all up, I dumped them in the truck, set ‘em back down, and Jerry put ‘em back. Just like always.”
Jerry nodded vigorously. “That’s how it was, Mister Eugene sir, just like he said.”
Gene leaned back in his seat and blew a puff of air through his mustache. He rubbed the worn arm rests on his squeaky office chair and gave each man a hard look.
“Let me get this straight. You guys go out there, Monday after Christmas, am I getting this so far? Jerry pulls out a refuse cart, Leon, you dump it, and hardly anything falls out, but you go through the motions anyway, and Jerry puts it back, and all of this is silky smooth because Jerry here isn’t digging through piles of trash, no, he just rolls them la-de-dah up to the truck, and then rolls them right back with no problems, rinse, repeat, and you’re off at your next stop. What’d I miss?”
Jerry shifted in his seat. “There wasn’t anything in the way, Mister Eugene. Just like you say.”
Gene squinted at the men, then picked up his desk phone. He punched some numbers. “Yeah, service? (Pause.) Yeah, this is Gene. Listen, how many complaints are you getting from Blue Route 13 this morning? (Pause.) Yeah, I’ll hold, why not.” Gene looked up darkly at the two men. Leon tried to make his case once more. “I’m on the phone,” he snapped. “Yeah, I’m here. (Pause.) And that’s Blue Route 13. One-Three, is that right? And blue, like blue jeans? (Pause.) Oh. (Pause.) No, that’s all I needed, sweetheart. Bye.” He slammed the phone down. “Get outta my office.”
The two men squirmed. “B-but Mister Eugene sir, please don’t write us up, we did our jobs, honest we did.”
“We’ll discuss that later. Out.”
The men leapt to their feet and were out the door as quickly as possible.
Gene rubbed his forehead. This was new and improved bullcrap, that was for sure. He got up and grabbed his coat from the back of his office door. On his way out of the office, someone asked where he was going at two in the afternoon.
“I’m taking a field trip. Gonna do a little fact-checking.”
Moments later he was warming up the engine of a company car, cursing the slow defroster. Those jokers were in for a world of hurt, whatever this was. If it was April, he might have had a laugh, maybe. But not now, and not about this.
A practically empty truck and no complaints about garbage pickup? No fricking way.



CHAPTER 18: SICK DAY
 
Marc let his apartment door slam behind him as he shook off the cold. He tossed his coat aside and revealed his dubious seasonal wardrobe: running shoes with no socks, loose-fitting sweat pants spattered with paint, a Middle Tennessee t-shirt, and the look of a madman.
He walked over to his living room and knelt beside the pillar candle—the very one that had brought Agnes to him the night before—and groomed the wick. He reached into his pocket and found… nothing. He patted both pockets and groaned. He retraced his steps back to his coat and pulled out a small paper bag. He opened it and dumped a clear yellow plastic cigarette lighter into his free hand.
Marc knelt beside the candle again. He held the lighter at the ready, and then took a moment to consider his strategy. All available evidence suggested that lighting that candle and then blowing it out would result in the re-appearance of Agnes, and with her, more answers. Namely, how this candle trick worked. Before he began, he felt like he should say something.
“Hocus pocus, abracadabra.”
He flicked the lighter and the wick soon accepted his offering, glowing yellow-orange. It swayed and flickered for a few minutes, and then he decided that was enough. He puffed at the flame and it flared violently away from him, and then resumed its usual sway.
“Seriously?” He drew in a deeper breath, got closer to the wick, and blew. The candle still burned brightly. “Oh, I see how it is.”
This was far from his preferred method to put out a lit candle, but now was the time for decisive action. He licked his thumb and forefinger and pinched the swaying flame. The last time he had ever done it, he heard a zzzt sound as the flame vanished and was replaced by a thin pillar of smoke. Instead, any available neighbors heard “EEEE-YOWW” followed by a string of curses.
“Dammit, Agnes, come on!” He licked his fingers again as he walked hurriedly to the kitchen sink and flipped up the faucet lever. Cool water ran over his sore fingers and angry redness started to show when he shut the water off.
He ambled over to his second-hand sofa and flopped down. He watched the flame sway back and forth hypnotically. He felt his jaw slacken and his eyes glaze. This was a fine way to spend a workday, he reckoned. It would have been bad enough manning the skeleton crew that anchored the Dead Zone, and now he was going out this week on an unexcused absence. He felt like his excuse was valid: no sleep, hallucinations, family emergency—in that Gracie wasn’t picking up his calls—sorcery… he was a mess. The sick line didn’t have video capabilities or else his boss might have been more inclined to excuse his absence. He did his best to sell the stomach flu over the phone, but his boss was resolute and literally not hearing it.
That wasn’t going to come up during his annual performance review or anything, he thought, miserably.
“Science, Marc,” he told himself, shaking off the hypnosis. He would need to recreate what had happened the night before. Except, was it strictly lighting the candle that brought Agnes back? He had said some things. He heard his thinking voice tell him things. He felt that pressure against his forehead. None of those things were happening now. He looked at the lighter on the coffee table and winced. He had used the stove burner last time! Maybe the stove was part of it. Maybe it had to be a gas flame. Maybe the gas fumes gave him a deep spiritual connection to… something… and long story short, Agnes was in his living room. He leaned forward and gave the flame an emphatic puff. The flame persisted. 
He signaled defeat and laid down on the sofa, pulling the throw blanket down on top of himself. He remembered buying it on clearance at one of the home decorating stores out in the Western suburbs. He remembered sending Gracie photos through his phone along with jokes about how it really pulled the room together. He missed Gracie. He looked up at the kitchen counter and wondered if Gracie ever replied to any of his texts, that is, after she sent...
9:29am:   Yeah
...and he replied…
9:40am:    Yeah she’s still missing? Yeah she’s home? What r u saying
...and then never heard anything back. He tried calling Gracie again and got rolled straight to voice mail. He held up one end of the blanket, and let it drop.
He stared blankly at the ceiling and watched a round light pattern bounce around. He glanced over at the candle and saw the languid flame continue swaying like willow branches on a pleasant summer day. The pattern on the ceiling coincided with the point of flame to his right. He picked up the corners of the blanket closest to him and held them up, then let go.
Marc smacked his forehead. “Idiot!”
He had been going at this the entirely wrong way! He quickly sat up, and the flame rustled with excitement as well. See, it agrees, he thought. He draped the blanket over his knees, and then held up the top half of the blanket over his head by the corners.
“With this blanket, I go to my sister.”
He flopped the blanket over his head and waited to be transported to another dimension, or back home to his family. All he saw and felt was fleece. He sighed through the fabric and leaned back into the sofa. The blanket fell to his waist, and his already untamed hair stuck out even more thanks to an infusion of static electricity.
“Think, Marc, think.” He stared at the lazy flame perched atop the plain white pillar candle and let the hypnotic feelings take over again. He was going to crack this wide open. He was going about this all wrong, he mused. He was winging it, and trying to piece things together verbatim, and on at best an hour of sleep. He didn’t remember ever sleeping since Agnes’s latest disappearing act, which meant he surely must have, if only briefly.
He shook off the dark curtain of sleep that was lowering over his eyes and leapt back to his feet. He went to his desk and hunted around the desktop for something, then moved on to the drawers. He produced a yellow legal pad. He felt around the desktop again and found a stray pen. He tested it in the upper left-hand corner of the legal pad, and an engraved circle soon filled in with blue ink after a few revolutions. He let out a satisfied “Yes!”
Soon after, he was back on the sofa, with the legal pad balanced on his knees, pen at the ready. He thought: what were the elements of the night before? Or the entire day? He tapped the ink end of the pen onto the pad and tried to remember the order of events. Maybe he should just write down what he could remember and then put it all in order. He was too fried to make logical sense of things. Get it on paper, that was the thing to do. Get it on paper, and sort it later. Tap tap tap.

Marc began to write.
 
Is this thing on? Ha
 
No, that wasn’t right. Why couldn’t he remember? There, the candle. Write that down… candle. He tapped the legal pad instead. He tensed up and sucked in his breath. The candle! Write it down! Why was this so damned difficult?
Tap tap tap tap tap
This was ridiculous. He was sure that he could pass the Illinois bar exam with his eyes closed, for as impossible as this deceptively simple task was proving to be. Explain the ins and outs of copyright law? No problem. Write effing “candle” on a legal pad? Nope.
He felt his head and eyelids grow heavy. He couldn’t fight it anymore. He needed sleep, and trick candle or not he needed to regroup and try this exercise again later. He reached over and pushed the coffee table away from the sofa. No sense setting everything on fire in his sleep. He lolled his head on the armrest of the sofa and kept the legal pad up against his thighs, pen still at the ready. Soon the apartment was filled with the serene glow of the pillar candle, loud snoring, and the scratching sound of pen on paper.



CHAPTER 19: SURPRISE INSPECTION
 
Gene pulled up to the curb and shifted his company car into Park. This spot was close enough, he decided, and he had no intentions of feeding the parking meter. The cops usually ignored municipal vehicles if they kept things moving. He’d only need fifteen minutes tops to get what he came for, then get back to the office in time to give two jokers a serious reaming.
He slammed his car door and stuffed a digital camera into his coat pocket. Maybe the route rats weren’t going to say anything, but he was happy to let the pictures do all the talking.
He marched purposefully along the side of a convenience mart, and then took a sharp right into the neighboring alley. He walked up to the trash dumpster and slid the side feeder door open. Let’s sneak preview this sucker, he thought. He’d get dramatic shots with the top flaps wide open as well. He just wanted to get a good visual confirmation that this was as good a starting point as any. Never mind the commercial pickups were done by the privates. Set the baseline, he figured.
He peeked into the blue steel container and scrunched his nose. It stunk like years-old garbage, no question. But there wasn’t anything in there but a stray beer bottle.
Gene pulled his head back out of the container and slammed the side door shut. “Jesus.”
He was going to be thorough about this, or as thorough as he had to be. He made his way to the first city stop on in the alley and found his first target. He flipped open a recycling bin and was greeted with a single sales flyer for bedroom furniture that wafted up and away. He let the lid drop with a thunk.
He continued his authoritative gait down the alleyway, zig-zagging across the alley, looking for the gotcha moment that would nail his guys to the wall. Nothing behind Don Gino’s Ristorante. Nothing behind a two-story brick bungalow. Thunk. Nothing behind a house across the alleyway. Thunk. Lid after lid came down. Nothing behind the Currency Exchange. Thunk. Nothing behind the Cross Winds Apartments. Thunk.
Gene blew a cloud of vapor in the chilled afternoon air. There was nothing to say about this. It was an honest-to-God miracle: The Immaculate Trash Collection. He let out a puzzled “huh.”
He aimed his camera for a moment, then switched it off and stuffed it back in his coat. You can’t prove a negative, the thought, bitterly. He’d put the guys on notice and tell them he had his eye on them, but that was all he could do at this point. He took one long look at the far end of the alley. Nothing.
Wait.
He sucked his breath in and squinted. He heard bottles clinking faintly, and after a chilly moment or two, he saw something. He started to walk cautiously closer. He reached into his pocket and gripped the camera like a security blanket.
The end of the alley was blanketed in tall shadows now, and Gene couldn’t make out what was down there other than something bulky next to one of the commercial dumpsters. 
He crept closer to whatever was down there. He was three houses away when suddenly one of the lids flew open on the furthest one. He saw a grubby hand reach for the edge of the container, then another. He slowed his approach way down and stayed close to the side of the alley. A homeless person hoisted himself up on the edge of the container, then swung his legs up and over the side. He dropped to the street and clutched his coat close to him.
Gene inhaled to say something but thought better of it. He took a few steps closer, then stopped and pulled the camera out of his pocket. He snapped a few photos of a dirty, bald homeless man pulling trash out of his coat pockets and putting it into a beat-up shopping cart. A sheet of newspaper flew up out of the cart and the man grabbed at it like it was a winning lottery ticket. He snapped one more photo as the man pushed his secured loot out of the alley and turned left, up the sidewalk.
He lowered the camera and waited a minute or so before advancing. When he felt the coast was clear, he walked briskly over to the last container. He picked up the corner of the lid and peeked inside. It was picked completely clean.
“Jesus,” he huffed.



CHAPTER 20: THE FAMILY CARPOOL
 
As expected, Father had finished whatever errand he had been running right around 4:00 P.M., which made him available to pick Gracie up from the rink. She glanced up at the wall clock at intervals, very ready for her shift to end.
As she put rental skates back on the marked shelves—mostly accurately, if only because she’d hear it from Warren if he found size 13 on the 8 shelf again—she caught a glimpse of Leslie carrying a cash drawer into the back office. 
They were nearly polar opposites, she thought. Leslie was into this for the valuable experience and being passionate about cashiering. Gracie just wanted to get out of the house for a few hours to make a few bucks while she figured out what to do with the rest of her life. Leslie was freshly scrubbed, and her all-American ponytail would swish enthusiastically when she would ring up skate rentals or suggest up-sizing soft drinks for a dollar extra. Gracie grudgingly admitted inwardly that Leslie was destined to end up under Fortune’s wing and learn all about vertical horizons, or whatever bull she was selling this week. Les would eat it all up, learning at the feet of her mentor. Her painstakingly manicured and designer-heeled feet.
Gracie couldn’t have cared less, except for the prodding that took the form of needing the money and regular lectures from Warren about telling him next time when the popcorn is running out. She could have and arguably should have found a different line of work. She wasn’t a people person, not in the way that the service and entertainment industries require. The only thing the rink had that everywhere else didn’t wasn’t hers anymore: Aimee. 
Fortunately for her, roller derby bouts only happened once or twice a month, max, but there were also practice sessions. She wanted money and therefore hours, just not too many, and that would mean sucking it up and being there when the Vixxxns plied their trade. She liked being around when Lacey was there. She’d get beat up by the other girls and skate over to Gracie to speak their secret language about how Gracie was going to make her feel better later, and how Lacey was going to show her where it hurt so she could kiss it. Now Aimee was going to have to find some other remedy to what ailed her. Gracie squeezed her eyes shut, trying to break herself of the habit of referring to her ex-girlfriend as “Lacey”. 
Leslie tootled by, looking for Warren. Gracie checked her out. Guh. Way too uptight.
4:30 rolled around at long last. Gracie put her coat on and bee-lined it for the door. “Later,” she waved to Leslie.
Warren called after her. “Don’t forget, I need you here a half an hour early on Thursday to set up for—” Gracie didn’t break her stride, and she didn’t care to hear the rest of whatever he was saying, being off the clock. She put up with his Napoleonic complex enough as it was during business hours, she figured.
Father’s red station wagon was idling in the usual spot. Gracie pulled the passenger side door open. “I got the cash, let’s split,” she cried out dramatically. She was about to hop in when she was greeted with a most unwelcome sight: Agnes.
“I don’t recall hearing you call shotgun,” Gracie sniffed, “like, ever.”
Agnes smiled and got out of the car. She got in the back seat behind her sister and gently closed the door. Gracie sat down and pulled the door closed with an emphatic slam. Father pulled out of his spot and drove smoothly out of the parking lot.
Gracie decided the view out of her window was the most interesting thing in the world. She wasn’t in the mood for Agnes. Not now. Had she not tagged along for some reason she and Father would have made some sort of inane small talk at 3-minute intervals until reaching the driveway.
“How was work?” He’d inquire.
“Another day, another fifty cents,” she’d reply.
Instead, trees, mailboxes, strip malls, driveways, stop lights, street signs and the occasional bird captivated her attention. She wasn’t paying close attention to the details, and it was about eight minutes later that she realized there was more to the break in the routine than merely Agnes: they were going the wrong way.
Gracie shot an annoyed glance at her father but didn’t say anything. She sure wasn’t going to ask Agnes what was going on. She stared intently at a “we buy any house 4 cash” sign at an intersection while Father waited for the green light.
Different scenery passed by as Father traveled his strange route, and eventually, when Gracie deigned to face forward she saw their destination coming up on the left: the Salem County Public Library.
“Oh, I left my card at home,” she quipped, through a monotone.
Father pulled up to the front entrance and waited for Agnes to exit the car. “See you in a couple hours,” he said.
Agnes waved her acknowledgment and gently closed the door. Gracie watched Agnes make her way into the library and then visibly relaxed. A moment later, Father was returning his suburban taxi to the garage.
“How was work?”
“Another day, another dollar.”
Father cocked an eyebrow and feigned surprise. “A raise? My baby is moving up in the world.”
Gracie smiled. “Nope, but you can bet they’ll never let me count the registers again.”
 
 
The red station wagon disappeared into the sunset. Agnes stood in front of the library, watching the car vanish over a hill. After another minute or two, she walked toward the road, aiming for the bus shelter with a metal bench wide enough for two adults. 
She closed her eyes and let her features soften. Her hair blew gently in a chill breeze. Very shortly, her nose would start to run and turn red, along with her ears. That is, they used to do that. Now she maintained her pale pallor, with strands of light brown hair getting caught against her lips and being pulled aside at intervals.
The bus arrived two minutes early. She opened her eyes and waited for the doors to open. A couple of Van Buren students got off through the back door. Agnes entered through the front. She reached into her knit bag and produced three crumpled dollar bills. The bus driver sat and waited for her to slide the bills into the fare collector. He frowned when the second bill was rejected.
“Come on, we’re making good time here.”
Agnes smiled apologetically and got the bills to slide into the collector. She took a seat away from the window.



CHAPTER 21: CREATED WRITING
 
Night enveloped Marc’s corner of the world. As he awoke to the candle still burning brightly and the sensation of his legal pad sliding onto the floor, he sensed night may have come along at least two hours ago. Not that the candle was any indication. There was a tiny pool of wax at the base of the flame, but otherwise the candle showed no signs of extended use.
“Whuhtimeizzit?” He squinted at the cable box clock. 7:30. He assumed that was “PM”. 
He groaned as he slid off the sofa onto his hands and knees, accompanied by the sound of his pen dropping onto the floor. One knee landed on the legal pad. He worked his way into a full stand and ran his hand through his mop of hair. He couldn’t have been out that long, yet he felt like death warmed over. The sight of himself in the bathroom mirror reinforced this diagnosis.
He sat on the toilet and hunched over, staring at the bath mat. Gyuh, his mouth tasted nasty. He pulled off a handful of toilet paper and ran it over his front teeth. He tossed the wad in when he flushed, then washed his hands in the bathroom sink. He wet his fingers afterward and pressed them against his eyelids. He felt himself returning to the living.
After popping a pizza for one in the microwave, he peered into his fridge for beverage options, which were pale ale or Blast soda. It was a work night, technically, and each choice posed their own risks. He figured excessive and sugar and caffeine was the better option. He sat at his small dining table and munched on the microwave pizza, sipping his aggressive cola at intervals. The candle burned steadily in its designated place in the living room.
He dumped his plate in the kitchen sink and ran some water over it. May as well clean up, he thought. He went to the sofa and folded up his throw blanket and draped it over one of the armrests. Girls liked those homey accents, he reminded himself. Best to keep a few in play for whenever he was back on the dating scene.
He tried to puff out the candle flame, and it maintained its pattern of fluttering violently and returning to a steady sway. “Worth a shot,” he said with a shrug.
He scooped up the legal pad, which laid face-down on the floor, with his pen nearby. He tossed both onto the sofa and retrieved his drink from the dining nook. He pulled the coffee table closer to the sofa and set the soda can onto the table. He plopped down on the sofa and the soda can caught his eye. He leaned forward and pulled a coaster from the stack and used the edge of his hand to wipe away the wet ring left by the soda can before placing the can onto the coaster.
“Classy,” he quipped to the room.
Marc took a moment to recall what he was doing before conking out. There was the eternal flame, and then he was trying to sort things out. There was going to be a logical explanation for everything. The candle was already marked as solved: Gracie snuck a trick candle into his duffel when he was visiting. He just had to find the winning strategy for snuffing the candle for the next time he wanted to entertain himself with someone else being made a fool, puzzling over the endless candlelight.
The blanket was obvious as well: that was dream logic. Agnes was never there. It was a lucid dream, and since his brain needed to push her out through the nearest exit before he woke up, it decided to make her disappear in dramatic fashion. Check, and check.
He eyed the legal pad. He thought he should be writing this down. He reached for the pad and flipped it over. Somebody had been writing quite a bit on it already. He yanked his hand away like it was an open flame.
He grabbed the pen and used it as a scientific implement. He lifted the top page and to his horror saw more scrawled words on the next page, And the next. And the next. He tossed the pen away and retreated from the sofa.



CHAPTER 22: ALCHEMY
 
Agnes’s stop had arrived. The bus screeched as it came to a halt beside a curb, the air brakes let out a sharp hiss, and the driver grudgingly activated the door switch. His dismissal was a blend of politeness and annoyance, as widening the gap between the scheduled route and the actual time he was making was more important to him than people missing the bus by three minutes.
She stepped off the bus and walked purposefully along a row of shops. Antiques, resale, vintage, vintage resale… she ignored the scenery and stuck to her own internal timeline. After a couple of blocks, she reached her neon-accented destination. She tugged at a glass door and entered a corner unit marked descriptively as WE
BUY
GOLD.
A middle-aged Hispanic couple was just leaving, flipping through a small wad of 5-dollar bills, and muttering “esta bien”. The clerk behind a bulletproof glass window set an envelope aside containing a 14-karat gold necklace that was intended to be a family heirloom. Now it paid for groceries. The clerk looked up and saw Agnes in the lobby. “Next, miss,” he said.
Agnes stepped to the window and gave a slight smile.
“Whatcha got for me?” The clerk waited, feigning disinterest. 
She reached into her coat pocket and produced a small yellow rectangle, about 2 ½ inches long, and about a half-inch thick. It would have gleamed under any light, but it was particularly radiant under fluorescent. The clerk’s eyes widened for a split second, then returned to their well-practiced heavy-lidded appearance.
“That’s an interesting little nugget. Where did you get it?”
Agnes smiled and shrugged.
“I see. The less I know, the better, am I right? Okay, mystery lady, mum’s the word. I’ll be right with you.” The clerk scooped the object up under the pass-through at the bottom of the window. He set it on the scale, and watched the numbers settle. 1.4568 ounces. He ran his usual tests, then flipped through a well-worn reference book on the counter. A $2100 value, give or take. She didn’t need to know that. And if she did know it, she wasn’t getting it. “I can give you fifty dollars for it.”
“No, thank you.” Agnes motioned for the object to be returned.
The clerk balked. “No? Get real, miss. I can’t sell this. Jewelry, I can sell. Rings, especially. But this? Nobody buys gold just to buy gold. Go to Montana for that. I’m helping you out. Nobody else is giving fifty, guaranteed. So, we got a deal now or what?”
“No, thank you.” Agnes held out her hand.
“Well, don’t you drive the hard bargain!” The clerk gave a wide grin, then shook his head in defeat. “Okay, Miss Hard Bargain, I’m gonna go out on a limb for you. The owners...” He leaned in conspiratorially and lowered his voice momentarily. “The owners don’t like it when I do this. Bad for business, they say. But I care about my clientele, am I right? Yes, I do. So, here’s what I can do, just between us.” He paused for dramatic effect and signaled for Agnes to agree to hear the new terms.
She gave a curt nod.
That was good enough for the clerk. “Fantastic!” He clapped his hands. “Little lady, here’s what I can do, one night only: I can make a special purchase for—aw, too bad we don’t have something for you to sit on, because you’ll wish we did—eighty dollars. Eight, zero. Come on, now how’s that for negotiating, huh? What do ya say?” The clerk waited expectantly for approval.
Agnes smiled, and said simply, “One hundred.”
The clerk deflated into his stool. He looked like a broken man, a man who laid it all down to win and not only did the horse come in last, it died just after the starting gate. “Seriously, a hundred?” His eyes bulged a bit and his jaw slackened.
Agnes nodded.
The clerk stared down at the floor and heaved a huge sigh. After a moment, he scooped up the object and dropped it back into the pass-through tray. “Pleasure doing business with you. Say hello to the big spenders in Montana.”
She retrieved the item and slipped it back into her pocket. She turned around and headed for the door. Just as she reached for the handle, the clerk called to her through the glass.
“Okay, okay. A hundred. You win.”
She smiled and returned to the counter.
A few minutes later, Agnes left the store with a handful of $20 bills that she folded neatly and slipped into her knit bag. She took a left turn and continued walking away from the bus stop. After three more blocks, she made it to a small family-owned office supply store that was about to close. She smiled at the elderly woman behind the counter, and replied “No, thank you” to her inquiry as to what she needed help finding. She’d been here before, and the stock never moved. The store was nothing if not consistent.
She pulled a 2-pack of white erasers from its designated hook, in a small area dedicated to pens and pencils. They were about 2 ½ inches long, and about a half inch thick, same as always. The register beeped as the woman behind the counter punched in the cost stamped on a manually-applied price sticker, then pressed another button. 
“That’ll be $4.58. Out of twenty.”
Bills and coins were scooped out of the register drawer. “And forty-two,” said the woman, dropping the coins into Agnes’s palm first, followed by the bills, “and five… and ten makes twenty. Do you need a bag?”
Agnes shook her head.
“Thank you for shopping at Jones. Bundle up, kid, it’s got to be freezing out there!”
Agnes smiled and put the eraser package along with the change into her knit bag. She glanced at the clock on the wall over the exit. She resolved to be at the bus stop five minutes early. Ten to be safe.



CHAPTER 23: THE EDUCATION OF MARC MORRIS
 
“Game over. I quit.”
Marc inserted the stopper into one of his kitchen sink basins and ran cold water until it was at least 7 inches full. Without another word, he marched over to the coffee table and swiped the candle from its coaster. He purposefully took the candle to the sink and plunged it into the water until it touched the bottom of the basin. The flame was doused with a succinct hiss and a wisp of grey smoke rose from the water line.
He felt as though he had just drowned somebody. He wasn’t a violent person, as such, outside of the usual bursts of testosterone that men are prone to, usually involving fast cars or contact sports. He loosened his grip and the candle rolled slowly along the bottom of the sink. He dried his arms and hands with a dish towel, then tossed the towel back onto the counter top.
Now for the legal pad. He wasn’t going to read whatever was written there. The ravings of a lunatic weren’t going to end well for him. Best to be rid of it, part and parcel, and prepare to return to work the following day and invest himself fully in getting the weekly variance summary from Shay and formatting it to the nth degree. 
He walked over to the sofa and picked up the legal pad by its spine, pinching it between his thumb and forefinger and holding it away from his body like it was a soiled diaper. He approached the kitchen wastebasket and stepped forward to step on the pedal that opened the lid hands-free. Good riddance, he thought as he let go of the legal pad. It landed on the lid. He had pulled his foot away a moment too soon. He groaned and repeated the process. Lift, step, drop the pad, and flumph onto the closed wastebasket lid.
“Why?” Marc looked heavenward and threw his arms up over his head, letting them fall to his sides.
You must learn.
Not this again, he thought. He ran to the bedroom and dove onto the mattress. He wrapped his pillow around his head and squeezed his eyes shut.
Do not fear. No harm is to come to you.
He gritted his teeth and pulled the pillow tighter.
You have brought forth the light. Why do you fear the light now?
Marc groaned. “Not listening.”
And now, so lonely, so alone. You do not have to be alone. My time has come. I can teach you.
He rolled over onto his other side.
The time for Inanna has come. You must learn. Inanna will teach you.
He tried to blot out all sensations, as best as he could, but the inside of his head roared like an angry sea: crash, wave after wave, crashing upon rocks. In his mind’s eye, he saw sand, then dirt and sand mixed together, with tropical plants and trees against a blue sky. He saw a shining ancient city, shimmering in the sun, resplendent in gold and tan hues. He saw red-caped guards standing at intervals above the towering gate, clutching spears, dressed in shining armor, staring impassively ahead.
Yes. You see Nineveh. You have found Inanna.
The mighty gates opened, leading into the city, but Marc did not enter. Instead, a shapely, olive-skinned woman with nearly black hair emerged from the entrance. Her green dress and long hair fluttered in the wind as she walked toward him, slowly but steadily.
Inanna comes to you. Will you not go to Inanna? Must Inanna come to you?
Marc took a step closer, then hesitated. He squinted in the direction of the approaching figure, which was obscured by heat waves radiating up from the land. He looked down and saw his bare feet, then realized that he was naked. He considered covering himself. On his bed, he ran his bare foot up his leg and was relieved to feel his sweat pants still in fact covered him. This was a dream, then, and yet, somehow it wasn’t. He felt as though he was in two places at once.
Come to Inanna. Come to Nineveh. You must learn.
Figuring he had the escape option of waking up if things got too strange, or turned violent, he decided to step forward to shorten the distance between the two of them. “Inanna.”
The woman was much closer now. He saw her smile, maintaining eye contact. Marc wasn’t sure if he should feel offended or relieved that she didn’t shift her focus down about two and a half feet. The woman stood before him. He looked directly into her dark eyes, rimmed with kohl. Her neck was adorned with gold. Gold earrings glowed against her hair and skin. Her lips were red and full. He reached up, and touched her shoulder, then pulled his arm back. The woman reached out and took hold of his wrist, and stepped forward, pressing against him.
You desire Inanna. Inanna is yours. There are no secrets before Nineveh. Take what you desire.
Marc sucked in his breath and felt electrical surges throughout his naked body. He held her close, feeling her, feeling the touch of her garment, feeling her hands against his bare back. Feeling himself stiffen and becoming all at once embarrassed and emboldened. He touched her chin and brought her mouth to meet his. Their breath hissed in the burning air, the sun blessing their embrace, no-one pulling them apart, no-one saying no to this. The woman kissed him back harder, passionately. She pulled back for a moment and stared intently into his eyes.
Inanna is yours. Take what you desire. This is the way of Nineveh.
Marc clutched at her dress and held fistfuls of the majestic material as he bunched it up and pulled upward, bit by bit. He felt himself press against her bare skin. He enjoyed the sensation of her naked breasts against his own bare flesh. He felt their mutual desire, their want, their need.
This is as it was. This is as it shall be. This is the way of Nineveh.
The woman smiled seductively and licked her full lips. She was his. He would have her, now, on the bare ground, consequences be damned. They would feel pleasure and pain. They would burn. They would be one. The summer heat was no match for the flames that roared within them both. Marc pressed down on her shoulders and made primal grunting sounds. She nodded, and dropped to her knees, then put her dress underneath her and laid down upon it. She was his. He would take her, now.
The woman moaned with ecstatic pleasure. Yes, he would take her now, Inanna is his. She repeated her mantra over and over, driving him into a frenzy. Yes, this is the way of Nineveh. This is as it was. This is as it shall be. Take what you desire. This—
Marc no longer heard the words. He was lost in the sensations. Lost in her touch, lost in his craving for her. He had been lonely, He had been alone. It had been so long since he felt anything like this… and nothing ever felt like this. The woman’s long dark hair flowed outward onto the dirt and patchy grasses. This was primal. This was his right. He would take all he desired. He would know the way of Nineveh.



CHAPTER 24: ASSISTED RESEARCH
 
Whether by accident or by design, Agnes did not attract attention. She wore no makeup or jewelry, dressed modestly and unremarkably, wore her hair plainly and without much fuss, ate sparingly, drank plain tea or water, seldom spoke unless prompted, and was only accessorized by a knit bag that contained a few items, including her spiral notebook and a student ID, which had expired well over a year ago.
Agnes almost never lied, but she wouldn’t always volunteer the truth. And as Marc had learned days before, even that wasn’t a guarantee of a reply. She cleaved to the background whenever possible.
She had told another half-truth regarding her day to day affairs. Night school was the ruse by which she left the house in the afternoon, during semesters. She used the current Van Buren school schedule to lend authenticity to her expected whereabouts on certain days.
As to why Jacqueline thought otherwise, Agnes never asked. The less Jacqueline—or anyone else—concerned herself with her day-to-day affairs, the better, she felt. Jacqueline’s ignorance of current Morris family events served her purposes.
Gracie worked at the roller rink part-time, which for all its faults, in her view, was a paying job. Her parents would drop hints every so often that perhaps she could find something more gainful, or perhaps Van Buren might offer programs that would spark her interest in continuing her education. If anyone were paying close attention, they would have seen Agnes turn extra pale at the suggestion that the two girls could attend school together, something they had only done once in their lives, when Agnes was in the sixth grade and Gracie was in first. Gracie scoffed at the suggestion, and Agnes did not voice an opinion pro or con. To her relief, the subject was dropped and migrated to talk of when Father was going to clean up his tool shed.
At present, Wednesday morning had dawned across the land, and Agnes ate her traditional breakfast of plain oatmeal, plain yogurt, and plain tea. She would glance at the kitchen clock at intervals, but otherwise sat still with her eyes closed most of the time.
Father drifted into the kitchen and gave her a puzzled look as he poured coffee into a “World’s Best Grandpa” mug. “You’re up early.”
She opened her eyes slowly and nodded. “I’ve got work today.”
“Oh,” Father said, shuffling away. “Right.”
Ten minutes later, Agnes cleared her spot at the dining table and hand-washed and dried her dishes. She put them back in their respective places around the kitchen. Then she returned to her seat and pushed the chair in gently. “Agnes the Ghost” was well-named, as she would appear and disappear around the house but leave precious little evidence that she had been there.
She moved to her favorite spot in the front room and sat. She closed her eyes, and a thin smile crossed her lips. She nodded as if in acknowledgment. Twenty minutes later, a tan 4-door hybrid sedan rolled silently toward the house, then stopped. Without comment, Agnes got up and exited the house through the front door. She gently opened the passenger side door, then just as gently pulled it closed after she took her seat inside the vehicle.
A woman dressed in a black frock with a kindly expression and hair pulled up into a tight bun was seated at the wheel. Her features were soft yet chiseled. Her appearance was matronly yet virginal. She greeted Agnes with the sort of sad smile that Agnes often wore, and Agnes returned the greeting in kind. Without speaking, the driver put the car into reverse and backed slowly and quietly out of the driveway.
The driver faced forward, only rarely looking to either side noticeably. Neither woman engaged the other in conversation. They were unified in silence, enveloped in an almost holy aura of secret knowledge. Agnes sat arrow-straight in her seat, hands clasped upon her bony lap, eyes closed.
At some point during the journey Agnes gave a small laugh, enough to show the tips of her teeth, before pursing her lips, and returning to her default state of sadness and contentment. The driver laughed as well and had a mirthful look on her face that lacked the requisite mischievous twinkle in her eyes. 
After a thirty-minute drive, the car arrived at a palatial estate. It was born of Old Money, covered in vines that in the summer would bear ivy leaves, but now lay dormant, thin and brittle. A pair of colonial lamp posts marked the end of the driveway, with a wood shingle swinging from each that read from left to right UMBRA SUMUS.
No other cars were present in the driveway. The estate was rather sizable: 15 acres in total, but the boundaries of the property did not form a square or a rectangle. The lot was best described as amorphous. No signs were posted to warn against trespassing, or hunting, or any other sort of violation or encroachment. Not that the estate got many visitors, besides the animal variety—squirrels, mostly.
Agnes and the driver got out of the car and gently closed the doors behind them. They caught each other’s eye and gave a smile and nod to each other as they fell into their standard approach of walking side-by-side on the wide red-bricked walkway leading to a formidable wooden door, with an iron lion’s head centered on it with an iron ring clenched between its snarling jaws. Above the set of double doors was a chiseled motto: THOSE WHO KNOW DO NOT SPEAK; THOSE WHO SPEAK DO NOT KNOW.
Agnes and the driver stood on the front stoop and waited, arms at their sides. After a moment, the door creaked open and a distinguished, rotund bearded man who had copious salt-and-pepper hair waved his arm inwardly to invite the visitors into his home. He was dressed in a black suit complete with buttoned-down vest, with shiny dress shoes poking out from under his pant legs. He might have been wearing a bow tie, but his beard was so prodigious that it hid whatever might have been underneath, save for his white dress shirt that made its presence known around his thick neck. “Welcome,” he bellowed heartily.
The women smiled and nodded. The man waved them along into his study, where chairs were arranged before his impressive Victorian desk, covered with books, papers, framed photographs, and a grey cat, who stretched out across the right edge closest to the guest chairs. The man sat down in an elegant high-backed leather desk chair with thick padded armrests. He turned to the driver.
“Oh, ho, Bess, what’s this about a joke? Tell it to me.”
The driver grinned at Agnes, whose smile brightened up a bit as she watched the exchange.
“Agnes told it to you, did she? Well! What a pleasant surprise. And what’s that?” He leaned forward, as if straining to hear. “Why, I don’t know, Bess, what did the zero say to the eight?” The women beamed triumphantly. Their host leaned back in his seat and gave a hearty laugh. “Oh ho! ‘Nice belt!’ Clever. Very clever indeed. Well done, Agnes, splendid!”
Agnes nodded and turned a bit pink.
“Yes, yes, very clever indeed. I should remember to tell that to the countess. Always one for a clever joke, that one, oh ho, yes indeed!” Their host sighed contentedly and gave each woman a smile and wink. He surveyed the contents of his desk and found an item of interest. He picked up a tobacco pipe and held it to his lips, without lighting it. He sucked on it thoughtfully for a moment, then used it to point to the driver, Bess.
“Now then, we have much to discuss. How are your lessons progressing? Bess, has Arrienne’s instruction been of benefit to you?” He leaned forward, gesturing to be handed something. “Let’s have a look.” Bess carried a black bag that blended next to her frock. She slid her hand into the bag and produced a spiral bound notebook, neatly labeled in marker on the front cover as ARRIENNE FOUR.
The gentleman set the notebook down on the desk and flipped the cover open, then thumbed through the pages quickly until reaching a spot about a quarter of the way in. He sucked on the pipe thoughtfully and read. The grey cat stretched out and eyed Agnes expectantly. The man glanced over momentarily, then returned to his examination. “Charles wants some attention, Agnes. Behind the ears is best.”
Agnes leaned forward and reached out to touch the cat’s fuzzy head. The cat sniffed her hand while poking it with its pink nose, then assumed a regal pose. She scratched behind its ears, eliciting loud purrs, punctuated by the sound of the occasional page turning under their host’s critical eyes. At last, he closed the notebook and handed it back to Bess. “Hmmm. Yes. Perhaps something can be arranged. Not yet. But soon.”
Bess slipped the notebook back into her bag and nodded.
“And you, Agnes? I am as yet unsure of the efficacy of the instruction you are receiving from Image. May I review your progress?” He reached out across the desk, and Agnes soon placed the edge of her own notebook within his grasp. After a few more moments of review and cat scratching, the notebook was closed and returned to Agnes, who in turn returned the notebook to her knit bag.
“Hmmm. Troubling. Very troubling indeed.” The man sucked on his pipe and rocked thoughtfully in his chair. Agnes sighed and looked down at the floor. She clasped her hands together and rested them on her lap. The cat opened one eye and bared a fang, as if to demand further attentions, and expressing displeasure at the quality of service he had been provided thus far. The man pulled the pipe out of his mouth with a pop and turned to Agnes. “The candle was not yours.”
She shook her head.
“But it summoned you.”
Agnes nodded. Bess turned pale, and her eyes widened. She looked anxiously at Agnes, then at their host.
The man continued his inquiry. “And upon your arrival you assumed—incorrectly—that it was you that was summoned. You revealed things to an unprepared mind. You jeopardized everything we have been striving toward. Oh, such carelessness! That isn’t going to do, Agnes.” He looked balefully at his chastened pupil. She nodded and wiped away tears. The man shooed the cat off his desk and sucked on his pipe once more. Bess coughed.
Their host looked up with a start. “My apologies, Bess, I’ll try to keep the smoking to a minimum. I can’t help myself sometimes… it helps me think. Especially now. This is quite a conundrum. The path of right action is not clear.”
Bess smiled and signaled a forgiving gesture.



CHAPTER 25: CONTINUING EDUCATION
 
Marc had awakened Wednesday morning utterly and completely relaxed. He felt as though his spine had fused with the coils of his discount mattress. The pillow that had once been used to muffle sounds—to no avail, as the sounds came from inside of him—now caressed his head. He smiled with immense satisfaction and opened his eyes. He was alone again, but not on his own anymore. He tasted Inanna on his lips. His palms felt the sensations of her flesh. The air was thick and perfumed with her foreign scent.
“Inanna,” he said to the ceiling. The ceiling did not reply.
He looked over at his alarm clock. He was running late, but with enough effort and another light commute, he had a good shot at making it to work right on time, if not a minute or two late. He smiled and closed his eyes.
He hoped to be transported again, to feel the sensation of being two places at once, and to feel her once more. Inanna. His prize. His exotic beauty from across time and space. His birthright. His possession. His. His alone. His smile widened as he writhed on the mattress, eyes closed, fingers clutching bedding. Inanna. Return to me.
Inanna did not return. He stretched out on the bed, and reached up skyward, as though to catch his prize as she fell to Earth, into his waiting arms. His heavenly angel, proof that God loved him and wanted him to be happy. Ecstasy soon gave way to agony, as his arms cried out for the touch of Inanna but felt nothing. His chest burned with the memory of her, snuggled up against him, their nakedness fully on display to the ancient walled city and any passers-by. Her hair under his chin, how satisfying it felt! He cherished the lazy pleasures of running his fingers through her hair, and from time to time bunching it up under his nose and giving a deep sniff. Marc wanted to know all of her. She was his. He would know everything. There were no secrets before Nineveh… he remembered.
His ache for her was not sated. He grew frustrated and cried out to the ceiling once more. “Inanna, I’m calling out for you! Inanna… return to me.” The ceiling did not reply. Inanna did not return. He pounded his fists on the mattress in disgust.
An hour later, he was at the office. Shay and Fabian were anchoring the skeleton crew, as they had been all week. Fabian stopped in the hallway and gave him a look that suggested that the day would have been brighter for him if Marc had stayed home today as well… or the whole week, better yet.
Conversely, Shay beamed at the sight of him when he reached her cubicle. “Hey, how are you doing? Feeling better?”
Marc nodded curtly. “Not bad. Been better.”
Shay frowned a little, but her mouth widened into a grin immediately afterward. “That’s good. At least you’re up and moving around, so that’s good, right?”
“Yeah, I guess it is.”
“I hear you. Don’t worry, I already sent you the variance report. Let me know if you need anything.”
Fabian came around the corner and lean-sat on Shay’s desk. “Hey girl.” He shot Marc a look that said he was excused from any further conversation. Marc obliged and proceeded toward his desk.
Soon afterward, he had turned on his workstation and logged in to the system. He launched his email program and waited for the messages to download. It was delayed due to the large file Shay sent, then a flurry of bold-type subject lines filled his inbox. Most notable was one that read “Unexcused Absences”.
“Let’s get this over with,” he sighed.
He launched the message, listing his name in the “to” line, his boss’s name in the “from” line, and four other managers in the “cc” line. Great, now the whole universe knows I called in sick, he thought.
 
Marc,
As you know, The Company is committed to your growth and development as an outstanding member of our team. To that end, it is vital that all employees adhere to the strictest codes of professional business conduct. We are counting
 
Marc sighed again and closed the message window without reading another word. He brooded in his office chair. His fist pressed against his cheek. His other arm gripped the armrest, and he had a moment of clarity: he was seated as though he were on a throne. Something inside of him snapped into place. 
This… all of this… was beneath him.
He brooded on his throne, seeing peasants appealing to his mercy and compassion, and receiving none. A condemned man begged to be spared. He was not. An enemy army sent an emissary to negotiate their peaceful surrender. He ordered their eradication. This was the way of Nineveh. Marc knew.
His lips curled into a sneer, and he pressed COMPOSE on his email program. The email was addressed to his boss. The subject line said “Resignation”. The message was short and to the point, as befitted one versed in the ways of Nineveh.
I am resigning from my position of Data Analyst II effective immediately. I am leaving my access badge with the security office.
Sincerely,
Marc Morris
He pressed SEND. He locked his computer workstation and headed in the direction of the stairwell that led to the lobby, the security office, and then freedom. Fabian came around the corner with some papers from the copier. Marc patted his shoulder on his way by. 
“Go get her, tiger.”
Fabian stood there, dumbfounded. “Are you… leaving?”
Marc did not answer. He answered to no-one. 
He marched a steady gait, left right left right, and soon a familiar cadence drove him toward the stairway door: Tobias! Tobias! Tobias!



CHAPTER 26: CLASS PROJECT
 
The bearded man had been sucking on his pipe thoughtfully for what seemed like a small eternity. Agnes wiped away a stray tear, and Bess gave her a consoling look every so often, but there wasn’t much to do but sit and wait for their mentor to decide on a plan of action.
For her part, Agnes tried to review the events that led to her showing up in her brother’s apartment. She had hidden in her closet, that was certain. She didn’t intend to go anywhere, but as she sat on the closet floor she was drawn to a light. The back wall of the closet faded away and revealed a carpeted floor just beyond the former barrier. She saw the edge of an unfamiliar sofa and took the opportunity to retreat from her brother, hoping to find a way to explain herself to him. There was much about Agnes that Marc didn’t know. None of her family members knew her, really. They didn’t know about her mentoring, about Image, about Bess, the countess, or the bearded man. And they certainly had no idea how she really supported herself.
But she carefully crafted her persona to be as nondescript and unobtrusive as possible. She also had to coexist in modern society, and that meant carrying a token amount of money to buy goods and services. It meant speaking out loud to communicate with others. It meant getting rides or taking the bus to get places, if not plain walking. It was vital that the truth about who she was and what she had become—and was still evolving into—remained secret, and defied inquiry.
The candle called to her. She heard her brother’s voice call her name. She heard his voice across time and space saying that he loved her, and instantly she was drawn to him, to be an angel of mercy. She felt his longing, his sadness, his frustration. She could feel how he cared for her, as blood. She went to him to comfort him and ease his suffering.
Instead, she just created more suffering. Marc asked questions she could not answer. She thought for a fleeting moment that he had in fact heard the calling, and Image, or someone or something like Image, had made a connection with him that would lead him down her path.
Purity of heart. Purity of thought, Purity of motive. He had heard the words. She showed him the words, written there in her notebook. It was like the password to their club, wasn’t it? Why would he know the words, if he had not received the calling, like she had, years earlier?
And what of the candle? Why did Marc light it? Why had it led the way to him? He was speaking of her into the flame, and just as he blew it out, she arrived before the way was darkened and her path was closed. She tried to help ease him toward her path. He would receive a mentor and begin doing the necessary work to learn the ancient ways, to reveal the secrets, to know the essential truths. This was her indoctrination, and she was certain that a similar pattern would be followed to bring her brother into the fold.
Her mentor was correct: the candle was not hers. Marc seemed unfamiliar with it but seemed to form a bond with it, speaking to something beyond the glow of the yellow flame. The candle was not his. So, where had it come from?
Agnes. You are needed.
Bess was in her head now, breaking her concentration. She opened her eyes, and saw the bearded man set his pipe on the desk and lean back in his chair, stroking his beard.
“I’m afraid we will have to revisit the scene.”
The women exchanged glances, then rose from their chairs. The bearded man eased himself up and out of his seat and waddled around the side of his grand mahogany desk. He led the pair out of the study, and down the center hallway of his red brick manor. He reached into his pocket and produced a brass key, then he inserted it into a proper keyhole and gave it an urgent twist. He opened the dark wood door and flicked on a stained-glass lamp on a side table, casting a tinted glow around the room. 
The women set about to lighting incense sticks, then blowing them out, leaving a wisp of sweet smoke coiling up to the ceiling. The heavy velvet curtains were pulled tightly shut. The door was closed, and a decorative rug was rolled up and placed at the bottom of the doorway, as if to prevent air from getting out. The bearded man held up a glass bell and tapped it with a glass rod, sounding a high ting, letting the sound reverberate until it ceased of its own accord.
Ornately carved stools were positioned in the center of the room, forming a triangular arrangement. The bearded man uncorked a bottle and poured something into the palm of his left hand, and smeared the substance on his forehead, then on Bess, then on Agnes. They nodded after he completed the ritual and took their seats. The bearded man switched off the light, then shuffled around in the darkness until squatting down on his stool with a grunt, then a hiss of breath as he finally made contact.
“Begin.”
The women hummed, then opened their mouths to form an “Aum” sound, sustaining the note for as long as they could, then inhaling deeply to repeat the process.
The room changed.
The air was thick with incense, and there was an overwhelming sense that could only be described as holiness. It was ancient, but could not be placed, something eternal, something that always was, something that will always be. It defied the conventions of the mortal. It was nameless, yet it was the source of all names. It was formless, but from it forms ventured forth. The women continued their chant as the bearded man spoke.
“All that is secret is known. We are united in our purpose, to seek the truth. Reveal to us the source of the candle that brought Agnes to her brother Marc and show us its purpose.” The chanting droned on, without interruption. “Show us what the candle was meant to summon forth.” The room did not produce any revelations. The ritual continued.
“We go now, to where time and space are without meaning. We go together and seek the truth. The light is the way. Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive. We three are united in our purpose.”
The air changed again. The heavy incense and holiness was obscured by a swirl of black smoky clouds, which soon dissipated and were replaced by a balmy breeze. The scent of grasses and trees was carried in the faint gust, and a mix of sand and earth.
The darkness was replaced by a stone-walled room, lit by windows that could not be closed, as they were carved into the stone. An old man sat on a stool, looking off into the middle distance, and seeing nothing. He was wrapped in meager robes of brown, with thin sandals on his feet. A ring of white hair adorned the sides and back of his head.



CHAPTER 27: DELETED SCENES
 
The trio continued their observation. An elderly woman approached the old man and beseeched him.
“Tobit, lament no more, for your son Tobias shall return unto you, and you shall be overjoyed.”
The old man brushed her aside. “Tobias is dead. He shall never return, and I shall never lay eyes nor hands upon him. Lo, the days of Tobit are at an end! My name and my hopes all die with me, but first with Tobias. Leave me, woman, leave me to die.”
The woman spat and left the room. “Tobit, have you no faith? Tobias lives, and shall yet return to you!”
The old man shook his head and wept. “Nay, for Tobias is dead.”
There was a rustling outside of another door to the room that housed the old man. He looked up, in vain, being blind, but cried out. “Who comes to Tobit? Does the angel of death come to ease his suffering? Oh, God is good, that He bring a swift, sweet death.”
A thin man dressed similarly in simple brown robes and thin sandals entered the room furtively, looking back at a long-haired woman in the shadows. He crouched down and took the old man’s hands into his own.
“Death does not come for you, noble Tobit, for Tobias has come instead, and you shall be given sight anew.”
The old man scowled and rubbed the stranger’s hands. “You are not Tobias.”
“Aye, but I am Tobias, and when your sight has been restored, you shall see Tobias and know that I have spoken true.”
The old man recoiled. “Devil! Who speaks with the name of Tobias but not his tongue? Who reaches for Tobit but not with the hands of Tobias! Oh, suffering! Oh, madness!”
The stranger shushed him. “Hush, Tobit, the time of your salvation is come.” He laid his hand upon the top of the old man’s head and closed his eyes. The old man sucked in his breath but did not speak. The stranger removed his hand from the man’s head and turned sharply to the sound of approaching footsteps from the opposite direction. Three pairs, by his count. He whispered one last thing. “When you open your eyes again, you shall see Tobias, and you shall know it was Tobias that healed you.”
The stranger slipped out through the door from whence he entered and vanished.
Another younger man, a woman, and the old woman returned. The young man spoke: “Father, it is I, Tobias, and have returned at last. By the grace of God, I shall remove your blindness and once more you shall see Tobias.”
The old man tried to protest, but he felt a familiar hand wipe something on his eyes. “Open your eyes, now, Father, and see that your son has returned.”
The old man did as he was told, and rejoiced at the sight of his son, returned at last from faraway lands.
“Tobias has spoken true,” said Tobit.



CHAPTER 28: EXODUS
 
Marc returned home in the early afternoon. He had taken a circuitous route, driving around absentmindedly, knowing the way home but impulsively taking right or left turns at various intersections, not caring where they led. He would get home in due time. Driving was soothing, and a distraction from staring at the walls of his apartment. There would be time enough for that later.
He kept his car stereo switched off. Whatever was on the radio was irrelevant. He wanted to be alone with his thoughts, and with the exceptions of engine, road, and city noises thumping, growling and wailing outside of his protective metal and glass bubble, he succeeded.
There was no turning back now. He had resigned, without notice. He had never done that before, for any reason. On his worst-ever work day he might have blown off steam after work, having a drink, or ranting—sometimes both. But his comfortable position at DRC didn’t give him much reason to do either. He showed up, did his job, then went home each night. No fuss, no muss. Now he threw his entire career away, up to and including his employee badge, which now resided in the security office. There would be calls. There would be emails. There would be letters. They would steadily progress from concern and worry, to more formal proclamations regarding his decision to terminate, what that meant for his benefit package, and other loose ends.
He felt his stomach turn for a moment as he considered the future timeline of events, and questioned his decision, if only for a moment. Was he really throwing it all away for… Inanna? Who was she? Did he imagine her? No, he reasoned, she was real—is real. His body ached for her, and again sent a thrill throughout his entire nervous system with the very real remembrance of their one and only contact. Her touch, her scent, her kiss, the sound of her voice in his ear, the heat of her breath against it as she spoke to him. All real. It all happened, and he would have her once more. And again. Forever.
His meanderings had taken him to an unfamiliar part of the city. He was never one to concern himself with “bad” neighborhoods, as his travels tended to be uneventful and he wasn’t mixed up in anything that would either take him to such places, or if he ever did go to such a place, such as he had just done, he was just passing through. The bad stuff only happened if you lived there. Or were actively involved in something bad—well, he assumed.
He found himself stopped at an intersection that was further delayed by a slow-moving freight train. That was fine with him… more time to think. He slid the gear shifter into Park and let the engine idle.
This was an industrial area that had gone through boom and bust times. People often thought of Chicago as a single monolithic entity, but the locals knew better, and even at that, they didn’t know the extent to which it was the sum of its many parts. The well-off parts, or the more famous ones, like the Gold Coast or the Magnificent Mile attracted attention, visitors, and money. Places like this, with dirt and decaying buildings, many not even bothering to board up missing windows, once part of a manufacturing boom decades earlier for what would now be a dead industry, they were in the debit column of the balance sheet in terms of prestige. It didn’t appear as though the city was devoting much in the way of time, money, and resources to improve the place. He figured he should be happy to have passable roads.
The train screeched inexorably forward.
Marc lost himself in another remembrance of Inanna. Her olive skin, her golden adornments, how they shone in the sunlight, how her dark hair spread out in all directions beneath her as she laid on the ground beneath him, her touch, her scent, her taste. He would have her again. Inanna would always be his. He would take her, he would—
His thoughts were interrupted by two homeless people pushing shopping carts filled to absurd levels with garbage. They eclipsed the sight of the passing train, and for a moment he made eye contact with one of them: a grimy woman with stringy hair, wearing a heavy coat that appeared to have been scavenged from somewhere, and what appeared to be men’s work pants, covered with streaks and stains. He wanted to believe they were just dirt and mud. 
A black trash bag became untied, and spilled soda cans out like a broken piñata. The woman cried out, and her companion, a black man also dressed in a heavy coat and with scars across his left cheek stooped down to help recover the lost loot. The woman reached forward to grab a can as it rolled clumsily away, and Marc caught sight of her through his side window. He watched with fascination as the woman was clearly panicking that something so forgettable seemed to be the line between life and death. Then again, he reasoned, they are homeless, and they’re probably taking the cans to a scrapper for a few bucks. He was relieved to be spared the awkward theater normally involved when panhandlers would pass his car.
Once the cans were secured, the duo pushed their cars to the opposing sidewalk, and then back and out of sight. 
The train cleared the crossing as well, and a moment or two later, Marc continued his aimless journey, He slid the gear shifter into Drive, and tapped the gas pedal, leaving the intersection, the homeless, and the train tracks nothing but a distant memory.
He looked at his gas gauge, which estimated a quarter of a tank left. Best to cut the wandering short and get back home, he decided. He’d have plenty of time to think there and regroup. He pulled over and retrieved driving directions through his phone. Shortly thereafter, he was taking an expressway on-ramp and heading for home.



CHAPTER 29: WATER FOR THE KING
 
The bearded man, Bess, and Agnes sat and watched the drama of Tobit being cured of his blindness by Tobias. Agnes, like Marc and Jacqueline before her had been raised Presbyterian. The scene she observed seemed Biblical in nature, but she didn’t recall reading or hearing the tale in church or Sunday school.
None of the three remarked on the scene. Agnes and Bess continued their chant, doing their part to maintain the connection to the past event.
The bearded man spoke: “We seek to understand. We seek answers. Show us the source of the candle that lit the way for Agnes, and what it was meant to summon instead.”
The scene faded, and darkness surrounded the group. However, it was not total darkness. There were dark clouds that swirled around them, becoming lighter, and eventually dissipating. They saw a walled city from above, and were coming in for a landing, like a seagull approaching the beach. Soon they were upon solid ground, from their vantage point, and instead of a cloistered room housing an old blind man, they saw a stone palace, inlaid with gold, shimmering in the noonday sun. They saw a giant aqueduct, towering over rows and rows of stone tiers that in turn were laid in with grasses, plants, flowers, and trees of several varieties.
In turn, they saw someone who they identified as a king. He walked pensively through his garden, looking sadly at the staggering masterpiece of human ingenuity that lay before him. These were what would come to be known, incorrectly, as the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. They appeared to have been freshly constructed.
A bird landed on a shrub, and the king smiled. He made a magnanimous gesture to the bird, as if to signal “you’re welcome.”
From across the lawn that spanned hundreds of feet in the tier that currently supported the king, a man walked alone. He was slight in stature, swarthy, clothed in plain brown robes and thin sandals. The group knew him to be Tobias but knew little else about the man except for what they had previously witnessed. He seemed a bit older now.
“Tobias has heard my summons. Come, and give me your counsel.”
Tobias bowed. “The king’s voice may be heard on the four winds, and in every corner of the land. I am unlikely to be of much use to you, your highness, but if it is counsel you seek, counsel you may have.”
The king smiled. “Behold, for my gardens are now complete. All of the people from every land shall look upon my works, and know that this is Eden itself, made anew.”
Tobias showed suitable awe, which pleased the king. “But, your highness, I am no gardener. Did you simply summon me to be the first to appreciate the wonder of your creation?”
The king patted his back. “No, no. You are too modest. A gardener you may not be, Tobias, but I am told you are capable of providing something far more valuable to me.”
Tobias frowned. “What have you been told, your highness?”
The king gestured to a stone bench, flanked on either side by flowering bushes. Tobias sat. The king stood. “This is my greatest achievement. Look, see how I have brought the lowly land closer to heaven itself. The undertaking was costly, and incomprehensibly difficult, but see here, see that it has been done. Life itself surrounds us, a beacon before the world that Nineveh and Nineveh alone holds such a spectacle under heaven.”
Tobias squinted up at the king, as the sun caught his eye at a harsh angle. “I have seen, your highness, and I mark your words truly. What could I possibly do to be of any benefit to any of this, save to be buried under it, and my carcass left to feed the living world above?”
The king smiled. “Soon, it will all be dead, and all of this effort shall be folly.”
Tobias expressed shock.
The king continued. “Yes, Tobias, all of this was a master stroke of labor and design. But it lacked one essential element to ensure its ultimate success.”
Tobias didn’t speak but made a face that showed interest in knowing the answer to the riddle.
“Water. Without water, all of this is for naught.”
Tobias cleared his throat. “But, your highness, do I not see an aqueduct at the top of your glorious creation? Should that not carry water from the Tigris and bear it down to the plants below?”
“You see correctly, Tobias. The aqueduct may indeed bear water, and from it my creation will be sustained forever. But the Tigris is low, and the Aqueduct is high. It was not considered by my architects, who favored beauty over function.”
“And how shall I remedy this?”
The king signaled to a guard, who stepped forward and handed the king an earthen cup. The king in turn handed the cup to Tobias, who took the cup, and signaled that he didn’t understand its purpose, relative to such an overwhelming expanse of lush green plants and grasses. The king gestured again to the guard, who in turn drew his sword. He aimed the point at Tobias’s throat.
The king’s voice hardened. “Succeed or die, Tobias. Fill the cup with water to the brim.”
Tobias looked fearfully at the king, then the cup, then at the tip of the sword. He swallowed hard and closed his eyes.
“Obey.”
Tobias held his breath, and then, to the king’s amazement, water formed at the bottom of the cup and rose steadily, up to the brim. The king took the cup from Tobias, and held it to his lips, then gave it a sniff. He took a sip, then drank deeper, then finished off the swig with a satisfied gasp.
He handed the cup to Tobias. “Again.”
Tobias tried to plead, but the sword stayed pointed to his throat, and he chose the easier path. Soon afterward the king held another cup of water. He smiled and spoke. “I am not without manners, Tobias. I will share with you the fruits of your labors.” Tobias reached up for the cup, but his hand was waved off by the king. “By this, I mean that you will be clothed and fed, and given a room of your own. Take him away.”
Guards seized Tobias and dragged him away in the direction of a tower that stood adjacent to the top of the aqueduct.
After an arduous climb up hundreds of steps, Tobias found himself imprisoned in a stone room that had vertical slits for windows cut into the stone, and another horizontal slit that led to the aqueduct. He was given an earthen vessel that stood half of his height and left alone. Many hours later, after night fell, the king paid a visit to his cell.
“Aha, I see that Tobias now enjoys my hospitality, and my mercy.”
Tobias curled his lips in defiance and spat.
“Come now, Tobias, the highest room in my kingdom has been given to you, along with food and clothing. Should you not repay my kindness with your labors?”
Tobias’s face contorted angrily. “Kindness! This is no kindness at all, highness, and if Tobias is to die, so be it.”
The king smiled cruelly. “It is not Tobias that shall die for denying me. Show him.”
Cries were heard outside of the cell, and a woman’s voice shrieked, spat and cursed. Tobias recognized the sound and was grief-stricken when his fears were realized.
“You will water my garden, Tobias. Or the blood and carcass of your only sister Inanna shall feed it instead, followed by your own, if you persist in your defiance of me.”
A dirt-streaked woman was forced to her knees by guards, who saw Tobias and bathed her cheeks in hot tears. “No, my brother, do not obey!”
Tobias knelt and prayed. “Spare her, highness, I beg of you!”
The king signaled to his guards. “Let her head furnish this humble room. Quickly.”
A guard unsheathed a sword and readied it above her neck. Tobias scuttled over to the earthen vessel and hugged it tightly. “Water… water for the king. Water for the king.” There was a hissing and churning noise, and soon, the sound of water bubbling up closer to the rim of the vessel could be heard clearly. Just as the guard readied the death stroke of his sword, water spilled over the sides of the vessel and onto the dusty stone floor. The king gestured again, and the guard sheathed his sword.
The king smiled. “Tobias has chosen wisely.”
Tobias fell to the floor of his cell, broken. “Please… highness… I beg of you. Spare her. You will have your water. You will have your gardens. Let no harm come to Inanna.”
The woman was lifted to her feet by the guards, and as they hustled her out of the room, the king called behind them, “She will serve me too, as my concubine. Lock her away with the others.” Inanna’s shrieks filled the stairwell, and gradually faded away. The king sneered and stood in the doorway. “I haven’t had any complaints from the others. Perhaps she’ll enjoy serving me equally well.” The king left, and the cell door was barred.
Tobias wept.
Clouds formed around him, darkening, and filling the room with complete blackness. The incense had burned out, and the chanting had stopped. The room returned to its normal condition, with tapestries, rugs and pillows strewn about. The three sat in silence.



CHAPTER 30: CLEARANCE
 
Marc returned to his apartment in the early afternoon. He stood in the doorway, and took a moment to survey it, as if he would never see it again. He saw part of his sofa, his dining table, his desk, a lamp or two, his galley kitchen, the short hallway that led to the bathroom, a linen closet, and his bedroom.
They would all be gone soon, by way of not having a job, therefore money. Rent would be due on the first of the month, late after the fifth, and payment warnings would begin to appear on his door any time after the fourteenth, based on what he’d seen happen to other tenants. The process moved slowly, but eviction was inevitable. He didn’t care.
He took off his coat and tossed it aside. He let the front door slam behind him. He shuffled into his bedroom and flopped on his bed, face up. Emptiness defined the entirety of his existence within that moment. Agnes had played him for a fool, Gracie wasn’t speaking to him—well, not in any meaningful way, he wasn’t close to his parents, and Jacqueline was probably doing back to back conference calls from now until doomsday. And the one and only person he wanted to be with at that moment may have just been someone he dreamt up: Inanna.
He laid there and felt tears well up in the corners of his eyes. Inanna was no dream. He had been there, outside of the mighty gate of Nineveh, naked before heaven and earth, alone with her. His alone. Forever. Just like she promised him. Now he was alone.
A moment of clarity struck him as he laid there. What is… or was, Nineveh? Was Inanna there now? Was she someone from the past that he should learn about? Why was she reaching out to him? The city seemed far away, like the other side of the world, not Nevada. He pulled his cell phone out of his back pocket and decided to look it up.
He tapped the search bar, which activated a keyboard display. He meant to type “Nineveh” but instead typed “candle”. He cleared the search bar and tried again. He took great pains to tap the letter n first and ended up with “nincense”. The search app helpfully opted to show results related to Nunsense.
Marc smacked his forehead. Online searches were supposed to be better than this. And he certainly didn’t appreciate his mind and body not working in sync to perform simple tasks like clearing the search results display and typing “candle”. Nineveh! No! He groaned in disgust.
Okay, fine, he fumed. He understood where this was going. Clearly, he had to light the trick candle again, so Gracie could have another laugh in some other dimension, being that she wasn’t here to see any of this. The next time they ever had one of their phone chats she’d ask him innocently enough if he thought decorative candles were lame, and that would pave the way for him to rant about the trouble the trick candle had given him, and how up to now he had thwarted the joke by dousing it in his kitchen sink.
He rolled off his bed and onto his feet. He recreated the scene that led to his dream of Inanna by first collecting the candle from his kitchen counter, then his yellow plastic cigarette lighter. He placed the candle on one of the coasters that Agnes had given him and began to light the wick. The lighter sparked weakly but did not produce a flame.
Troubleshooting is subtractive, he thought. Maybe the candle wouldn’t light because it wasn’t in the right spot on the table. He moved it around, trying to find the correct placement. The lighter sputtered each time.
“Okay, subtract.” He removed the candle from the coaster and set it down on the bare tabletop. He put the coaster back into its holder. He flicked the lighter again, and flame appeared in a long teardrop shape. He touched it to the wick, and nothing happened. He let go of the lighter knob and set it aside. He felt the wick. Maybe it was waterlogged from when he dunked the candle in the sink. To his bafflement, it was bone dry.
“Subtract.” There wasn’t anything else on the table except for the coaster set. He carried the soda can from the night before to the kitchen sink, dumped it out, and gave the can a quick rinse. He dropped it into the wastebasket. Well, he meant to, but the yellow legal pad was still laying on top of it. He set the pad aside on his dining table and then dropped the can into the wastebasket. Nothing was preventing any of this. So far so good. He would have preferred to not play Hot and Cold to get anything done, but he was enjoying the sense of accomplishment.
He began to return to the sofa, and his candle lighting ceremony, when his left foot kicked one of his dining chairs. Fortunately for him, he thought with a sigh of relief, he was still wearing shoes. He probably would have broken a toe otherwise. He swore and regrouped. He kicked the chair again.
“What?” Marc looked around, and saw nothing except for the dining chairs, the small table, and… the legal pad. He scooped it up and walked away; he did not kick the chair a third time. He sat down on the sofa and set the legal pad off to his side. He leaned forward to light the candle. The lighter sputtered again. He kept flicking it, this time pulling away from the wick as he did so. When his hand was directly over the coaster set, the lighter gave off a steady flame.
“Subtract.” He set the lighter down, and he put the stray coaster back into its holder. Then he removed the set from the table. He carried it over to the dining table and set it down. He began to return to the sofa and he kicked the chair again.
“Seriously?” He scooped up the coaster set and carried it to the wastebasket. “Better?” He stepped on the foot pedal and the lid flipped up, eager to accept his offering. The coaster set landed in the wastebasket with a clattering thud. He returned to the sofa and leaned in to light the candle again. There was nothing left to do, no rituals to perform, no items to remove. He flicked the lighter and it sputtered once more. Marc groaned. His patience was nearly gone.
The lighter was clearly giving hints, so he flicked the wheel over and over, waving it around until he held it over the legal pad. Once more, the lighter produced a long flame.
“Burn this?” The lighter went dark.
“Read this?” The flame returned.
Fine, he would obey. Something was driving him to madness. Might as well lean into it and enjoy the ride, he figured. He set the lighter onto the coffee table and flipped the legal pad over, revealing what was scrawled there. Over a series of pages, in large letters, looking as though he had written it with his left hand, Marc read the following:
PLEASE SAVE ME
THE LIGHT IS THE WAY
DEATH COMES QUICKLY
DO YOU LOVE ME?
PLEASE SAVE ME
Following this, in much neater handwriting, closer to his own, was something that looked like a shopping list: he was to buy incense sticks in three different scents, holders, a glass bell and a glass striking rod. 
Marc was up on his feet at once. He grabbed his phone from the bed, and anxiously attempted another search. He typed “sandalwood incense” into the search bar, which auto suggested “...near me.” He tapped that suggestion. There were four places within 15 miles.
He picked up his coat from the floor and reached for the front door. An electric shock reminded him that he had forgotten something. He picked up the legal pad and tore off the sheet that contained the list of items. The door offered no further resistance.



CHAPTER 31: GROUPTHINK
 
The bearded man sat on his stool and stroked his chin. He patted his pockets in search of his pipe, then shrugged, suggesting he would do without it. His students set about opening the curtains, cleaning up the spent incense, and generally putting the room in order. They were motioned back to their seats. They adjusted the placement of their stools to face their mentor. The bearded man addressed them with a scholarly air.
“Hmmm, yes. Very troubling. Not at all what I expected. I had anticipated something a bit more… contemporary. Ah, well! The truth is the truth. We have seen it plainly; now, what are we to make of it?”
Bess’s eyes darted between the two of them. Agnes nodded. Both women looked imploringly at their mentor.
“Oh ho! Yes, well, about that. I think it is fair to say that history is written by the victors. The Tobias that has been revealed to us is not the same Tobias as named in the Book of Tobit. Well done, Bess, that was a keen observation.” His eyes twinkled with appreciation.
Agnes cocked her head.
“Ah, well. It would appear, in my estimation, that this Tobias was meant to be summoned by the candle that instead brought Agnes a bit too close to her brother, too quickly. Such are the perils of being surrounded by so many unprepared minds! Our lives would be much easier if we didn’t have to provide a cause for every effect. We could have flame without the bother of searching for matches, or fruit without the tedious process of growing the tree.”
Panic flashed across Bess’s eyes. Agnes made a face signaling uncertainty.
“My, Bess, you are my best student, with respect to Agnes! But sadly, it is not clear what this Tobias wants with her brother. We may never know if his intent was good or ill, as Agnes denied him passage. Ah, well!”
Agnes frowned and fought back tears. Bess reached over and stroked her shoulder.
“Oh ho! Agnes, you are too quick to form conclusions. We have seen a man imprisoned unjustly by a wicked king, or so we might surmise, based on such limited evidence. More must be learned about this man, so we may better know of his intentions, and how we may be of aid, if that is to be our role. I daresay the events skewed toward the ancient side of things, so we may have overshot the mark by millennia in our quest to learn the truth of your mysterious candle.”
Agnes wiped her eyes with her sleeve.
“And… let us remember that the further back we go, the more dangerous our interference becomes, no matter how well-intentioned. Not to be callous, my friends, but everyone we have seen is long since dead. At this juncture, we cannot know what we are dealing with in the here and now.”
The women nodded. Bess gave the bearded man a soulful look, giving the suggestion of something radical, yet likely to be dismissed. She took a chance for the greater good. The bearded man, to their surprise, approved.
“Why, yes… if your spirit guide Arrienne is asking you to make contact, we might do well to hear from an impartial observer. Perhaps she might know the significance of what we were shown.”
Bess nodded, then closed her eyes. Her breathing slowed down, and soon, she spoke. She opened her eyes as she did, which now appeared much darker.
Greetings, Henry.
“Hello, Arrienne,” replied the bearded man. Agnes said nothing.
(Humorously) And hello to your acolyte.

Agnes gave her a sad smile and a small wave.
You have projected your collective consciousness outward and found yourself in unfamiliar territory. I have more than a passing familiarity with the “time” and “place” you have just visited. For Agnes’s benefit, when I say things like “time” understand that I am speaking in your terms, not in mine.
Agnes nodded.
What you saw indeed concerned the same entity, known to you as Tobias. I know of that entity by other names, with greater intimacy. But at that “time”, he was Tobias, and I was a fisherman on the river Tigris. I wasn’t a very good fisherman (laugh), but my skill at thievery often filled in the gaps from my fish harvest rather nicely. In those days, it was beneficial to be proficient in multiple disciplines. (Smile.)
Henry, the bearded man, laughed merrily. Agnes smiled and said nothing.
Henry was correct when he said history is written by the victors. This Tobias you have become familiar with is not written of in your history books. And perhaps most of interest to you, his death was never recorded. This was not due to his lack of notoriety.
Henry gave a bit of a start. “Hum!”
In fact, Tobias was quite noteworthy for a very particular skill. He could replace the... atoms of one thing with the... atoms of another. Bear with us. Bess does not have a sufficiently scientific vocabulary, and we are making do with what we have. As you now know, that skill was coveted by the king, who forced Tobias to create water to feed his immense gardens. Under extreme circumstances, he could modify the air itself, as it is not, as you may know scientifically, “nothing”. It was preferable for him to modify things of equal measure to what he intended to produce.
Agnes sucked in her breath.
Henry, your acolyte (humorously) has a similar grasp of this skill, but to a much lesser extent. (Eyes wider, turning to Agnes.) If you are to resort to the use of paper currency, it is best that you provide a better cause for the effect. 
Agnes turned pink. Henry turned to her in amazement. “Agnes! What have you been up to?”
Agnes mouthed “I’m sorry” but did not elaborate. Bess/Arienne turned to face Henry once more.
Your acolyte has also learned clumsily that since “time” has more to do with banal Earthly concepts of cause and effect, it is possible to circumvent such formalities and choose to be another place, at another time. This is how it came to pass that she was reunited with her brother without following (humorously, again) proper procedure.
Henry chuckled. “She is aware.”
Bess/Arienne leaned forward and addressed them intently.
You must remember that the universe works the same way for everyone.
Henry nodded approvingly. “We will remember.”
(Emphatically) In every interaction, there is a choice.
More approval. “Wise words, oh ho, wise indeed!”
I leave you to your studies.
Agnes gasped. She had hoped for more. Henry did not seem as shortchanged. Bess’s eyes brightened a bit and her breathing returned to normal. Henry stroked his beard thoughtfully, then he turned sharply to Agnes.
“Agnes! Tell us what you have been up to! I thought I had made it clear that there were to be no secrets kept from each of us.”
Agnes bowed her head in shame, then reached into her knit bag. She produced a fresh white rectangular eraser. 
Henry raised his eyebrows. “Eh? I’m afraid I do not follow.”
Agnes looked up at Bess, who was given an approving wave by Henry. She returned with a saucer, and a glass of water. She handed both to Agnes. She placed the eraser in the saucer, laying it down lengthwise. She held the glass of water over the saucer, and before doing anything else, she gave an imploring look to Henry, who motioned for her to continue.
“Gold is needed here,” she said aloud, which would normally have broken house rules. Agnes poured water in a slow trickle over the eraser. Water splattered in all directions, then settled at the bottom of the saucer. She focused intently on her efforts, and to her mentor and fellow student’s amazement, the white eraser was soon replaced by a bar of gold, equal in length, width, depth… but not mass. Agnes stopped pouring water and set the glass aside. She held up the saucer for Henry and Bess to inspect.
Henry picked up the gold and was amazed at its relative heft. “Is it… pure?”
Agnes shrugged. She didn’t have the ways and means to test its purity, but assumed it was.
Henry’s face reddened. “Agnes! I did not bring you into my care to inspire you to engage in such… fraud! After all you have learned, what carnal needs can you possibly have that require obscene amounts of wealth to collect? Cease and desist at once, or I will expel you from our Order.”
Agnes wept and nodded, burying her face in her hands. Bess was kindlier. She made a reproachful face at Henry, who relented, slightly.
“True indeed, Bess, perhaps I was too hasty. Truth is what is needed here, and we shall have it. Agnes, have you been hoarding gold?” Agnes shook her head, and sniffled. “Have you been laying up a store of riches in some other fashion? Bank accounts? Safe deposit boxes?” Agnes shook her head. “Do you have any objection to my keeping this?” Henry held up the tiny ingot, which gleamed in the light. Agnes shook her head. Henry seemed satisfied. He rose to his feet, amid creaks and groans.
“Ah, yes. Well! That will be enough of that. We have much to sort out regarding the whereabouts and intentions of this Tobias. Let us retreat, and you both shall return as scheduled. And Agnes, no more alchemy.” He waggled the ingot at her and slipped it into his coat pocket.
Agnes nodded.
It was getting late, and despite the dearth of inquiries into her whereabouts and activities, it was best to maintain an adherence to a reliable schedule. They waved their goodbyes to Henry, who saw them off with jovial laughter and well wishes. He shivered a bit while seeing them off from the front stoop.
Soon, Bess was backing slowly and deliberately out of the driveway. Henry watched them through the window, grateful for the warmth of the manor. He reached into his coat pocket and studied the ingot.
“My, my, Agnes, who has been teaching you such things?”



CHAPTER 32: OVERTIME
 
Night had fallen across the east coast, and while the masses tended to meander toward home, some remained at work with no intent of leaving the office for several more hours. Such was the case of one office bearing the name of Jacqueline Morris-Winstead.
Jacqueline sat at her desk, reviewing unanswered emails. Her assistant replied to the fluff as often as possible. Sometimes Jacqueline would intervene for that personal touch. Let them know the president is a real person, and not just a name at the top of the org chart, she often counseled her mentees at leadership conferences. Especially for milestone anniversaries. She had a template for such occasions, but she tried to work in a special personal message to break up the form letter look and feel. That’s what the recipient was going to remember most anyway, not the boilerplate stuff.
One such email was a request from the CTO of a prospective high-dollar client for some technical data, within certain parameters, as even she was not at liberty to divulge business-critical information, no matter the reason. The message concluded with “I hope you had an enjoyable trip and a Merry Christmas.” She balked a bit, preferring “a happy holiday”, which is how she would have phrased it, and she did.
 
Hello Brent -
Thank you for your kind words. Yes, Richardson and I drove out to see my parents, and the rest of my family. We take turns each year. I hope you had a happy holiday as well!
I will reach out to our Technical Director to compile the information you are
 
She tapped out the remainder of the message, inserted her default signature, then pressed SEND. One down, seven hundred to go.
The drive home from visiting her side of the family had been uneventful, with one notable exception: she had to remind Richardson that the twins needed mobile wi-fi for their new laptops, which resulted in an unplanned trip to an electronics store to resolve the oversight. Millie and Monroe complained about the delay but were soon distracted by a display of ARCTURUS Ultimate Augmented Reality games. The console and four titles soon found their way into the trunk, as well as peripherals to attach to their laptops. The twins were fine after that. Richardson seemed to brood a bit afterwards, but he made a mistake, pure and simple. He lightened up eventually.
Jacqueline’s work load lightened up a bit after the holiday. It wasn’t strictly due to the traditional slowdown in operations between December 25th and January 1st. Phillip had asked her to excuse herself from his advisory board. They were going in a different direction, he said, with deepest regret, and for the good of all parties concerned it was best to part company and focus on other initiatives. He wished her luck with her future endeavors.
Someone like Gracie would have summarized this development like so: “Phillip’s wife was getting suspicious.” Not so with Richardson, and Jacqueline aimed to keep it that way.
Officially, and for the record, she was focused on pressing concerns with her own enterprise, which meant late nights gutting out meeting after meeting, steering the ship, and charting a bold course clear into the Third Quarter.
And as Special Adviser to not one but two thriving companies, her time was a precious resource that would have to be tightly managed to avoid critical pieces falling through the cracks. People were counting on her. People like Phillip. 
Richardson didn’t have a direct line of communication with him and was content to receive regular updates from Jacqueline whenever they had some face time. She would ease herself away from that commitment, slowly and steadily. She had to ensure Mercurio-Atlan was heading in the right direction and all the pieces were in place. That took careful strategic planning, making sure everyone had their marching orders and was keeping their eye on the ball. They’d need some big wins to build confidence and leverage their core strengths to achieve greater heights and capitalize on their success. That would take lots of time and effort. No sacrifice was too small, or too great.
Unofficially, she didn’t want to get home too early.
Jacqueline tried not to dwell on the details, but in a manner of speaking she was being unfaithful to Richardson—not by choice. Mercurio-Atlan was a start-up company in the way that children born to billionaires were scrappy underdogs. Phillip’s father, the legendary CEO behind such firms at Mercer Finite Industries and HoloConnecTric bought a promising mid-sized business called Atlantic Confederated Union, LLC and spun it off into a venture tailor-made for his oldest son. 
While plotting out the finer details of what the new company did and how it might break new ground and disrupt conventional market wisdom, Phillip took note of Richardson’s firm, namely due to his attention-getting work on an initiative with the Small Business Administration and decided to make a play for the firm. Jacqueline was a loose end, and a leak risk in terms of accidentally—or intentionally—tipping off her husband as to the imminent takeover of his firm. Jacqueline was certain Richardson’s position by way of assimilation into the ranks of Mercurio-Atlan was very secure, if for no other reason than his fame resulting from the SBA deal. She could afford the loss of her special adviser position as a sacrifice to the greater good: her friend Phillip would gain the prestige of overseeing a larger player in the market, Richardson would gain security and possibly upward mobility because of the takeover, and Jacqueline would be remembered as a key ally, which she could leverage at some later time.
All she had to do was keep her mouth shut for a few months.



CHAPTER 33: AS INSTRUCTED
 
Marc found the Magic Dragon shop tucked between a tattoo parlor and Falafels to Go. The store was dingy and cramped. A wall of t-shirts anchored the store on one side. A series of glass cases and shelving were stocked with every sort of water pipe imaginable. A hand-lettered and worn sign taped to the inside of one of the cases declared the water pipes were offered to anyone who wanted to enjoy their tobacco safely and responsibly.
Wink wink, nudge nudge, he thought.
He wandered past the displays and worked his way around a long-haired man browsing through a standalone rack of tie-dyed shirts. He held one up and beamed. “Killer ‘dye, man!” Marc nodded his approval.
Rock tapestries lined the walls all along the top edges, and at one point he realized that they billowed down from the above him, tacked into the dusty and water-stained drop-ceiling panels. He smirked at the sight of one he hadn’t seen since college: The album art from the Idyllwild Sessions LP by Purple Hayes. A buxom naked nymph with butterfly wings stared innocently outward, cradling a toadstool in her hands, which in turn rested on her lap. “Far out,” he muttered.
Toadstool and wizard figurines were stuffed randomly in-between items, on top of shelving units, or on the floor. He stepped gingerly around a gnome sitting on a toadstool smoking a long-stemmed pipe, relieved he didn’t accidentally kick it over.
At last, he found the incense. He pulled his shopping list out of his coat pocket and tried to find all three scents, as instructed. He found two of the three and started to panic when the one that led him to this store didn’t seem to be in stock: sandalwood. He glanced nervously over at the sales clerk, who was ringing up the long-haired man from earlier. He held up a brilliant blue tie-dyed t-shirt, removed the hanger and tossed it behind him. A box of plastic hangers clattered noisily. 
“Right on, man, this is a good one,” said the clerk. 
The man laughed in that laid-back way that Marc was never quite capable of achieving, even in college. He waited for the sale to close, capped off with an elaborate handshake. “Be safe,” the clerk said.
“Definitely,” the long-haired man replied. He nodded at Marc on the way out.
Marc carried two packs of incense and three holders to the register. The clerk gave an easy smile and looked at the sale. “Find everything you need?”
He shook his head. “No, I’m looking for something else.”
The clerk’s eyes shifted around, checking if anyone else was in the store.
“Looking to relax, or something more interesting?”
Marc raised his hand dismissively, yet apologetically. “Not like that. I’m looking for sandalwood.”
The clerk looked at the incense packets and frowned. “Huh.”
“Problem…?”
“Not at all, man, I probably got that back here someplace. I know we definitely got some in last week.” The clerk rooted around piles of stock, and pulled some drawers open, shutting them quickly after checking each one. He dug around a plastic shopping bag hanging on a hook and made a triumphant sound. “Aha! I probably should put these out there before I forget again.”
Marc gave a sigh of relief. 
The clerk punched buttons on the cash register. The buttons made a shrill beep every time they were pressed. The clerk shouldn’t put 10-key entry on his resume, Marc thought. The clerk seemed to be stuck looking for the 7. Finally, there were three more beeps. 
“Anything else?”
“That’ll do it.” Marc tried to be casual.
“19.78.”
“Good year.” Like he knew. He handed the clerk a twenty.
“Out of twenty. So that’ll be… uh… here, just take the quarter. Close enough, right?”
“Sure thing.”
The clerk tore off the receipt and stuck it on top of the incense. “Let me get a bag for you.”
Marc scooped the items off the counter. “No thanks. Save it.”
The clerk looked up from under the counter. “You sure?”
Marc headed for the door. “Yep. Have a good one.”
“Be safe.”
Tiny brass bells hanging from a thin chain tinkled as he pulled the door open and stepped out into the chilled air.
Bells! Marc cursed the oversight.
This was going to involve another stop. Marc fumbled for his keys with one hand and unlocked his car doors. He put the incense and holders on the floor of the back seat and shut the door. He got into the driver’s side and fired up the engine.
He decided to aim for the nearest mall. There had to be a glass shop in there that didn’t involve wizards and toadstools, he hoped.



CHAPTER 34: AWKWARD
 
The drive home was rather chilly between Bess and Agnes. Bess barely said a word most of the way back, not that the uninitiated would have known. It would have appeared to anyone else that they traveled in complete silence no matter their mood.
Agnes had a visceral sense as to why. She could turn things into other things, as Bess’s spirit guide Arrienne had said, to a limited degree. She couldn’t make a giant golden pyramid house with an attached three-car garage, but she could turn a small object into pure gold, if she so desired. For her purposes, that was enough.
She didn’t know Bess very well, as they mostly spent time together at the Manor, or shuttling back and forth. She knew that Bess was more advanced in her studies, but perhaps this just meant she had been doing it longer but not progressing to the degree that Agnes had in a shorter amount of time. Maybe Agnes just had a better teacher. Arrienne seemed capable enough, but this was the first direct contact she had ever had with her. Maybe Image was a more intensive instructor, though Agnes wondered how Bess had filled so many notebooks.
She tried to mend fences between them. She reached out to Bess on a higher plane of consciousness, as they did whenever they needed to communicate. Vocal speech was forbidden by Henry, as they were still being indoctrinated by his mystic Order, of which Agnes still knew very little. 
It was nice to meet Arrienne. She was a big help.
Bess shrugged. Yeah, I guess so.
Bess stared straight ahead. Agnes kept her eyes closed, but she knew Bess wasn’t fully focused on their conversation.
Agnes decided to review the scenes they had witnessed at the Manor. It wasn’t immediately clear who this Tobias was, or why he was to be summoned with the candle that she mistakenly used as a pathway to her brother’s apartment. She tried to send her consciousness to him and find out how he was holding up. She felt badly for returning home in such a jarring fashion, but she panicked. Boring old Agnes, panicking. Gracie would have gotten a kick out of that one. Well, maybe not, if she had been there.
She was having trouble finding Marc. It was like a thick wall separated them. Something dark, blacker than the deepest black she had ever known. Was he… hiding? How would he know how to do this? Unless… he had a spirit guide of his own. They didn’t usually get right into such advanced topics two or three days into instruction if Image was a reliable benchmark.
Agnes’s musings were interrupted by the car coming to a stop. She opened her eyes. Bess sat with her arms folded across her chest. Agnes looked around. It wasn’t quite sundown but getting darker. They didn’t seem to be quite home yet.
Out.
Agnes leaned forward, not quite believing what was happening. 
Bess?
Get out of my car.
Agnes’s lower lip trembled. Was she being cast out of the Order? Or just Bess’s car? Had she really acted so badly back at the Manor?
Bess, what’s wrong? Can you please tell me?
Bess turned and stared darkly through her. Agnes felt a wave of pure hatred pass through her stomach, making her queasy.
Nothing’s wrong, Agnes. Nothing at all. You can fly home in a golden airplane or something.
Agnes gasped. Oh, Bess, is that what’s upsetting you? I’m so sorry… I thought...  I thought you… knew. It just never came up before.
Well, I didn’t know, and I don’t appreciate you not telling me. Or teaching me how.
Agnes reached out and patted Bess’s thigh. She gave her a sad smile. Bess, I can’t be expected to read your mind.
The women laughed—on the inside. Bess patted Agnes’s hand, then slid the car back into gear and drove her home.



CHAPTER 35: SMOKE SO SWEET
 
Marc returned to his apartment at long last, carrying a shopping bag printed with REFLECTIONS IN GLASS in elegant cursive script on the side. He set the bag on the sofa as the front door slammed behind him. He took off his coat and was about to toss it in the floor like always, but this time he decided to take the time to hang it on the edge of his bedroom door.
He had stopped by a drive-through on his way home, and therefore didn’t have to concern himself with fixing dinner. Not that he cooked a lot anyway, but tonight was special. He didn’t want any distractions.
He set about setting up the incense holders and began to place them around his living room. He looked at the white candle on his coffee table and thought for a moment. He went to his bedroom, flicked on the overhead light, and stripped the bed. He wadded up the sheets and covers and tossed them onto the bedroom closet floor. He threw the pillows on top and closed the door.
Next, he removed the mattresses one at a time. He grunted as he wrestled with the top mattress, but soon he had it up against the wall. The box spring was lighter and went up against the opposite wall.
He deconstructed the bed frame and held the pieces awkwardly against his thighs. He shuffled over to the closet and opened the door again. The frame parts landed on top of the bedding with a loud clank.
He unplugged his table lamp and alarm clock. He carried them into the dining room and set everything down on the table. He kept his end table and dresser in the bedroom, as he determined they would be useful. He pulled his bedroom curtains shut and crimped the edges to block any outside lighting.
Now he could get organized. He set the incense holders down on the dresser: one close to each side, then one more on the end table. He went back to the living room and carried the coffee table gingerly, balancing the white candle on the center, with his yellow plastic lighter sliding dangerously close to the edge of the table. He set the table down in the center of the room, managing to keep everything from falling.
He returned to the living room and reached into the shopping bag. The sales clerk insisted on wrapping the bell like it was going to be shipped to Hong Kong, despite his assurances that he was only driving about 20 miles. He tore off the packing material from the bell, then the glass rod. He set both items down on the coffee table.
“At last,” he declared, rubbing his hands together, then he groaned. One more thing.
He went into the bathroom and pulled his bath towel off the bar next to the bathtub. He pulled his coat down from his bedroom door and tossed it out into the hallway. He closed the door and pressed the towel into the gap along the threshold.
He picked up the lighter and looked down at the candle. After all the preparations, it was time to start the ritual. He snapped off the light switch, then flicked the lighter. A strong flame shot up and wavered steadily. He knelt before the coffee table, but it wasn’t a coffee table to him anymore; it was an altar.
The candle accepted the flame from the lighter, and soon the room glowed with a golden pallor. He rose to his feet and lit the incense, one at a time. Smoky haze formed in the room. Marc wondered if he should have pulled his smoke detector battery before starting his ritual. He glanced up at it and remembered that he had removed it months ago, when he forgot about some bacon he was frying up.
He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. He slowed his breathing and started an internal mantra: Inanna.
After letting the incense intensify, he opened his eyes and picked up the glass bell and rod. “Inanna.” He struck the bell, letting it reverberate until it fell silent. He set the bell and rod on the coffee table and closed his eyes again.
The smoke was sweet and seductive. Whatever that head shop clerk had for unofficial sale wasn’t anything like this. He felt the exotic scents fill his nostrils. He felt himself transported. He felt lighter than the air. Tendrils of smoke coiled and looped around the room.
Inanna.
Marc smiled. He hadn’t said that, out loud or inwardly.
“Yes,” he sighed dreamily.
You have returned to save Inanna.
“Yes.”
You love Inanna.
“Yes.”
Do you know the way of Nineveh?
“Show me.”
The way of Nineveh is not for the weak.
“I will be strong.”
The way of Nineveh is the way of suffering.
“I will suffer for you, Inanna.”
The way of Nineveh leads to wickedness.
He gulped. “We will be… good together, Inanna.”
Inanna will show you the way of Nineveh.
“Yes, show me.”
Speak your desire to the flame. Speak your desire to Inanna.
“I love you, Inanna. I want to be with you, and only you. I want to hold you close to me and feel your touch. I want to have you all to myself.” Marc had a catch in his throat. “I will forsake everything for you.”
Inanna hears your prayers. Inanna will show you the way of Nineveh. You will come and see Inanna once more.
“I am ready.”
Speak the words. The light is the way. The light leads to Inanna. Speak the words.
“The light is the way.”
Speak the words. The light leads to Inanna.
“The light leads to Inanna.”
Speak the words.
“The light is the way. The light leads to Inanna. The light is the way. The light leads to Inanna. The light is the way. The light leads—”
Brightness filled the room. Marc’s eyes were closed, but his eyelids were bright yellow. He felt a blast of heat, and he dropped to all fours. He felt small stones and dirt press into his palms.
He opened his eyes and found himself in a grassy field. In the distance, he saw the walled city from before: the place where he had seen Inanna. The place where they had enjoyed each other before heaven and earth. The place where she became his and his alone. He scrambled to his feet, wiped his hands on his pant legs, and began to run toward the city.
No.
Marc stopped in his tracks. “No? Where are you, Inanna? Show me.”
He looked around anxiously. Nobody was approaching him. Nobody was around at all, just him and the scorching summer sun. A large black bird swooped overhead. Its shadow passed over him and away from the city.
Soon you will see Inanna. Follow the way.
He instinctively decided to follow the bird, in the absence of any other hints. The bird made wide arcs in the sky but seemed to be waiting for him to catch up. He stumbled along, thankful to be wearing clothes, especially shoes. Dark clumps of dirt broke apart with each step, leading him closer and closer to a thin wooden pole. The bird swooped down and landed on a tree branch near the pole and let out a screech. He finally got a good look at it: an inky black vulture.
“Inanna.” He felt his stomach turn. There was no answer, only the wind rustling against the tree. Marc walked slowly forward. The pole came into full view. There, in the dirt, he saw Inanna, impaled on a spear. Her lifeless eyes stared up blankly at the sun. Flies buzzed around her corpse.
Marc fell to his knees and howled. “No!” He beat his fists on the hot ground. “No! No! No! Inanna, you can’t be dead, you can’t! I love you!” He stopped hitting the ground and sobbed. This was the way of Nineveh. The way of Nineveh was suffering. Marc curled his lips in rage. The way of Nineveh was not for the weak.
He crawled over to Inanna and kissed her forehead. “Inanna, I will kill everyone who did this. I will burn Nineveh to the ground!”
Her lips pulled into a smile. She said weakly, “You will not.”
Marc recoiled in horror. “Inanna?”
“Take me... to my… brother.” Her words were barely above a whisper. He nodded, dumbly. He crouched down to lift her off the ground. 
“The spear… pull it out.”
“But Inanna… if I do that, you will bleed out, and you’ll die.”
She coughed, and fresh blood rose to the corners of her mouth. “Please. Do as I command.”
Marc nodded and gripped the spear handle. He pulled upward and groaned while Inanna let out a bone-chilling scream. He tossed the spear aside and looked down upon his suffering lover, who clutched her wound in agony.
“Now… quickly. Take me... to my brother.”
“But, where is he? I don’t know who he is… or where… or what to do.”
“Have… you learned… nothing at all…?”
Marc dropped to his knees and clasped Inanna’s hand between both of his own.
“The light is the way. The light leads… The light is the way. The light… it uh, leads to…” He had no idea what to say next, and then it hit him. “The light leads to Tobias.”
Darkness enveloped them both. Marc squeezed Inanna’s hand tight, and his eyes closed even tighter. He felt as though they were floating, then falling.
He opened his eyes to find a Middle Eastern man in a suit rising from behind a desk in a well-appointed and dimly lit office. Two burly men stood silently at the door, facing forward. They caught sight of Marc and began to step toward him, but the well-dressed man waved them off. He crouched down, staring at the two of them with a blend of terror and amazement.
“Inanna.”
Marc gasped. “Who… who are you?”
The man did not speak. He lifted Inanna’s left hand and saw her wound. Tears fell from his eyes, and he shook his head. Inanna smiled faintly and closed her eyes. “Inanna has returned.”
The man spoke tenderly through a veil of tears. “Yes… yes… Inanna has returned.”
Inanna pointed her chin down at her abdomen. “Please, brother… do not let me die.”
The man nodded and pressed his hands against her wound. She gasped and moaned. Marc’s eyes widened. “Hey, what are you doing? You’re killing her!”
The man made a soft shushing noise, then uttered words that Marc had never heard before. Inanna made slight movements with her lips, almost as if she was mouthing them in unison. It was some other language, something ancient. Inanna’s pallor improved. Her eyes shined, as though cured of blindness. Her hair was lustrous, and dark. Tears flowed from her eyes. Marc had never seen a woman so beautiful in all his life. He squeezed her hand tightly. “Inanna.”
The well-dressed man whispered, “Inanna.”
Marc looked over at the man, who nodded in gratitude. Marc glanced down at Inanna and let go of her hand. His hands reached for the spot where he had pulled out the spear moments ago. Millennia ago. Her skin was warm, whole, and caked with dried blood. Most importantly to him, at present, she was alive. And here. And his.



CHAPTER 36: RITUAL
 
Agnes awoke the following morning and performed her typical morning routine. She used her designated 20-minute time slot in the bathroom that she shared with Gracie, including a quick dip in the shower, featuring a dollop of off-brand shampoo and lathering up with a green bar of soap from the discount mart. She splashed water up on her face and perked up a bit, albeit secretly. She wore no makeup, but she did put a face on for the others. 
The solitude of the bathroom offered a special sort of sanctuary. She hummed quietly to herself while the hiss of the shower provided ample cover. After she shut off the water, she pulled the shower curtain aside and reached for a plain bath towel, wrapping it around herself modestly. She looked up at the wide bathroom mirror and gave an almost coquettish smile. She liked the way her wet hair fell in straight lines over her left eye. She tousled it a bit and gave it some curl.
Time was running out. She wrapped a second towel around her head and squeezed out as much water as she could. She patted herself dry with her first towel, then reached for her nondescript bathrobe that hung on the back of the bathroom door. She slipped it on and tied the sash around her thin waist.
Off came the second towel, and her hair presented a certain waifish charm, had anyone been inclined to notice such things. She brushed her hair with downward strokes until she looked suitably presentable, which is to say, not worth a second look. She took one last look in the mirror, then folded up the bath towels and placed them neatly in the wet towel hamper. She opened the bathroom door to find Gracie hopping around impatiently. Agnes smiled and gestured that she was all done in there, and Gracie brushed past her and slammed the door. Agnes padded toward her bedroom, to the sound of her sister calling through the bathroom door. 
“Quit listening to me pee, you perv!”
Agnes closed her bedroom door and dressed herself in tan pants, a pale-yellow shirt, off-white socks and underwear, and plain canvas slip-on shoes. She slung her knit back across her chest and patted the side for reassurance. The notebook had not been touched. She walked softly down the stairs as Gracie sang something loud and off-key in the shower.
She hung her knit bag on the back of her usual seat at the dining table and made her usual breakfast: plain tea, plain oatmeal, and plain yogurt on the side. Mother was in the TV room watching a celebrity bake-off. Father was still in bed. This is what he had worked his entire adult life for: the right to sleep in as late as he pleased on weekdays. Weekends were no different, not that he cared to make any comparison.
She sat and cooled her initial servings of oatmeal with puffs of breath, pausing before taking each bite. While she ate, Mother stopped by the kitchen to top up her coffee. She looked over at Agnes and made a face that was a blend of concern and annoyance. 
“Agnes Darlene Morris, call your brother.”
Agnes looked up from her oatmeal. “Yes, Mother?”
She stood with her hand on her hip. “I don’t know what sort of nonsense you pulled when he was here, but he’s been acting strangely ever since. Gracie showed me the text messages he’s been sending her lately. Whatever it is, it ends now, understood?”
Once a mother, always a mother, Agnes mused. “Yes, Mother.”
Mother went back to the television just in time for a cupcake battle to begin in earnest.
Agnes sighed and dropped her spoon into her half-finished oatmeal. She cleared her spot and put the unopened yogurt back in the refrigerator. Maybe later, she thought. She brought her tea with her to the front room and lighted upon her usual perch.
She rarely used the phone, but when she did, she had a knack for calling at a good time.  She closed her eyes and searched for her brother across time and space. Darkness still surrounded him, and she couldn’t get a bead on exactly where he was and what he was doing, although she did catch sight of a shapely olive-skinned leg rubbing up and down against one of his. Awkward. She retreated, and sat quietly in the front room, sipping her tea. 
Half an hour later, Agnes returned to the kitchen to clean up her tea mug. She stood at the sink and serenely hand-washed the mug, as per her daily ritual. After shaking off the excess water and drying it with a dish towel, she turned to put the mug back in its designated spot in one of the overhead kitchen cabinets. Something caught her eye. Gracie was seated at the head end of the table, munching on a bowl of cereal.
She reached up with her free hand and turned the page of a spiral notebook that was spread out on the table before her. Agnes’s knit bag laid in a heap just beyond her reach. Agnes dropped her mug, breaking it into six pieces.



CHAPTER 37: ARISEN
 
For someone who didn’t travel much, Marc had put on quite a bit of mileage since his candle and incense ritual, which defied his comprehension. The voice that goaded him to do it belonged to the naked olive-skinned beauty that laid contentedly against him in a strange bed. He looked around the room. Where exactly was this? Maybe more to the point, when?
He and Inanna laid upon a grand bed, framed out in polished dark wood with luxurious eggshell linens bunched up around them. He rubbed the fitted sheet with his free hand—he always kept one pressed against Inanna, lest she float away—and suddenly realized why people make such a big deal about thread counts. Flannel sheets were going to be quite a downgrade after this. But Inanna would share his unassuming bed just the same, he hoped, so thread counts were the least of his concerns.
The sun had risen and the curtains let in enough light to allow for some inspection of his surroundings. The room was sparsely furnished, but elegant. A large urn was placed opposite from the bed. Long reeds poked out and arced toward a steel and glass bookcase that mostly displayed small decorative objects, and a square wooden box with a thin iron hasp. No framed artwork hung on the walls. Fabrics were hung at intervals from thick rods with large finials.
He looked to either side of him and saw stone statues in either corner. One was an anatomically correct man that appeared to be approaching middle age, seated on a marble pedestal. He seemed to be sitting on a toilet. Marc thought his full bladder was probably doing whatever it took to get his attention. The other corner featured a middle-aged woman wearing something like a bathrobe, with a face frozen in horror, arms raised to head-level, as if trying to shield her eyes from something. Whoever decorated this room had strange taste in art, he concluded.
Nature called. He wriggled free from Inanna. He stepped out of the bedroom and tiptoed around, looking for the bathroom. A few doors later, he found it. He snapped on the light and let out an involuntary, “Holy crap!”
The bathroom was rather plush. The walls and floors were marble. The toilet seemed standard issue, but as he tended to his morning business he marveled at everything else. The towel bars appeared to be pure gold. Marc squinted at the dazzling gleam off the one closest to his line of sight.
After flushing, he went to the sink. The counter top looked like marble. He rapped on it hesitantly with his knuckles. The sink fixtures appeared to be gold with lustrous pearl accents. Wherever he was, somebody was full-on loaded. He thought opulence like this was only found in places like Beverly Hills. He had never been there, but TV seemed to reinforce this as a universally accepted truth.
He washed his hands and splashed water on his face. For all he knew, the part of water was being played by liquefied platinum. He dried his hands on the most luxurious hand towel he had ever felt in his life. He felt as though he could fall into it and land on a bed of clouds. He switched off the light and found his room once more.
Inanna was sitting upright in bed. The sight of her was immediately reassuring. Still not a dream, he thought. That bathroom wasn’t helping him reconcile any sort of objective reality. Then again, he thought happily, who cared? She was beckoning him to the bed. Today was going to be a great day.
He kissed Inanna. Her luscious lips met his own; less exotic but perfectly serviceable. She moaned softly and pressed in against him. She forced him down onto his back and straddled him with a look of unbridled desire and wanting.
“Again? You’re incredible.”
She smiled and said something incomprehensible.
Marc shook his head. “What’s that, now?”
She leaned in and smothered him with kisses. That’s what, he figured. Minutes later, she rolled onto her back, and Marc stared up triumphantly at the ceiling. He thought he should defy every law of known physics more often. Maybe all the women in Nineveh were like this.
“Wow, that was amazing,” he panted.
A well-dressed, impeccably groomed gentleman leaned over the bed. “You will join me for breakfast.”
Marc yelped and pulled a sheet over himself. Inanna just propped up on one elbow and gave her brother a smoldering wink. Then she said some gibberish to him. He said gibberish back.
“Have I forgotten all of the English language this morning?” Marc swiveled his head and looked incredulously at Tobias and Inanna.
Tobias smiled. “Please… dress yourself. We shall dine soon.”
Marc nodded. Inanna smiled.
Tobias gestured toward the door. Two servants dressed in sand colored tunics and billowy pants entered bearing bundles of dark fabric on bronze trays, topped with matching slippers. They set them down on the edge of the bed, bowed to Tobias, and left. Tobias nodded to the two lovers and left the room, closing the door behind him.
A few minutes later, they emerged single-file from the room, hand-in-hand, dressed in black robes with red silken cuffs and linings. Their slippers tapped on the bare floor. They were halfway down the hallway when Marc’s arm got tugged sharply backward. Inanna said something completely nonsensical. A female servant escorted her into the bathroom.
Marc stood outside, waiting patiently.
Moments later, they continued their trek down the hallway. It emptied out into an oversized room, that seemed to stretch three stories high. Marc couldn’t see out of the bay window, but he did see a large expanse of water.
Tobias rose from his seat at a long polished-wood dining table. He gestured to the seats closest to him. Marc sat to his right. He expected Inanna to take the seat to his left, but instead she knelt on the floor behind Marc, bowing her head subserviently. Tobias smiled apologetically. He clapped his hands and pointed to the seat next to Marc. She rose to her feet slowly and obeyed.
“Please forgive my sister. She is not yet accustomed to these times. I have been taught much but have much more to learn about your world.”
Marc nodded and decided to be brave. “Why isn’t she speaking English anymore?”
Tobias waited for a servant to place a plate of food before each of them. Glasses of water followed by way of another servant, in cut crystal goblets. The servants left the room in silence. 
Tobias smiled and said, “Why aren’t you speaking in our tongue?”
Marc recoiled. “Excuse me? You both were speaking perfect English last night. What changed?”
Tobias sipped his water and set the glass down softly. “We spoke no English.”
Marc looked around uncomfortably. He tried to loosen up and used his fork to point at his water glass. “Got any coffee?”
Tobias looked perplexed.
“You know, java? Wake-up juice? Caffeine?”
Tobias frowned, and clapped his hands twice. His head servant entered the room and leaned in as Tobias conferred with him and struggled with the pronunciation of “coffee”. The servant’s eyes darted to Marc, who in turn grimaced at the trouble he was causing for his host. The servant nodded and bowed and returned to the kitchen. Tobias smiled pleasantly at Marc.
“It’s okay, I didn’t mean to put you to any trouble,” Marc said, waving his hands.
Tobias looked up expectantly as the servant returned with a hot ceramic mug, which he placed before Marc, then stood to one side and waited. The mug was plain white with MERCURIO-ATLAN etched into the side. Marc leaned forward and sniffed the brew. The aroma wafted up his nose and stimulated pleasure centers in his brain that Inanna apparently could not reach. He took a hesitant sip and let out a satisfied sigh.
Tobias leaned forward. “Is the couf-hee... to your liking?”
Marc nodded vigorously, to the servant’s visible relief. Tobias dismissed him with a wave.



CHAPTER 38: RECONCILIATION
 
Mother rushed into the kitchen. “What broke?” Agnes was crouching down, picking up the larger pieces of her tea mug with her bare fingers. Mother fussed and retrieved a broom and dustpan. “Don’t hurt yourself, Agnes. Use these.”
Agnes took them from her and swept up the mess. She dumped the wreckage in the kitchen wastebasket and turned to hand the broom and dustpan back to her mother, who had returned to her TV show.
Agnes sighed and put the broom away. She ran through all number of scenarios in her head as she performed the task. How would she explain the notebook to her sister? Should she just swipe it away from her and hope for a guiding light that led anywhere else? Should she summon Bess, and try for safety in numbers? Bess was bigger than she was… maybe she’d punch Gracie in the nose. Or they could get up in her head and give her nightmares for a month. Oh, and if Henry and the Order were to find out about this… expulsion was the best possible outcome. Or what if Henry told the countess? She didn’t know her, having only seen her once or twice, in passing. What were her capabilities? Agnes started to tear up.
She took a deep breath and decided to take the boldest step of all.
Agnes walked up to the dining table and took her usual seat. Gracie finished another spoonful of cereal and looked over a full page of handwritten material intently. Agnes tracked her eyes as they moved down the page. When they reached the bottom, she inhaled to speak, when Gracie suddenly closed the notebook and pushed it aside. She collected up her cereal bowl and spoon and spun off her chair and into the kitchen in a few steps. The bowl and spoon clattered in the sink. Gracie looked over at her sister.
“Your homework is weird. I knew college wasn’t for me.”
Agnes smiled thinly. “Maybe it is.”
“Nope. I always said that most of what I learned in high school was total crap, and if that stuff is any indication, it’s not going to give me anything I can use in the real world either.”
“Maybe it will.”
Gracie ran some water over her dishes and shut off the kitchen faucet. “Sheeze, Agnes, look at us. I only graduated high school. You went to Van Buren. And now we’re both working part-time, for effing peanuts. Tell me again how college is so useful.”
Agnes began to speak, and Gracie stomped off to her bedroom. She took the opportunity to slip the notebook back into her knit bag. She carried it up to her own bedroom and slung it over a wooden chair. She left her room and gently closed the door. She walked over to Gracie’s door and rapped softly.
The door did not open. “Beat it.”
Agnes rapped again. “I need to talk to you.”
The door did not open. “I’m not in the mood for your weirdness today, Agnes. Go find a background to be part of.”
Agnes rapped again. “Marc has a girlfriend.”
The door opened, and Gracie poked her head through the crease. “He what?”
“May I come in and talk to you?”
“No. What do you mean he has a girlfriend? How in the hell would you know that and not me?”
Agnes decided it was time to speak her way to success. “Which makes him one-up on you.”
Gracie turned red and her eyes bulged in a blend of rage and terror. She made a shutthehellup gesture and pulled her sister into her room and pushed her backward onto her bed. Agnes managed to maintain her balance and bounce into a sit.
Gracie folded her arms. “Spill.”
“You’re not half as clever as you think you are.”
Gracie shushed her and punched her shoulder. “About Marc, you weirdo. How do you know he has a girlfriend? Last I ever heard he was having some sort of nervous breakdown.”
Agnes tipped her head. “What gave you that impression?”
Gracie grabbed her cell phone from her nightstand. She tapped away with her thumbs and turned the screen to face Agnes, who in turn read through the messages Marc sent regarding Agnes’s whereabouts. She felt her stomach turn a bit sour. She inhaled to speak. Gracie beat her to it. She looked at the phone, then at Agnes, and smacked her forehead. “Ohhh, I get it now!”
Agnes was puzzled. “You do?”
“Yeah! Marc’s got a secret girlfriend, he’s not ready to spill the beans to any of us… okay, me, and he somehow accidentally tells you, or you find out and he knows that you know…” Gracie’s face brightened as she reached the punchline, “and now he’s totally losing it!”
Agnes nodded, dazedly. “That… certainly sounds... plausible.”
“I totally nailed it! I should be a detective.” Gracie hopped in place, grinning.
Agnes tried to be supportive. “Well…”
Gracie set her phone aside and plopped down next to Agnes. “So… what’s she like? Is she into hockey? Does she have a sleeve full of ink? Or is she some hush-hush office romance?”
Agnes tried to find a way to avoid lying, but not volunteer the truth. “Well, I can say it’s very hush-hush.”  She gave Gracie a conspiratorial smile.
Gracie’s face fell. “Oh, an office thing? Let me guess… is she in middle management?” She let her voice drop an octave on those last two words.
“It’s quite possible.”
“Ugh, dammit Agnes! I need details! That’s why this is a job for the pros, and not you.”
“Sorry.” Agnes was sorrier that she didn’t have enough momentum to keep this rare moment of sisterly bonding going. Gracie grabbed her phone from the nightstand and tapped and swiped a few times, then held the phone to her ear.
“Let’s totally bust him.” She bounced up and down on the bed in anticipation.
Agnes felt a thrill as she watched Gracie listen to the phone ring, relishing the moment. She was really going to let him have it. Instead, the sound of Marc’s voice mail greeting crackled through the line. Gracie groaned and considered hanging up. Then she licked her lips and took a deep breath as she was prompted to leave a message.
“Heyyy jerkface. Put your girrrlfrieend down and pick up the phone! Call me. Busted!” Gracie disconnected the call triumphantly. “He’ll probably call me later while I’m at work. This is gonna be fun.” Agnes grinned. She was enjoying this. Gracie shoved her aside. “Okay, out of my room, whack job.”
Agnes got up to leave. She paused at the door. “This was nice.”
“Out.”
Agnes stepped out into the hallway. Well, it had been nice. Now they’d return to their usual routine of barely speaking to each other.
Agnes.
She frowned. Who was calling?
Yes, I am here.
Agnes, this is Bess. Henry is sending a car for you. Be ready to go soon.
This was not normal. She wasn’t supposed to be “working” today. And when she was, Bess was her driver.
How soon?
The clang of the door chime provided the answer.



CHAPTER 39: CONNECTED
 
Breakfast had been strange, but Marc felt as though he was at the start of a great adventure, and while he wasn’t expecting to fall in with Tobias or Inanna, it felt right. There was much that he didn’t understand, starting with saving her life by way of time traveling a few thousand years, then back to the present day to… someplace he had never been before. Tobias’s home—put mildly, as Marc didn’t know how else to process where he was, not having seen the outside of it—was astounding in scope, breadth, and sheer opulence. If it could be gold, marble, emerald, pearl, onyx, or silver, it was. It seemed like a weird thing to notice, but it appeared someone went through an already impressive loft, condo, or mansion and tinkered with the details, upgrading them considerably.
As interesting as his surroundings were, one look at Inanna quickly dissipated any attention that wasn’t being lavished on her. He stood in the grand living room, looking up and down at the details when a pair of sleek arms wrapped around his waist. He felt Inanna bury her cheek into his back, and she swayed slowly back and forth, like a palm tree on a balmy day. Marc grinned and swayed along with her. He crossed his arms, touching her forearms, and enjoying the nearness of her.
He loosened her grip and turned to face her. She looked up at him adoringly and said something in her strange language that sent thrills through every fiber of his being. He wanted her in all the clichéd ways of every love song ever written, every ballad or sonnet, or greeting card. But with Inanna, none of it was frivolous. He felt so deeply for her, in ways he never imagined possible. He was never able to fully convince himself that their first time together, beyond the towering walls of Nineveh was fully real, but now she was here, and he wasn’t letting go.
He leaned forward and kissed her deeply and passionately. His hands slid down along her robed form, and she teased him with her slender fingers. He was more of a blunt instrument, whereas she… well, he would have finished the thought, but her hands had invaded his robe and her nails sent shooting stabs of excitement up his sides. He’d have long red marks there later, no doubt. He didn’t care.
He gasped and enjoyed the swirling sensations of pain and pleasure, just like she had promised him the first time they met. He looked past her and felt relieved that Tobias had retreated to some other room in his home, presumably disinterested in seeing his sister give herself yet again to a strange man. They dropped to the floor and reveled in the sensations of an oversized white fur rug that added another dimension to Inanna’s extraordinary, exotic beauty.
There are no secrets before Nineveh.
Inanna did not speak, but he heard her voice in his head, like before. He nodded. “Yes.”
There are no secrets before Tobias.
Marc sucked in his breath but did not answer.
You have saved his Inanna. Tobias is grateful to you. He has rewarded you.
Marc didn’t speak. He tried responding in kind.
How…?
He felt her mount him, and her robe fell away, revealing her nakedness before all who would see it.
Tobias has rewarded you with Inanna. Inanna is yours.
His eyes widened.
Mine… how?
She smiled deviously, and rocked back and forth slowly, letting him feel every sensation fully and completely.
Tobias gives us his blessings. He is grateful to you for rescuing poor Inanna and wishes for you to be happy.
She bit her lower lip and closed her eyes. A purring sound hummed in her throat.
Inanna. Look at me.
She moaned, rolled her head back sensually, and stared directly into his eyes.
I’m very happy.
Inanna closed her eyes and smiled, breathing deeply. Moments later, he was enjoying his reward, there on the floor of someplace he could not fully comprehend.



CHAPTER 40: SUMMONS
 
Agnes had just a quick moment to grab her knit bag and sling it over her shoulder. She went down the stairs quickly, in stark contrast to her quieter, more deliberative movements. She put on her coat and opened the front door. A clean-cut gentleman in a long black coat, black suit, white shirt, and black tie stood on the front stoop.
“Agnes Morris?”
Agnes nodded.
“I’m here to pick you up. Were you expecting me?”
Agnes paused, eyed him warily, then nodded again.
The gentleman escorted her to a well-polished black town car. He opened the back door and she sat down. Once her legs were inside of the car, the gentleman shut the door and walked around to the driver’s side of the car. In a moment or two he had backed out of the driveway and they were on their way to her mentor, Henry Steele.
Agnes sat quietly and stared out the window. The driver did not speak other than to radio his dispatcher that he had one passenger in transit. She assumed that meant to the Manor. She noticed that the driver was glancing up at his rear-view mirror quite a bit. She didn’t drive but knew on some instinctive level that this amount of rear-view scrutiny wasn’t common, or normal. She closed her eyes to get a better assessment of the situation.
She remained seated in the car, but a part of her consciousness trailed behind the vehicle, then up and over it. Was someone following them? The traffic seemed normal. Well-spaced, mundane, and nobody seeming to pay close attention to the town car. She decided to do a little advance scouting. She sent her consciousness ahead and didn’t see anything out of the ordinary there, either. She reached the Manor, and other than a black luxury sedan that she hadn’t seen before, everything seemed fine. She pulled her wayward consciousness back into her and became whole again. She opened her eyes in time to meet his in the rear-view mirror. He glanced away quickly.
Agnes tried a different approach. She closed her eyes again and slowed her breathing.
Bess?
She waited for her to reply. Nothing.
Bess, are you out there? It’s me, Agnes.
She waited, frowning a bit. Something was wrong. Bess didn’t usually take this long to reply. Even if she were asleep or otherwise indisposed, Agnes would have received some sort of response.
The town car reached a stoplight and slowed to a halt. Agnes considered making a break for it. They had reached the rural stretch of the route. Buildings were fewer and farther between, and the intersection was a pairing of two county roads that led to… not much. If Agnes did try to escape from the town car, where would she go?
This was a long shot, but she felt her options fall away rapidly.
Image.
Normally, her connection with Image was prearranged, and very much a teacher-student relationship. Image taught Agnes about what she called the “unseen reality” but by and large it was dryly theoretical and abstract, and spread out over a span of years. But the material was necessary for Agnes to broaden her understanding of things ancient and lost to modern society. What was once common had become esoteric at best, or more likely, dismissed as pseudoscience. Quackery and other false claims did nothing to restore legitimacy to these lost abilities.
No answer there, either, but they didn’t have another session scheduled for about two more weeks. Agnes didn’t know what Image did in the meantime. She did, however, feel a tug inside of her that suggested all was not well. She felt the familiar left turn into the Manor’s driveway. Time was up.
Bess, if you get this message, I think I’m in trouble.
Bess did not reply. The driver looked up into the rear-view mirror deliberately. “We’re here.”
Agnes opened her eyes and nodded. She rooted around in her knit bag looking for tip money. The driver waved her off.
“That’s not necessary, miss, the client paid in full.”
Agnes nodded. “Is… another car coming to pick me up later?”
The driver shook his head. “I have no idea, miss. This was just a one-way, is all I know.”
Agnes nodded and opened the door. “Thank you.”
“Do you have all of your things?”
“Yes.”
Agnes gently closed the door and stepped around the town car and to the front stoop of the Manor. A minute or two later, the door opened. It wasn’t Henry this time.
A plump woman, with what could best be described as eastern European features and short, black, neatly coiffed hair stood in the doorway. She was dressed in a long gown, and wore several necklaces made of varying metals, such as silver and gold, and her wrists were loaded with metal bangles. She wore heavy makeup and even heavier perfume. She waved Agnes in to the Manor. The bangles clanked and clattered as she did so.
Agnes did not know the woman well but recognized her as the countess. 
She closed the door, and walked gingerly past Agnes, holding her arms up at right angles, presumably to cut down on the clanking.
“Agnes, darling! It’s so nice to meet you. Henry has told me so much about you. Come in, let’s get acquainted.”
Agnes hung back in the foyer. The countess stopped and seemed genuinely surprised that she wasn’t being followed. 
“What is it, my child? Is something the matter?”
Agnes asked her if Henry would be joining them, in the way that she and Henry normally spoke within the walls of the Manor. The countess frowned and walked back toward Agnes. 
“Oh, come, come, my dear child, there’s nothing to fear from me! I’m sorry I haven’t made more time for you and your fellow initiate… what is her name again? Beth?”
Bess.
“Henry speaks so very highly of you and Beth. But especially you, Agnes! You have such a gift. Come, come, we have much to talk about.”
Agnes hesitantly followed along and kept an eye out for… something. Everything seemed normal as far as the Manor was concerned. Books about the occult filled every bookcase, and various objects were placed throughout with varying degrees of spiritual or religious significance. The countess swayed along, shaking her wrists every so often to adjust her bangles. She led Agnes to a room that she had never seen before. The solid wood door swung open with a grunt from her hostess, revealing what Agnes took to be the countess’s study.
It was like Henry’s, except his was more masculine, favoring wood furniture and leather accents. Hers featured oil lamps on the walls and on a round table in one corner, with flared glass shades and brass keys to that controlled the dampers. Lacy fabrics abounded in the room. Incense burned on a glass shelf. Agnes reasoned that it was more decorative than functional. The countess sat down in a plush chair and gestured amid clanks and clatters for Agnes to join her. Agnes sat on an armless chair with a looping metal back. 
The countess looked at her and sighed. “Take your coat off and stay a while.”
Agnes nodded and removed her coat as instructed. She laid it across her lap.
“Oh, dear. I’m being a terrible hostess. Let’s get you settled.” She leaned to one side and cupped her hand against her mouth. “Stanley, I need you.”
A distinguished looking but frail elderly gentleman with white hair and a brown three-piece suit entered the room and gave a curt bow. “Yes, my lady.”
“Stanley, be a dear and put Agnes’s coat away. And bring us something to drink. How about… tea?”
Agnes nodded. Maybe things weren’t so bad after all.
“Splendid! Tea it shall be. Stanley, make us a pot of blackberry tea, infused with cardamom. Good for opening the chakras. Oh, and something yummy. Do we have something sweet?”
“I shall do my best, my lady,” he said, and took Agnes’s coat. He walked slowly out of the room.
“Wonderful, wonderful. What a pleasant man. Always so helpful. I can’t wait to see what he brings us.”
Agnes smiled and nodded. The countess leaned forward and patted her knee.
“Now then, my child, as I said, Henry has told me so much about you. But I’d love to hear more. How are your lessons going? Is Henry teaching you everything he knows?”
My lessons are going well, ma’am. Henry is a very good mentor.
The countess looked concerned. She leaned in again and patted her knee once more. “Dear heart, you can tell me. Henry and I go way back. Is there something you wish to tell me but are afraid of what I might think?” She leaned back and laughed. “Nonsense! Go ahead, tell me everything.”
Agnes frowned. 
But, I did tell you. I told you that my lessons were going well, and Henry was a good mentor.
The countess looked heartbroken. “Oh, dear, sweet child, what’s the matter? Are you afraid to tell me something? Did Henry… harm you in some way? I vaguely recall some incident in Sumatra many years ago, but those were just rumors, and Henry has been nothing but upstanding ever since.”
Stanley shuffled into the room with a metal tray with large handles. A teapot and two teacups were evident, with a covered dish and a three-tiered tower stacked with some sort of pastries rounding out the load. He placed the tray down on a round fabric-covered table beside the women and offered to pour each of them a cup of tea. Agnes accepted a cup without any additives.
The countess watched earnestly as Stanley prepared her cup. He spooned in a bit of sugar, then a little more, then glanced over at the countess to see her raising a reproachful eyebrow, and he dropped the remainder into the cup, following by two more heaping spoonfuls. He stirred the cup with a thin metal spoon and set it down. The countess took the cup from him eagerly and blew on it for a moment or two, then took a sip. She let out a satisfied sigh. “Perfect, Stanley. Well done.”
“Very good, my lady.”
The countess motioned to Agnes. “My dear, do you require anything in your tea? Sugar? Honey? Agave?”
Agnes shook her head and raised her cup in a thankful gesture. She sipped the tea and tried not to grimace.
“My heavens, how can you drink that?”
Agnes smiled, and decided to confirm a theory.
How can you drink that?
The countess shivered a bit with an air of satisfaction. “Marvelous, Stanley. Well done, well done. I will call you when I need you.”
“As you wish, my lady.” Stanley gave a curt bow and left the room quietly.



CHAPTER 41: HOME
 
Marc and Inanna laid on the fur rug, enjoying the afterglow of their latest sexual escapades. He wasn’t used to someone being quite so uninhibited, especially around family members. Not that Tobias stuck around to watch, which he appreciated. He considered covering up with his robe, but that would involve dislodging Inanna, whose ear was pressed against his chest, eyes closed, smiling wide.
He realized that he was naked in other ways. He took a strange route to the present moment, leaving his apartment but not in the usual manner. In fact, he didn’t have anything he would normally be carrying whenever he went out: no cell phone, no keys, no wallet. 
Panic began to settle in. Where was he? Where was his apartment? Was he in Chicago? Was he in the USA? Was he even in the correct year? He smacked his forehead with his free hand. Never mind getting home, how was he going to get in the building without his keys? And was his apartment locked? What then? His stomach flipped as he ran through the list of unanswered questions.
Inanna sighed and made a purring sound again.
Inanna. He had followed her voice and ended up outside the walls of Nineveh. Maybe there was some magical path back to his apartment. Maybe she knew how to get there.
He decided to live in the moment before dealing with the mess that confronted him beyond the walls of his current dwelling. He stroked Inanna’s bare back and stared up at the ceiling.
Shortly thereafter, Tobias returned from his retreat. He stood at a respectful distance and gave Marc a polite nod. Marc lifted his free hand and waved.
“I will leave you now. I must go to the temple.” The two burly guards filed into the room, dressed in black suits. They flanked Tobias and said nothing.
Marc squinted. “What temple?”
Tobias fidgeted with his shirt sleeve. “My servants will tend to you.”
Marc felt a jolt of panic. Tend to him… how?
Inanna moaned and lifted her head from Marc’s chest. She said something to her brother in their native tongue, and he responded in kind. They seemed to be seeing each other off with customary farewells. Marc had to interrupt.
“Wait… I need to get home to my apartment. I don’t have any of my stuff, and I think I left my front door unlocked.”
Tobias cocked his head. “You are home. Your home is with us.”
“Whoa! Things are moving a little too fast in the relationship department. I kind of have my own place, and I quit my job, but I can land something else, and see how things go from there.”
Inanna and Tobias exchanged words.
“Inanna has asked me if there is work for you. I have agreed. You will assist me, in time.”
Marc felt himself turn clammy. This was not at all what he signed up for, insofar as he signed up for any of this. Not that he was complaining about all the sex. “But… my family.”
Inanna kissed his cheek. We are your family now.
Tobias gave another curt nod, and left his home, whatever it was. The grand door clicked shut and Marc was altogether relieved that his guards had left as well, and terrified about being isolated in this mysterious place with a woman he knew precious little about.
He needed answers. He pried himself loose from Inanna and stood. He looked around the room, and felt it start to spin. He staggered toward the large windows that were obscured by sheer curtains, hung from what appeared to be solid gold hardware. He pulled the curtain aside and yanked open the sliding glass door that led to a spacious balcony, inlaid with wood. He looked out at what should have been Lake Michigan.
He saw sand, and boats, and boulders along the shore, and several glass and steel buildings common to large cities. He also saw palm trees. It felt like it was 90 degrees outside. And in the distance, he spied land.
This wasn’t Chicago.
Based on the ambient sounds he was hearing, he wasn’t entirely sure that he was still in America. If so, at best he was someplace coastal, and unseasonably hot. Inanna called to him from inside. She used some term of endearment that he couldn’t quite make out.
He shuffled back into Tobias’s home, and looked at the flat screen television mounted to the wall to his right. At least he hadn’t traveled too far from the present day. He felt along the edges of the television and pressed the power button. Inanna crawled along the floor and sat at his feet, wrapping her arms around his leg.
A man wearing a red-and-white checkered headscarf was reading a news report. He was speaking a language different than the one that Tobias and Inanna spoke, but still guttural, to his ears. As text appeared on the screen, he thought it looked like Arabic. His stomach bottomed out when a graphic appeared in the lower right-hand corner of the screen.
Dubai: 30C / 86F



CHAPTER 42: SECRETS OF THE MANOR
 
The countess sipped her tea and snacked on her pastries, encouraging Agnes to join in. “You eat like a bird, you poor dear. Have an eclair and put some meat on those bones.”
Agnes gave a sad smile and shook her head. She choked down another sip of her awful tea, trying her hardest to keep from showing visible disgust. The countess polished off a flaky pastry, then drained the last of her tea. She gave a satisfied sigh and clasped her hands together on her ample lap. 
“Now, my child, let’s get better acquainted. How long have you been an initiate of the Order?”
Agnes wondered why the countess wouldn’t have already known that. Then again, maybe she was a bad conversation starter.
About two years, ma’am.
The countess gave a disapproving look. “Oh, Agnes, my dear, you must be too weak! Are you sure I can’t get you something?”
She shook her head, and instead reached into her knit bag and pulled out her spiral notebook and a pen. She hated the idea of writing in her notebook reserved exclusively for her sessions with Image, which entailed automatic writing: She would connect to Image on her wavelength, and she would transcribe their conversation. She would then have an accessible record to look back on and learn from at her own pace. She opted to write on the back of the notebook.
Initiates are forbidden to speak out loud in the Manor. Those who speak do not Know.
The countess peered at what Agnes was writing and began to giggle. She covered her mouth with one hand. “Oh, that’s Henry showing off.” She leaned forward a bit. “That’s his parlor trick. He can communicate with people telepathically, but only if they’re in the same room, and even then, I’m not entirely convinced that he’s not just a lucky guesser half the time. Speak! Speak! I may be many things, but I’m no Henry Steele.”
Agnes’s chin drooped. She addressed her teacup. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Much better. So, as you were saying? How long has it been?”
“Two years.”
The countess’s mouth rounded into an O. “Two years? Really? My heavens, I had no idea. Ah well, how time flies when you’re seeking enlightenment!” She giggled.
“I suppose it does.”
The countess looked up suddenly and reached up. She clapped her hands three times in staccato bursts. She waited a moment, then clasped her hands on her lap again. She smiled warmly at Agnes. “I must apologize. There was a nasty buildup of qi and it was bringing down my vibrations. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
Agnes smiled back.
Bess. Come pick me up from the Manor. Bess, please.
“I’m fine.”
“I simply must remember to place more mirrors in here to reflect the qi out of the room and down the hall, where it has more space to move around.”
“Of course.”
Bess?
“Well, never mind all of that nonsense, dear heart. Henry tells me that you can turn things into… other things. Well, gold, specifically. Did I hear that right?”
Agnes felt her stomach turn. She nodded.
“Why, this I must see for myself, do you mind? I have read extensively about the Sumerians, and how they spoke of people having this ability, but it seemed to have died out with them. Well, the ones that remained on Earth, that is. You do know the rest formed a colony near our second closest star, don’t you? Extraordinary people!”
Agnes shook her head. Not about the Sumerians, as such. The countess clapped again. 
“Stanley! She has agreed to give us a demonstration.”
Agnes had done no such thing, but she prepared for the inevitable. Stanley entered the room and removed the tea tray, leaving the tabletop free for other things. He left the room slowly and deliberately so as not to drop anything.
“This is really exciting! I really hope that Henry wasn’t pulling my leg.”
Agnes shook her head and stared at her knees. A few moments later, Stanley returned with the tray, this time bearing other objects. Agnes spotted a pitcher and something covered with a silk cloth. Stanley put the tray on the table and waited for approval from the countess before taking his leave.
“Ah, here we are. The trinket you gave Henry was intriguing, but I’m afraid I require a more… convincing demonstration.”
She pulled the silk cloth way to reveal a red brick. It was a solid rectangle. As a brick, it was nearly worthless, but as a bar of gold, it would easily value $3 million. The countess’s eyes sparkled. “Well, dear heart… show me.”
Agnes shook her head. “I can’t.”
The countess looked appalled. She righted herself, and spoke in an encouraging, friendly tone. “But, of course you can, dear heart. I know we’re working with something a little bigger than you’re used to, but I know you can do it. Turn it into gold, Agnes.”
Tears welled up in her eyes. She looked down and shook her head. There was a catch in her throat as she spoke. “With respect, ma’am, I can’t do it.” She sighed, hating to resort to outright deception. “The vibrations aren’t right. I think the closest I can get is cheese.”
The countess stiffened, and fury flared behind her eyes. “The vibrations? The vibrations!” The countess balled her fists and made her bangles clatter as she struggled to keep her composure. “Dear heart, the vibrations are always right for making gold. Do it.”
Agnes shook her head. “I can’t.”
Another voice rang in her ears. “Do it, Agnes.”
Bess stood in the doorway, brandishing a small pistol. Between the pistol and her black frock, she looked as though she was posing for photos with a wild west motif.
Tears streamed down Agnes’s pale cheeks. Her face became a tragic mask, and she felt as though she had been kicked in the stomach.
Bess had told her about the Order. They met at the library one evening. Agnes wasn’t trying to do it, but they established a telepathic connection across the room. Bess assured her that there were others like her, and they were learning how to use their abilities to help those in need. They were committed to a life centered around universal truths. Henry was her mentor. If Agnes wanted to meet him, she could arrange something. They were fast friends, and soon, fellow initiates. Henry was a kindly older gentleman, always wearing a suit, no matter the weather. His books, his collection of rare artifacts from around the world, not to mention his many spiritual journeys to the most obscure parts of the globe all provided a large dose of credibility. And when the three of them spoke without speaking, she felt like she had found a new home, and by extension, something of a surrogate family. Now that family had fallen headlong into dysfunction. And the Order, once her calling, was now laid bare as a sham.
The countess tried to calm her down and get her to focus. “Come now, Agnes, Bess doesn’t want to do anything rash. She’s just very concerned, that’s all. You see, Henry and I are planning to open a new Enlightenment Outreach Center in Bangladesh. The costs will be considerable, but so worth it, when we start to spread our message of peace and prosperity to a people so lost, and suffering. You want to help us help them, don’t you? Please Agnes, do it for the people.”
Agnes wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. She would comply, but she had to know something first. “Bess, why didn’t Arienne teach you?”
Bess scrunched up her face. “Arrienne? Agnes… I made her up. Just like you did with Image, or whatever you call it.”
Fresh tears trickled down Agnes’s nose. She considered the bullet. In the heat of the moment, she felt there wasn’t much else to live for anymore. Before she could speak or do anything else, Agnes felt a warm sensation rise through her feet, and up her calves. It felt like she had been lowered into a soothing hot spring, but the sensations were internal. The feeling continued up her thighs, through her guts, up into her chest, radiating out into each of her arms, and finally, up to the top of her head.
No.
Agnes’s breathing slowed. She raised her hand to signal that she would produce the gold, as requested. Bess inched closer and motioned with the gun to proceed. Agnes gripped the pitcher handle and raised it over the brick. 
“Gold is needed here.”
She did not pour the water out onto the brick. Instead, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Bess dropped the gun. It, like nearly everything else about the Order, was fake.
Bess doubled over and crumpled to the floor. She wailed in pain, clutching her belly. The countess looked at Bess writhing in agony, then glowered at Agnes.
“What have you done to my baby?”
Agnes gave her a thin smile. Her eyes darkened, and the tone and timbre of her voice changed. Her face became impassive. She set the empty pitcher down.
Arienne was a clever forgery. I enjoyed playing her part when asked.
Bess howled, and looked up at Agnes fearfully.
However, I can assure you both that I am quite real, as is the lump of precious metals now lodged in your daughter’s stomach. I have many names, and many forms, but to you, I am called Image.
The countess fell to her daughter’s side and sobbed. “Stanley, come quickly! Help us!”
Agnes/Image smiled. Stanley will not be joining us presently.
Bess suffered a bout of dry heaves. The countess raged impotently. “You monster! You murderer!”
I am neither. Much now depends on you. Agnes is needed elsewhere.
Agnes/Image left the room and walked steadily down the hall. She put her coat on and paused at the front door. Her eyes returned to normal, and her jaw loosened. She heard Image speak telepathically to her.
Your brother needs you.
Yes.
Your sister needs you.
Yes.
Where will you go first?
Agnes took a deep breath. “Home.” She opened the front door of the Manor and stepped over the threshold. An instant later, she stood in her bedroom, beside her bed. She glanced at her alarm clock: 11:05 A.M. There was still time.



CHAPTER 43: BREAKING ROUTINE
 
Gene sat as his desk reviewing paperwork, when he was interrupted by knuckles rapping lightly on his door. The door was cracked open, which was his way of saying he could be bothered by other people, but he appreciated a heads up before anyone walked in. What was the point of having an office without some form of access control?
“Yeah,” he grumbled.
Sharon Meier walked in holding a manila folder. She was another supervisor at Streets and Sanitation. She had been there about three years fewer than Gene. She gestured to one of his guest chairs. 
“Go ahead.” 
He tried to stay interested in his pile of reports. Best not to encourage regular visitors, he mused. He liked his alone time. Sharon slid her hand down her backside and prevented her skirt from bunching up as she sat down. She shifted around on the hard-plastic chair and gave a snort.
“Jesus, Gene, get some better chairs in here.”
He shook his head. “Not happening.”
Sharon waved her hand in front of her nose and scrunched her face up. “And would it kill you to air this rat’s nest out occasionally? This isn’t a locker room.”
He looked up from his papers.  “It might.”
She dropped her folder on his desk and pushed it toward him. He sighed and pulled the folder the rest of the way and spun it around. He opened the folder and looked at a single sheet of paper. He rubbed his forehead a few times, then glared at Sharon.
“What the hell is this?”
“What does it look like?”
“It looks like somebody’s getting their ass fired, that’s what. You don’t need me to tell you how to handle jerkoffs that don’t put in an honest day’s work.”
Sharon smirked. “Is that why Leon is still on the payroll?”
Gene sat back and gripped his armrests. “What about him?”
“Word around the office is, you reamed his ass for not coming back full on Monday night.”
“Yeah, so what?”
“So, why is he still here?”
He blew a puff of air up through his mustache. “Shut the door.”
“What for?”
“Just, do it, okay?”
She rolled her eyes and complied. The door clicked shut and she leaned into the wall and crossed her legs. He flipped through some papers on his desk and pulled some photos out from under some spreadsheets. He tossed the pile over to Sharon, who leaned forward grudgingly to pick them up. She flipped through the pictures quickly, pausing over a couple, then looking up. “Okay, what am I looking at?”
“What does it look like?”
“Nothing.”
“Exactly.”
“I’m not in the mood for twenty goddamn questions. Did Leon screw up, or not?”
He leaned back coolly. He lifted his chin at the stack of photos. “Look again. Especially at the last one.”
She picked up the stack again and held them closer to her nose. She saw a nondescript alley with trash bins pushed off to either side, but precious little else. The final photograph contained a homeless person pushing a loaded shopping cart. “I see a bum with a shopping cart. And…?”
“And, that’s it.”
“What’s it?”
He flashed a toothy grin. “Seems like we’ve got some volunteer trash collectors.”
“How is this news, Gene? Bums pick through the trash all the time, so what?”
“Yeah, they pick through it, but they don’t take all of it.”
“No, they don’t. And…?”
“Well, now for some reason, they do.”
Sharon frowned. “They take all of it. All.”
“Damn straight.”
“So, Leon runs Blue 13, comes back light as a feather, and you’re okay with that because some bums got a little too thorough looking for scrap?”
“I never said I was okay with it. I just told you what happened.”
Sharon leaned back hard into the wall. “Huh.”
“What?”
“Red 23 came back light too.”
Gene snapped up the paper from the folder that Sharon had given him earlier. He looked over the numbers, then did it again. “Not as light as Leon, though.”
“No, but enough to raise some concerns about work avoidance.”
“Right.”
She held up the wad of photos. “Where did you get these?”
“I took them.”
“When?”
“Tuesday, after I ripped Leon a new one.”
Sharon’s arm dropped, and her hand landed in her lap with a thwack. “What the hell, Gene? And you couldn’t tell me something was up?”
“What’s to say? Bums cleaned us out. End of story.”
She exhaled sharply, and looked up at the dirty, water stained ceiling. “Did it occur to you to find out where they were taking all of it?”
“No, why?”
“What if they’re robbing Peter to pay Paul? They leave you with a nice spotless route, then dump it on someone else’s, and they get a load of grief, leaving us looking like morons? Where’s this crap going?”
Gene huffed. “You wanna know so bad, you put on your detective hat. I’m busy.”
Sharon glared at him icily. “Fine.”
He returned to his reports. “Great.”
“Good talk.” Sharon left the room.
Gene looked up. “Shut the…” The door slammed behind her. He blew a puff of air up through his mustache and grimaced. “Christ almighty.”



CHAPTER 44: BURNED
 
Agnes took off her coat and set it on a chair in the corner of her bedroom, followed by her knit bag. She sat on the edge of the bed and tried to get centered. First and foremost, she needed to know that Marc was okay. She closed her eyes and sent her consciousness out in search of her brother. 
Work.
She saw an office park, then a five-story rectangular building. She floated through the walls, as she wasn’t bound by the constraints of physical reality. This method of travel had its advantages and pitfalls. On the one hand, she had greater freedom of movement. On the other, she couldn’t interact with anybody she saw or touch anything.
She also had a greater chance of success if she had been to the place she wished to project to before. Fortunately, she had made a trip out to see him three years ago, and he remained at the same company and at the same desk. Consistency had its merits. When she arrived at his desk, she saw his name plate. His computer was turned off, and his personal items were stuffed in a brown box. Marc still worked there, didn’t he?
She floated around the office. She saw a few people at their desks working. One person caught her eye: A sad-eyed black woman typing an email. She didn’t see who it was addressed to, but she did see phrases like “I wish you would have at least said good-bye” and “I didn’t know you were so unhappy here”. Panic shot through Agnes.
Apartment.
Her consciousness was transported instantly to Marc’s humble one-bedroom apartment. She had been there recently, albeit unexpectedly. The living room was arranged a bit differently than she recalled. The coaster set was missing, as was the coffee table.
His bedroom door was closed. Orange light flickered through the top of the door, where it did not form a tight seal against the frame. The bottom of the door was black, as though something was blocking the light from the other side. She passed through the door, and into a blazing fire.
Marc had stripped his bed and set up incense burners on his dresser and night stand. One of his mattresses was propped up against the wall. The other had fallen over and knocked a lit candle off the coffee table, which for some reason was placed in the center of the room. Gracie’s portrait billowed with grey smoke as the pile of Christmas presents he had unpacked smoldered underneath. Flames leapt up from the carpet and spread to one of the walls. The place was going to go up like a match in mere minutes.
She tried to find some clue as to why such arrangements had been made. It looked like someone… or something… was summoning him. Or he was trying to summon it. There was no sign of a struggle or foul play. Marc was just… gone. His apartment was about to be as well.
Another wall caught fire. Why wasn’t the smoke alarm sounding? Agnes looked up at the smoke detector. She didn’t see any indicator light flashing or lit at all. Had he removed the battery? Even then, why weren’t the sprinklers kicking on? She looked around the ceiling. The apartment didn’t have a sprinkler system installed.
Oh, Marc, what have you done?
The fire was spreading across the ceiling. All would be lost soon. Agnes couldn’t risk trying to transport her physical body there to join her ethereal form. It was risky enough, being new to it, and ideally needing a boost from Image to land her safely in either direction—coming or going. She was going to have to do the only thing she could.
Home.
Agnes’s eyes snapped wide open, and she took a deep breath. She gasped for air, then got up off the bed. She threw her bedroom door open and ran down the hall as fast as she could. Agnes didn’t run, as a rule. This was the exception. She banged on Gracie’s door urgently.
“Gracie, I need your help.”
Her sister’s voice reverberated through the door. “What the hell, Agnes? Leave me alone.”
“Gracie, it’s Marc. He’s in big trouble.”
“What? How do you know?”
“Gracie, please.”
The door opened slightly. Agnes pushed it open and burst into the room. “I need your phone.”
“What is your effing problem, Agnes? No, I’m not giving you my phone.” Gracie swiped her phone from her nightstand and clutched it to her chest. 
“Then look up the emergency number for Hillside, Illinois.”
Gracie balked. “It’s 9-1-1, genius, and no.”
Terror flashed across Agnes’s eyes. She grabbed the comforter from Gracie’s bed and draped it over her shoulders like a cape.
“Dammit Agnes! Mom, Agnes is in my room, and—"
Agnes pulled the comforter forward, over both of their heads. “With this blanket, we go to Marc’s apartment.”
The comforter dropped to the floor. Mother stood at the bottom of the stairs.
“Lauren Michele and Agnes Darlene, don’t make me come up there.” Neither of her girls responded. “Well, that was well worth missing my show. Good job.”



CHAPTER 45: NINE-ONE-ONE
 
Bess had turned pale and continued to clutch her belly. She moaned and cried out in random intervals. Her mother, the countess, squeezed her arm. “Momma’s here, baby.”
Bess screamed, then looked up at her mother with a piteous expression. “Don’t let me die, Momma.”
The countess shushed her and cooed. “Momma’s here. Momma ain’t gonna let you die, sweetie.” She no longer spoke in her trilling high society accent. Circumstances prevented maintaining the focus that went into producing that style of speaking. Now she reverted to her Kentucky roots.
“Make Agnes pay for this, Momma. If I die, promise me you’ll make her pay for this.”
The countess nodded. “I promise, baby, Momma’s gonna give that bitch what she deserves, no matter what.”
Bess nodded back, then screamed. Stanley shuffled into the room. “Is there a problem, ladies?”
The countess tried to compose herself to correct her accent. “Stanley… dear heart, I’m afraid Bess has had a mishap. Would you be a dear…” Bess cried out in pain again. “Be a dear, and call an ambulance for poor Bess?”
Stanley looked at the crumpled heap on the floor, and while he didn’t know what was wrong with her exactly, he agreed that an ambulance was in order. “I shall summon them straight away.” He shuffled out of the room.
Bess cried out again. The countess let go of her daughter’s arm and rose to her feet. She went to the table and picked up the pitcher. It was nearly empty. She poured the last of the water into a decorative glass bottle that she picked up from a flea market that looked sufficiently exotic and antique, and brought it back to Bess. She crouched down and held the bottle to her daughter’s lips. “Drink, baby. You’re dehydrated.”
Bess shook her head.
“Yes, you can, sweetie, now be a good girl for Momma and get some water in you.”
Bess resisted, then choked down water as her mother forced it down her throat.
“That’s a good girl.”
Bess heaved, and coughed the water back up. It ran down her chin and into her frock. She coughed again like she had nearly drowned. The countess set the bottle aside. She pressed her hand against Bess’s stomach, and felt something solid there. Something unnatural. She cooed and stroked her ailing daughter, trying to distract her while waiting for the ambulance. 
It arrived fifteen minutes later. Stanley directed the paramedics to the countess’s private office. They crouched down and began their field examination. Despite the protests from both women, Bess’s frock was cut away to her waist. 
The male paramedic squeezed Bess’s shoulder. “Sorry miss, we must expose. We can’t do an accurate assessment if we don’t.”
The countess nodded and wiped tears as the male and female duo poked and prodded her only daughter. One of the paramedics spoke urgently into a radio handset clipped to his uniform.
“White female, mid-twenties, obese, suffering from acute abdominal pains.”
The female paramedic knelt and spoke to Bess. “Hi. My name is Kelly. I’m going to take care of you. David and I are going to get you the hospital. Help me out. Can you tell me what happened?”
Before Bess could answer, her mother intervened. “I think it’s food poisoning. I only had a little of the shrimp, but she ate more of it, the poor thing, and I felt only minor discomfort, but this… this seems far more serious.”
Kelly turned to Bess. “Oh, really? Did you eat some bad shrimp?”
Bess nodded before having another shrieking fit. Kelly nodded to her partner. David spoke urgently into his handset. “Possible food poisoning. May need her stomach pumped. Preparing patient for transport.”
The radio crackled. “10-4.”
Soon after, Bess was strapped to a stretcher. The paramedics tried to give her something orally, but she spat it back up almost immediately. Bess was loaded up into the ambulance. David returned to the Manor, and found the countess swaying and clanking toward the front door.
“Ma’am, would you like to ride with us?”
“No, thank you. I will follow along shortly. May I inquire as to where you are taking our student?”
“Mercy Hospital. It’s the closest one, but it’s still going to be a haul. Do you know how we can reach her family?”
“I shall see to that personally. Get her medical attention at once! Do not delay any longer.”
David nodded, and turned on his heel. He jogged back to the ambulance and got behind the wheel. The ambulance screeched its siren and activated its lights and roared out of the driveway.
The countess closed the front door and rather than gathering up her things to make haste to the hospital as well, she swayed and clanked her way back to her office. Bess’s fake pistol was lying on the floor, unnoticed by the paramedics. She stooped down and picked it up, then dropped it distastefully onto the table that contained the unmodified brick. “Damned incompetence! She cost us dearly.” She heard the front door open and close, followed by heavy footsteps. Henry had returned from his errand. The countess stepped out into the hallway to meet him, amid more clanking. “What news, Henry?”
Henry’s eyes shined, and he clutched the countess by her shoulders happily. “The appraiser says he’s never seen anything like it. Pure gold is classified as ‘four nines’, which is to say, 99.99 percent pure.”
The countess tried to contain her excitement. “And this piece?”
Henry beamed. “Nine nines.”
The countess gasped and tried to keep her voice low. “What does this mean?”
Henry grinned. “The appraiser couldn’t give me an exact dollar amount, but he did say that it would be in the mid to high five figures.”
The countess bobbed up and down. Henry followed her lead.
“Does this mean…”
Henry nodded vigorously. “Agnes is going to make us incredibly wealthy.”
The countess suddenly turned ashen and began to weep. “Oh, Henry.”
“Yes, Helen! Our dreams have finally been realized!”
“Henry, there’s been a terrible accident.”
His mirth instantly became worry. “What is it, Helen? What’s wrong?”
“Agnes attacked Bess, and nearly killed her. It was truly a miracle that Bess is still alive at all!”
Henry staggered backward, dazed. “What? Attacked! Where is Agnes now?”
“She ran away. I tried to stop her, but she threatened me with a pistol. I only learned that it was in fact, a toy after she escaped. Oh, I am so humiliated, Henry, to be fooled by such a fraud!”
Henry tried to console the countess. “And Bess? Where is she?”
The countess sniffled. “M-Mercy Hospital. Oh, this is so horrible, Henry! Whatever are we to do?”
Henry stiffened and stroked the countess’s arms. “First things first. Let us tend to Bess and make sure she is given proper treatment. Modern medicine,” he said with a touch of sarcasm, “thinks itself miraculous, but it falls sadly short of the mark. I will diagnose her myself and administer the appropriate treatment personally.”
The countess sniffed and nodded appreciatively. “Very well, Henry, we shall depart at once. Let me gather my belongings, and I will meet you forthwith in the foyer.”
He nodded and made off toward his study. The countess walked slowly and deliberately into her office. She collected a few things from her desk and stuck them into an oversized bag. She put on a thick fur coat and stuck her left arm through the large handles on the bag. She composed herself and poised herself as a worldly woman of vast spiritual and historical knowledge. She walked into Henry’s study and found him readying a bag of herbs, crystals, and brass bells.
“Henry, I neglected to inquire: where is the ingot? Is it with the appraiser?”
Henry looked up from his preparations. “Eh? Why, no, in fact, I have it right here. Why do you ask?” He reached down into his coat pocket and held up the golden ingot. A ray of sunlight caught it and in turn, gave the countess a golden pallor.
“I just wondered. Merely my silly curiosity.”
Henry toddled toward his desk. “I should put this someplace safe. My locking desk drawer should be sufficient in the immediate term. Good thinking, Helen!”
“Indeed,” said the countess, in a monotone.
She crept up behind Henry, then raised her arm. Something glinted in the light, but sadly, Henry never saw what it was. A steel letter opener was plunged into his back.
Again.
And again.
And again.
Henry crumpled to the floor, gasping for air. Blood pooled at the corners of his mouth and colored some of the white hairs from his mustache bright red. The countess wiped the handle of the letter opener on his suit and dropped it on his back. It fell to the floor with a high metallic clang.
“My, my, Henry. I hate to leave things like this between us, but let’s be honest. You always were a useful idiot.” Her Kentucky accent had returned. She stooped down and plucked the ingot from his pocket. Henry gasped and tried to pull himself up to a sitting position. The countess laughed.
“But look on the bright side. You’re on your way to paradise. Oh wait… so am I!” She laughed coldly, then added, “It’s just as well, Henry. That girl was the only one doing anything arguably spiritual around here. With her gone, there’s not much to look forward to but stroking your damned cats.”
The countess sauntered out of the study, kicking a chubby calico cat out of the way. She closed the door delicately and turned to find Stanley approaching from the kitchen. She held up a shushing finger, then waved him off. She tightened her throat and got into character.
“Master Steele does not wish to be disturbed. Do not interrupt his study under any circumstances. He is engaged in intensive meditation and any distractions will be disastrous.”
Stanley nodded and turned around. “Yes, my lady.”
“There’s a good man.”
“Yes, my lady.”
The countess left the Manor and clip-clopped her way to her car. She got in, sat down, and started the engine. As she waited for her car to warm up, she caught sight of herself in her rear-view mirror. She made a tch sound and dabbed specks of blood from her forehead. Shortly thereafter, her car made its way at a leisurely pace toward Mercy Hospital.



CHAPTER 46: MAROONED
 
Marc ran his fingers through his hair and groaned. Dubai? If he wasn’t already vexed at the thought of how to get back home to his apartment from somewhere in the Chicago metropolitan area, he might as well have been on the moon, now. He’d seen pictures of it, usually some obnoxiously opulent hotel or indoor ski resort. 
Inanna, on the other hand, seemed unfazed. To be fair, it wasn’t too long ago that Marc found her impaled on a spear. All things considered, present-day Dubai had to be preferable to the ancient plains of Nineveh. Marc switched off the television. He didn’t speak the language that he was seeing and hearing, so there was no point in leaving it on. He didn’t feel like channel surfing either. Inanna took that as an invitation to creep up behind him and wrap her arms around his waist. She cooed something into his back.
He patted her arms, then pulled them apart. He had to find a way home. Fight or flight was starting to kick in. Inanna was welcome to join him on his return voyage, but he couldn’t stay here. He searched around with Inanna in tow. She cooed and cajoled, trying to break his concentration. He kept looking for his ticket out. He found a cordless phone docked on a charger and breathed a sigh of relief. Score.
He pressed the green TALK button and listened for a dial tone. Nothing. He checked the cords. All plugged in. He checked the phone battery. Charged. Maybe there was a glitch. He pressed the TALK button again, and once more, the line was dead. He looked at the handset. Maybe the volume was turned down. He pressed a series of buttons to check. The handset was set to full volume. Maybe the base station that wasn’t plugged in. This seemed to be a remote handset.
Marc searched for the base unit. Inanna kept cooing to him, ostensibly trying to change the subject to one that involved horizontal positions on—or off—the bed. Maybe later, he thought. Maybe back at his apartment once he found a way out of Dubai.
He found nothing in the front room besides the remote handset. Nothing in the dining room. He went down the long hallway, searching room by room, with Inanna close behind. Another remote handset in the bathroom, with the same results. The base station was all Marc cared to find, now. The kitchen was further down the hall. He pushed the door open, and found four servants cleaning up after breakfast, speaking the strange language shared by Tobias and Inanna.
Marc tried to search the kitchen, but the servants made the hunt more difficult, as they wiped and polished various surfaces and made it clear through body language that he was not a welcome intrusion into their daily routine. He did manage to spot another remote handset tucked behind a blender. He moved on to the guest bedroom.
Inanna pranced over to the bed and dove onto the mattress. She writhed around and did her best to reel him in. Marc was more interested in any flat surface that could house the base unit. Inanna rolled over onto her hands and knees and gestured suggestively. It wasn’t enough to deter him from his objective. She dropped onto her stomach and pouted.
That left the office and master bedroom. Inanna remained in the guest bedroom while he tried the ornate doorknob on the office door. It was locked.
He decided to search what and where he could. He pushed open the door to Tobias’s room and looked around at the sheer scale of it. Three apartment units in his building back home would have fit inside of this space comfortably. Due to the cavernous size and scale of the room, there was lots of underutilized real estate. A massive woven rug went on for tens of feet, just to break up the bare spots. Everything about the room seemed to be oriented toward making a statement. And that statement was, “I’m so loaded, I can waste money on giant oil paintings just to cut down on the echo from my highly polished marble floors and walls.” He was no expert, but he assumed the cost just of this room alone had to have run in the hundreds of millions of dollars. He, on the other hand, thought he was hot stuff when he bought a designer shower curtain on clearance.
A bank of four stairs led up to another level. This featured cutaways to that led to the master bath. He didn’t want to know what that room contained. He’d seen enough opulence for one morning. Another door led to a massive walk-in closet that strangely featured rows upon rows of women’s shoes. He picked up one of them and checked the label embossed into the insole: Kay Ryan. He wasn’t an expert on this subject either but did recall hearing women obsess over this designer at work once or twice.
He set the shoe down and ran his fingers through rows and rows of designer gowns. Tobias didn’t seem the type for this. But these hadn’t belonged to Inanna either, had they? Or was Tobias preparing for her arrival? Marc stepped out of the walk-in closet and made it way toward Tobias’s bed. Up another set of stairs—six this time—he found a bed that defied classification. A California King would have seemed tiny by comparison. Two rows of pillows lined the back of the platform, which was framed out in polished wood and supported by what seemed to be an onyx pedestal. The edges of the bed jutted out in all directions, leaving about 8 feet of central support. He pushed down on the mattress and gasped at the unearthly softness. He’d probably be swallowed whole by the sheer luxury of it all if he dared to lie down.
He found what he was looking for on the nightstand: another remote handset. The base station was most likely in the office room. To justify the invasion, he checked the handset, and didn’t hear a dial tone. He set the handset back into its cradle and made the trek back to the bedroom door. Stone statues lined one of the walls, in various poses. One seemed to be standing guard. Another seemed to be speaking into a phone, or walkie-talkie, or something. Or it was some Greek orator reciting a play, he couldn’t tell as art really wasn’t his strong suit. 
He returned to the guest bedroom, defeated. He’d have to wait for Tobias to return, and perhaps allow him to plug in the phone and arrange some sort of ride home. Inanna laid on her side of the bed, facing away. Marc crawled into bed and put his hand on her shoulder. Inanna brushed it off. 
“Great,” he muttered.



CHAPTER 47: ABLAZE
 
Agnes and Gracie found themselves standing where Marc’s coffee table used to be. Agnes looked down at the impressions in the carpeting and was immediately thankful the table had been moved, or else they would have crashed through it together. Gracie, on the other hand, wasn’t inclined toward gratitude.
“What the hell, Agnes? What did you do that for?”
Agnes gestured to her to observe where they were. Gracie’s eyes bulged.
“How…? What? Who? Huh?” She bent down and felt the scratchy fibers of Marc’s sofa.
Agnes wasn’t sure if bringing Gracie was the best decision under the circumstances, but she felt as though she had no choice in the moment. She spied Marc’s cell phone on the faux granite apron that separated the kitchen from the living room. She dropped it into her knit bag. Gracie stepped over Marc’s discarded coat and banged on his bedroom door.
“Put some clothes on, Marc! Me and Agnes don’t want to see whatever you’re doing in there with your girlfriend.”
Agnes looked up, and terror gripped her as Gracie turned the doorknob. “Gracie, no!”
“Ow! Dammit, that hurts!” Gracie shook her hand like she had touched a hot stove.
Agnes rushed to her side. “Run some cold water over that. Sorry, we don’t have much time.”
Gracie sullenly ran her hand under the kitchen faucet. “Much time for what? You’re really weird, you know that?”
Agnes scooped up Marc’s coat and shook it out. She heard keys jingle in one of the pockets. She pulled them out and tossed the wad into her knit bag. His wallet followed shortly thereafter. She held up his coat and considered saving it from the fire. As she held it, Gracie looked over her shoulder with a look of shocked surprise. “Hey, uh, Weirdness… what’s going on?”
“Hm?”
“Look!” Gracie pointed, and Agnes spun around in time to see the flames breach the bedroom door. Time was up.
“We’ve got to go, Gracie.”
“But what about Marc? We’ve got to save him!”
Agnes shook her head and pulled Gracie away from the sink, with the water still running. “He’s not in there, it’s okay.”
“What? How do you know?”
“There’s no time, Gracie, we have to leave now!”
The door fell away, revealing a fiery furnace where Marc’s bedroom used to be. Gracie shrieked. Agnes pulled her out of the apartment and did her best to hustle Gracie toward the side entrance of the building. 
“Shush, Gracie, you’re going to get us into trouble. This way, quickly!”
“But the fire…! We need to call somebody!”
Agnes stopped and looked Gracie directly in the eye. “Gracie, I need you to trust me.”
Gracie’s face froze, stunned. She nodded hesitantly and followed her sister. They rumbled down the carpeted stairs and pushed open the exit door. Once Gracie was outside, Agnes doubled back and pulled down the fire alarm. She heard someone cry out through the walls.
“Stupid kids! The running down the stairs was bad enough, but now this? I’m calling the manager. I’ve had just about enough of those—”
The door slammed shut and Agnes missed the rest as she ushered Gracie away from the building. She reached into her knit bag and searched for the key ring from Marc’s coat. Her finger hooked it, and she yanked it out and tossed it to Gracie, who thought fast and caught the keys in her sore palm.
“Ow! Jerk!”
Gracie shook her hand in pain. Agnes gestured toward the cars in the side lot.
“Are any of these Marc’s?”
“How should I know? I don’t know what he drives.”
Agnes nodded at her hand.
“Oh. Duh.” Gracie squeezed the button on the key fob that remotely unlocked the car doors. Both girls scanned the parking lot until they saw an amber turn signal flash twice. Gracie pointed the fob at the car and pressed the button again. The amber light flashed.
“There,” said Agnes.
“I’ll drive,” said Gracie.
They got into the car and Gracie was about to slam the door in all the excitement. Agnes waved her off and showed her how to close the door gently. Gracie followed suit.
“We need to keep this quiet. Just get us out of the parking lot and away from the building.”
“Got it.”
Gracie put the car into gear and let it roll out of the lot at low speed, then she turned onto the street and stepped on the gas. Black smoke billowed up from the back of the building as the front yard began to fill up with apartment residents. Agnes sat back in her seat and exhaled.



CHAPTER 48: MERCY
 
Bess had been transported to the emergency room and transferred onto a gurney, freeing up the ambulance crew. She was placed in a triage room with wispy curtain dividers. She was stripped out of her frock and covered loosely with a speckled blue hospital gown. Nurses took turns taking her vital signs and attaching leads to monitor her breathing and heart rate. One nurse set her up with an IV, announcing Bess was dehydrated and they needed to push fluids. Bess nodded weakly as various questions were asked and assurances given.
She asked for pain reliever, but the nurse balked at the request, pushing it off until the doctor had conducted an initial assessment. If the doctor thought it was okay, she’d put in the order, she assured. Bess moaned in agony but accepted the process.
She heard various ER noises. Somebody else was being brought in with a broken leg. Bess strained to hear, but all she could piece together was that an elderly man had a slip-and-fall accident in his bathtub.
She knew when he arrived, as one of the louder nurses greeted him with, “Hi there, Mister Harris… I heard you had a little oopsie-daisy in the tub, is that right? Well, that’s no fun!”
Another nurse ducked in to check on Bess. “Still waiting on the doctor, okay? She’ll be with you soon. She knows you’ve been waiting.”
Bess gave her a baleful nod. The nurse smiled and slid the curtain closed again. She heard another nurse walk up, and the two of them, lacking subtlety, discussed her case.
“I don’t think it’s food poisoning.”
“No?”
“No, she should be able to get something down. I hate to say this, but… maybe she went on a binge and now there’s no more room. I mean, look at her, she’s kind of... you know.”
The second nurse gasped. “Donna, you’re bad!”
Moans from down the hallway interrupted the confab.
“Yes, Mister Harris, I’ll get you more blankets.”
The second nurse called after her sympathetically. “Hang in there, hon.”
There was a new noise from beyond the fabric barrier. A steadily increasing clip-clop of well-dressed feet. Bess heard the footsteps come to a stop and the second nurse wafting away in their direction. The curtains fluttered as she passed.
“Oh, Mandrake? (pause) Yes, she’s right in there. (pause) And you’re her aunt? (pause) I suppose that will be alright. (pause) Yeah… we’re gonna fix her up. Just waiting for the doctor.”
Bess heard a familiar voice drift into clearer focus. It was cloyingly sweet, with lots of extra twang.
“Oh, dear heavens, yours is the Lord’s work. I’m praying that you can restore my baby back to health. I don’t know what I’d do without her. She’s my angel.”
“Right in here, ma’am.”
“Oh, please, call me Barb.”
“Sure, Barb.”
The nurse pulled the curtain aside and revealed the patient. Bess looked miserable, with electronic leads streaming out from under her gown, and an IV jammed into the back of her right hand. The countess put her palms to her cheeks and let out a sad, “Ohhhhh!”
Bess smiled weakly. “Hello, Momma.”
The countess rushed to her side and gripped Bess’s left arm. “My poor baby! My poor heavenly angel! God can’t have you back yet, I still need you here with Auntie Barb.”
Bess smiled apologetically at the nurse. “You’re so dramatic, Momma. It’s just food poisoning.”
“Oh, this is the devil’s work if I ever saw it. She don’t even recognize her auntie no more. Auntie Barb’s gonna pray for you.” The countess made a show of dropping to her knees and appealing to the heavens. The nurse rolled her eyes and pulled the curtain shut after she stepped out.
“I’ll give you two some privacy.”
The countess smiled. “Bless your heart.” The countess rose from the floor and dusted her knees off with one of her gloves. “Heavenly father, we pray for your mercy, and hope that…” The countess lowered her voice, “you can tell me what they know.” She raised her voice again. “Your humble servants, always and forever, world without end.”
Bess shook her head. “They don’t think it’s food poisoning, Momma.”
The countess gave a curious look. “Ours is not to know your plans, heavenly father, we stand ready to carry out your…” She lowered her voice again. “What do they think?” Louder: “Humble servants.”
“They said I was fat and ate too much.” Bess fought back tears.
“And woe, woe to them, who deny your almighty power, heavenly father, woe…” Lower: “Oh, baby, now that’s just a natural fact! Don’t be so sensitive.” Louder: “To they who deny your almighty power.”
Tears spilled down on Bess’s cheeks. Another voice sounded down the hall. “We’re going to need an x-ray on five.”
The countess turned pale, but otherwise did not betray any other emotion other than extremely pious concern for her daughter’s health, and soul. “Get thee behind me Satan! Get thee behind me! Shame! Damnation! The lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.” She pulled Bess’s pillow out from under her head and pressed it firmly down on her face. “He leadeth me not into temptation, but delivers me from evil.”
Bess flailed around, but the countess maintained her death grip.
“He leadeth me into green pastures, my cup runneth over, thy rod and staff comfort me.”
Bess flatlined. 
“Oops, I knocked that thing loose. Let me get that for you, baby.”
Footsteps approached, then stopped. “Everything okay in there?”
The countess tucked the pillow back under Bess’s lifeless head. She patted her forehead daintily. “I think my prayin’ got a little carried away. I probably unhooked something.”
The nurse pulled the curtain aside. She glanced at the monitor and her eyes widened. “Coding on five!”
A rumble of footsteps approached from the left. The nurse pulled the countess away from Bess. “Need you to wait over here. Give the doctors some room.”
The countess cried and reached out for Bess. “No! My baby! Don’t you take my baby, Satan, don’t you do it!”
“Ma’am, this way. Please, don’t make me call security.”
The countess wailed and tried to push past the nurse. “Get thee behind me, Satan!”
From behind the loosely closed curtains, the countess and everyone else in the ER heard CPR being administered in vain.



CHAPTER 49: SUSPICIONS
 
As was often the case, Jacqueline was ensconced in her office, reviewing project plans. A meeting reminder popped up for a 2:30 P.M. status briefing conference call with Mercurio-Atlan. She instinctively reached to press the OPEN REMINDER link to get set up for the call, but hovered over the DISMISS button instead, wistfully. 
She had returned home the night before, with just enough time to kiss Millie and Monroe goodnight, get ready for bed, and set a stack of paperwork on her nightstand. She slipped into bed, followed momentarily by Richardson, who seemed perturbed. Jacqueline didn’t inquire as to why. She traced her finger along rows and columns of data. She found it to be a good way to appear wrapped up in something important, with the bonus of making anyone who interrupted appear especially rude for breaking her concentration. Richardson’s voice did just that.
“...at Mercurio?”
Jacqueline looked up. “Hm?”
“I said, is everything going okay at Mercurio? I heard there’s been a big shake-up.”
A jolt of adrenaline surged through her stomach, but she tried to maintain a dispassionate exterior. “Well, sure, Project Caribou has been pushed off to Q3, but I don’t think that qualifies as a big shake-up. I’m not particularly concerned.”
Richardson chewed his thumbnail. “And Phillip?”
Jacqueline set her reports down, with more than a touch of annoyance. “Phillip’s fine.”
“I heard he had some sort of family emergency. Something that required him to make an urgent trip to Dubai.”
Jacqueline tried to tamp down any sort of emotional reaction. She took a deep breath and tried her best not to sound defensive. “Oh?”
Richardson turned sharply. “You didn’t know?”
She sighed and picked up her pile of reports. “I’m afraid not. I’m not in constant communication with Mercurio, and they don’t share everything with me. I don’t tell them everything about my other endeavors either.”
Richardson nodded, and chewed his thumbnail some more. Jacqueline returned to her data tracing exercise. A few moments later, she furrowed her brow, reached over and pulled her husband’s thumb away from his mouth. “Stop it. That’s an ugly habit.”
“Sorry.”
Richardson kissed her forehead and settled in to bed. He reached over and switched off the light. Jacqueline waited an hour before following suit. As she laid there on her side, facing away from Richardson, she processed the news about Phillip. His parents had a place in Dubai. His father had a place on the advisory board, but as he was officially an emeritus member, she didn’t think anything of it if he missed a meeting or two. Her eyes widened. 
When was the last time Phillip’s father had attended a meeting? October?



CHAPTER 50: GUMSHOES
 
Gene pulled over and scraped the tires of another borrowed company car up against the curb. He wondered how “trash detective” became part of his job description. At least he wasn’t alone in this, he thought, as he insisted that Sharon join him on this outing. After all, she was the one that was so concerned about the case of the missing garbage, so she could freeze right along with him.
They had agreed on a spot close to the center of Red 23. Whatever was going on seemed to be spreading slowly in that direction, so there was a good chance they’d at least get an idea of how many people were involved in this caper.
They exited the car, and Gene made his way toward the nearest alley. He expected Sharon to be a step or two behind, but when he glanced over summarily, she wasn’t there. He stopped and looked back toward the car. Sharon was standing at the parking meter, digging through her purse for loose change.
“Come on. This will only take a minute.”
Sharon fed the meter. “So does this. Keeps the windshield clean.”
Gene huffed. Sharon walked up and adjusted her purse strap. “Okay, chief.”
Gene grunted and led the way. He walked a few feet down the alley, found a rolling trash bin, and flipped open the lid. He stepped aside and waited for her to catch up. “Ta-da.”
She peered into the bin, which was completely empty. She wrinkled her nose and pulled away. “Huh.”
Gene closed the lid. “Happy now?”
Sharon shook her head. “Not even a little. Let’s move on.”
He started to walk further down the alley, then realized that Sharon was walking in the opposite direction. “Where are you going?”
“Come on, this way.”
“What for?”
She motioned for him to follow and did not answer.
Gene blew a puff of air up through his mustache, and grudgingly obliged. He watched her stride purposefully out of the alley and thought it was too bad they were out in the dead of winter. If she’d lose the coat, he could at least enjoy the view, he thought sullenly. They made their way up the street, and into the next alley. They checked a couple of bins, and both were empty. Sharon signaled to move on to the next alley over. Gene huffed but didn’t object.
She lit up as they rounded the corner into the next alley. “Third time’s the charm.”
There was no need to flip open any bins. A pile of black trash bags was nestled at the base of the closest one, and more dotted the landscape as they surveyed the alley.
“Okay, so now what, we put this in the trunk and impound it?”
She raised her hand in a shushing gesture and squinted toward the other end of the alley. He followed suit, and a chagrined expression contorted his face.
“What the hell?”
Two homeless people with empty shopping carts appeared at the other end of the alley. A third person stood behind them, and seemed to be directing their movements: a black man, with a heavy black coat, topped off with a black snow cap. He pointed down the alley, said something to the pair, and disappeared off to the right. The people pushing the shopping carts each pulled up to the nearest trash bin and began to load their respective carts, taking care to mash the garbage down as tightly as possible.
Gene started to walk down the alley to confront the pair, but Sharon tugged his arm and held him back. “Let them come to us. I want to see this.”
The pair moved on to the next bin and repeated the process. They completely emptied out five bins apiece before reaching their load limit. The pair turned around and leaned heavily into their loaded carts, visibly straining to get the cart moving. They turned right and made their way down the street. Gene huffed and started to walk toward the other end of the alley again.
“Gene, hold on.”
Another pair rounded the corner with empty carts. They walked up to the next loaded bin on either side of the alley and got to work.
“I don’t get this,” Sharon said, quietly.
Gene shot her a smug look. “You’ve never seen garbage pickers before?”
“Yes, I have, smartass. But they were never this… organized.”
“Yeah.” Gene put his hands in his pockets.
Six bins were cleared out this time. They noticed that loose garbage was placed under a bag to prevent it from falling out of the cart or blowing away. It took them longer to make the return trek, but sure enough, the loaded carts were hauled away and replaced by another pair of empty carts. By his count, this would put them at least close enough for him to have a little chat and get to the bottom of this.
Sharon beat him to it. When he was looking down at his shoes, she walked a steady, determined march directly toward the garbage pickers. The pair wore heavy black coats and snow hats. One was male, the other female. They set about their business and did not speak to her, or each other.
“Excuse me.” The man stuffed a bag down into his cart and pressed the air out of it. “I said, excuse me.”
Gene walked up and stood at her four o’clock position. The duo kept to their task and didn’t respond.
“Hey, que paso?” Gene figured he’d try Spanish, not that he knew enough to have a conversation. No reply. Sharon walked up aggressively to the female. 
“Hey, put all of this back. Hey, I’m talking to you.”
The female gave Sharon an irritated look but said nothing. She had finished loading her cart and began to press on to the next bin. Sharon grabbed the front of the cart and tried to spin it around. The man left his cart and pushed her aside. He glowered at her and waited for his partner to steer the cart to its intended target. Sharon pulled her arm back. “Don’t… touch me!”
Gene tried to hustle her away from the garbage pickers. “Come on, we’ve seen enough. It’s not worth losing teeth over.”
Sharon glared at the duo, and clumsily stepped backward at Gene’s urging. The pair of garbage pickers resumed their labors.



CHAPTER 51: REGROUPING
 
Gracie pulled into the parking lot of the Green Submarine sandwich shop and came to an abrupt stop in one of the parking spaces. Agnes lurched forward as her sister slammed the car into Park. Gracie cut the engine, then turned to Agnes.
“What the hell was all of that back there?” She waved her arms across the windshield. “And how did we end up here? Good going, Agnes, I hope you have a new job lined up for me somewhere because Warren is going to toss my ass out for no-call no-show.”
Agnes swallowed hard and crossed her arms tightly across her chest. “I’ll make it up to you.”
“Damn right, you are. First, you’re going to tell me what’s going on, and then you’re buying me lunch.” Agnes nodded. “And Chicago? Really? How are we going to explain this to Mom and Dad?”
Agnes frowned. “I don’t know.”
Gracie sank back in her seat. “Great.” Agnes reached over and patted Gracie’s thigh, and she batted her hand away. “Spill.”
Agnes took a deep breath. “There are… things… you don’t know about me.”
Gracie made a face. “Duh! You don’t say?”
“I can… do things… that other people can’t do.”
Gracie feigned surprise. “Really? Because I heard that people are teleporting all over the place. The airlines are pissed.”
“This is hard for me to explain, Gracie. Don’t be mean.”
She crossed her arms. “Fine.”
“Marc’s in trouble. I’m not sure what he’s involved in, but whatever it is, it’s bad.”
“And how do you know?”
“Because I can’t control it when I… travel. I can get us back home, but I don’t always know where the path leads that calls me.”
“Oh, well, that’s a relief. I’d hate to be marooned in boring-ass Chicago.”
“Marc called me the other day.”
Gracie flinched. “He what, now?”
“Except I don’t think he meant to call me. Or maybe he did. I still can’t figure it out.”
“What did he say?”
“Well… he wasn’t exactly speaking to me, it was more like, he was speaking about me. And I found myself in his apartment.”
“About you? To who?”
“To the light.”
Gracie rubbed her temples. “Agnes, I’m not in the mood for your weird crap. Where’s Marc now, at work?”
“I don’t think so. I think he quit.”
Gracie’s jaw dropped. “Quit?” Agnes nodded. “And how do you know that?”
“I was at his office, and saw his desk packed up like he quit.”
Gracie’s jaw dropped again. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. You were at his office? Sheeze, Agnes, for someone who never does anything, you sure get around.”
“Well, I wasn’t there physically…” Agnes sighed.
Gracie eyed her sister suspiciously. “Are there some sort of drugs I should be taking to help me understand this better?”
Agnes seemed to have an epiphany. She pulled her knit bag out from under her seat belt and rooted around, looking for something. Gracie looked bemused. “Drugs? Really?”
Agnes removed her hand from the bag and held up Marc’s cell phone.
Gracie snatched it away from her. “Gimme.” Her thumbs rapidly swiped and tapped all over the screen. “Sheeze.”
Agnes leaned over, trying to see the screen. “What?”
“You’re right, he quit. From the looks of it, he stormed out with no notice.”
“That’s on his phone?”
Gracie angled the screen momentarily toward Agnes. “Email.”
“I’m not following you. He quit over email?”
Gracie groaned with exasperation. “No, genius, his co-worker emailed him asking why he didn’t say goodbye.”
“Oh.”
“Now, what about this girlfriend of his? Get ready for some steamy texting.” Her thumbs swiped and tapped again in rapid succession, only to be followed by a disappointed grunt.
“Hm?”
“Nothing. No calls, no texts, just… nothing.”
“That’s odd.”
“Yeah.” Gracie tossed the phone on Agnes’s lap and removed her seat belt. “Let’s eat, I’m starving. You better have money in that thing.” She jerked her thumb at Agnes’s knit bag.
Agnes nodded and removed her seat belt.



CHAPTER 52: EXTRACTION
 
Bess was dead. The countess, posing as Aunt Barb, was inconsolable. She wept loudly over the body, raising her arms heavenward and calling for her baby to return. Nurse Fran thought the whole show was a bit much, but she figured this was how they did things down south. The fabric curtains weren’t going to afford her much privacy, and more to the point, other patients and their families were subjected to it as well.
Nurse Fran called for an orderly to move Bess to another room where she and Barb could have a bit more privacy. Aunt Barb objected at first, but Nurse Fran used her people skills and piled on loads of empathy, assuring her that she was sorry for her loss, the doctors and staff did everything they could, and one of the doctors had some questions when she was ready, no rush. Aunt Barb sniffled and nodded, responding in a miserable yet sugary tone.
“Ohhh, bless your heart, they surely did, bless those doctors.”
Nurse Fran steered Barb into the room containing Bess’s newly minted corpse. Barb let out a high wail, and Nurse Fran led her to a black padded chair. She got Barb to sit, while giving her assurances and consolation.
“This young lady is very lucky to have you for an aunt. We’re all so sorry for your loss. Take all the time you need. Just let either myself or Nurse Donna know when you’re ready for the doctor to visit with you.”
The countess nodded and sniffled. “Bless your heart, she was a good child. She didn’t deserve this. She didn’t.”
“Can I get you anything? Water?”
“No, bless you for asking. Just leave us be. I’ve got to say prayers.”
Nurse Fran nodded and stood in the doorway, making sure Barb was settled. “I’ll make sure nobody bothers you. I’ll tell them this area is off-limits. There’s a restroom around the corner to your right if you need.”
“That’s mighty thoughtful of you, darlin’. I’ll pray for you too.”
Nurse Fran gave her a thin smile. “I appreciate it.”
The countess pulled her chair closer to Bess and gripped her arm. “Oh, sweet baby! The Lord keep you and bless you!”
Nurse Fran closed the door quietly. She walked back toward the central hub of the ER and pulled a gurney sideways as a makeshift road block. Nurse Donna walked past her down the main hallway, then slid to a stop. “Is that five?”
Nurse Fran nodded. “Yeah, she’s in there praying. Make sure she’s not disturbed.”
Barb’s voice emanated from down the hall. “Lord Jesus, bless this child.”
Nurse Donna smirked. “We’ll steer clear, no worries there.” The nurses tended to other matters.
Inside her private room, the countess squeezed Bess’s arm, and loudly recited religious-sounding phrases, making liberal use of “heavenly” and “Jesus”. While she spoke, her eyes were transfixed on a diagram on the wall. It was labeled simply: DISORDERS OF THE HUMAN DIGESTIVE SYSTEM. It contained not only graphic photos of various maladies, but a cut-away drawing of the components of the human digestive system. The countess thanked her lucky stars. To anyone else, it was an educational poster. To her, it was a treasure map.
She removed her coat and draped it over the chair. She crept over to the door and cracked it open slowly. She peeked down the hall. The sideways gurney discouraged foot traffic. She slipped off her shoes and kicked them aside, just inside of her grief chamber. She did her best to tiptoe around the corner, in search of the restroom. On her way, she found a room that was defined by two oversized swinging doors, with a round window in the center of each. She pushed one of the doors open and made sure it stopped swinging quickly by pressing her rump against it. The countess looked around the room. She had stumbled into an operating suite.
Mercy Hospital wasn’t known for surgery. The ER had it available truly for emergencies, but as a surgeon usually had to be called in from Trinity, patients were routed to that hospital as a matter of course. From time to time, however, the room was needed, and as such, the staff took care to keep the room ready for use.
The countess swayed over to a metal tray covered with a thick plastic sheet. She picked the plastic covering up by one corner and glanced back and forth at the implements. She selected a scalpel with the longest blade and palmed it as furtively as she could without cutting herself, then she laid the plastic cover back down over the tray. She lifted her gown and stuffed a pair of blue exam gloves into the waistband of her underpants and slipped out of the room.
Next, she was off to the restroom. For the benefit of any security cameras, she made a show of being confused, and even saying, “That ain’t the bathroom, no sir!” in case they had built-in microphones.
The restroom was a one-seater, and the countess thanked her lucky stars yet again for the boon of privacy. She set the scalpel down on the sink and crouched down to the short black wastebasket on the floor. She pulled the edges of the trash bag away from the lip of the wastebasket and pulled the bag up and out, setting it aside. As she had hoped, the cleaning staff stored extra bags at the bottom of the wastebasket. She helped herself to one, then thought better of it and took two. She stuffed the bags into her waistband and covered it with her gown. She dropped the prior trash bag into the wastebasket, without bothering to anchor it around the edges.
She washed her hands and fluffed up her hair in the mirror. After drying her hands, she picked up the scalpel again and headed back to Bess’s room. The door clicked shut behind her, and she padded over to her daughter’s body.
She lifted Bess’s hospital gown, exposing her left side. She laid the scalpel down on Bess’s bare skin and pulled the exam gloves and trash bags out of her waistband. She draped the trash bags over a rail on the gurney, then turned her attention to the exam gloves. She slid each one on, flexing her fingers until they reached the end of the glove. 
The countess smiled at Bess. “Heavenly father, we accept your blessings as your humble servants, and we go forth and prosper, Jeshua begat Jehoosephat.” 
She plunged the scalpel into Bess’s pasty flesh, just below her rib cage. She held her breath for as long as she could, working quickly in-between breaths. She pulled her right sleeve up and rolled it as best as she could with her left hand. After a few more slashes with the scalpel, she made a hole big enough to reach into.
“Just like stuffin’ a turkey, baby... you’ve got this.”
She gripped something slimy and hard, and squeezed. She struggled to pull the object out, and the room was filled with a foul odor and a sickening gish sound as she worked her hand free from the newly created orifice. She gasped a sigh of relief as Bess’s stomach slid out of the opening. She picked up the scalpel with her left hand and awkwardly hacked it free. She set her bloody prize down on top of Bess and set the scalpel beside it.
She pulled her left glove off with her teeth and picked up a trash bag from the gurney. She waved it around until she got the opening to separate, then used her teeth again to open the trash bag. She scooped up Bess’s stomach and dropped it carefully into the bag. The bag dropped to the floor heavily with a sickening thud. She peeled off her right glove and tossed it aside carelessly. “Better double-bag this one.”
She used both hands to open the second trash bag and managed with some difficulty to wrap it around the first bag. She picked up the package with both hands and heaved it into her purse. 
“Finished at last. Whew! You really made me work for this, Bessie.”
Blood pooled under Bess’s gurney. The smell of her violated corpse was going to attract attention soon. The countess slipped on her shoes and put on her coat. She heaved her purse up over her shoulder and tried not to buckle. “Good lord!”
She left the room and pulled the door shut with a bang. She clip-clopped down the hallway and pushed past the sideways gurney. Nurse Fran and Nurse Donna were discussing what to do about the new arrival in seven and didn’t notice the countess make her escape out of the ER. 
The countess found a wheelchair parked inside of the main entrance, dropped her purse onto the seat, and pushed it urgently toward her car. Minutes later, she was on the road, patting her purse as it sat on the passenger seat. She pulled over a couple of miles later and moved it to the trunk. A trio of police cars zoomed past her, lights flashing, sirens off, heading toward Mercy Hospital.



CHAPTER 53: STRANDED
 
Gracie ate a loaded sub, gripping it with both hands. Agnes picked at a side salad. Gracie took a slurp of her fountain drink. Agnes hadn’t removed the cap from her bottled water. Gracie bobbed in her seat and looked around at the sandwich shop and out the window at the weekday traffic. Agnes sat still and looked down at her fork, mostly. After swallowing a big bite of her sandwich, Gracie spoke while staring out the window.
“Are you sure you can get us home, like, today?” Agnes frowned, and nodded. “But we can’t go to wherever Marc is.” Agnes shook her head. “Why not?” Gracie took another bite of her sandwich.
Agnes sighed. “I don’t know where he is, and even if I did, he would have to be somewhere that I had been before or was familiar with. Sometimes I can project myself places to see things instead of going there. It’s kind of complicated.”
Gracie chewed thoughtfully. “Did you ever look in on… me and Lace—I mean, Aimee?” Agnes shook her head. “But you knew about… us.”
“I told you, you’re not very clever. I saw the way you acted around each other, and the way you acted when you two broke up.”
Gracie turned pink. She grabbed her soda cup with one hand and took another slurp.
Agnes reached across the table and patted Gracie’s arm. “You’ll find somebody.”
She shook her arm free. “I don’t want ‘somebody’.”
“Sorry.”
Gracie lowered her sandwich. Something out the window caught her attention. Whatever she saw was behind Agnes at an angle. Gracie maintained eye contact with it and spoke again.
“So, if you get us home… are Mom and Dad going to notice anything?”
Agnes shook her head, hesitantly. “I’ll aim for my bedroom. We can take turns walking out.”
“Can you… get us someplace close to the house? Like, a few blocks away?”
“I suppose so, why?”
“I have an idea.” Gracie dropped the remainder of her sub onto her tray. Agnes set her salad bowl on there as well and carried the tray to the trash bin while Gracie headed for the exit. Agnes dropped her unopened bottled water into her knit bag and followed her sister out the door. Agnes headed toward the car, but realized that Gracie was standing near the curb, waiting for a break in the traffic. She glanced over at Agnes when she walked up and jerked her thumb at Agnes’s knit bag.
“Still got money?”
“Some, why?”
Gracie ran across the street. Agnes tried to keep up and managed to cross safely before a delivery truck roared past without so much as tapping the brakes. Gracie pushed past a glass and metal door with a SORRY, WE’RE OPEN sign on it.
Agnes followed closely behind. Gracie had led them into a hair salon that catered to a more adventurous clientele. A woman dressed in all black with shoulder-length jet black Bettie Page hair, a tight-fitting black dress, tattooed shoulders, and stiletto pumps was deeply involved in the process of applying the third of five hair dyes to a chubby-cheeked woman who sat impassively in her chair.
“Welcome,” said the hair stylist. “Got an appointment?”
Gracie gulped. “Um, no. Quick cut?”
The stylist gave a withering scowl, and her shoulders sagged. “Does this look like WonderKuts? We’re booked.”
The customer looked up in the mirror and smiled apologetically.
Agnes intervened. “She means a derby cut. She’s got a bout this weekend.”
Gracie looked at Agnes like she just spoke Swahili.
The stylist looked Gracie up and down and nodded approvingly. “Roller derby? Nice.”
Gracie mussed her hair, sheepishly. “Yeah, Vixxxns. I’m Crotch Rocket.”
“Jammer?”
“Totally. Always looking to score.” She winked playfully.
“Okay, for you, I’ll do a walk-in. She has to set for a little while when I’m done applying this color anyway.”
Gracie thanked her and sat in the small waiting area with Agnes. Gracie leaned over and whispered, “Who taught you those words?”
Agnes smiled thinly. “You wouldn’t understand.”
Gracie gasped when she looked up at the tote board. A quick cut was going to run $80 plus tax and tip. She nudged Agnes and gestured furtively at the board. “Um, when you say you have ‘some money’, is that like, a hundred bucks?”
Agnes frowned and shook her head. She reached into her knit bag and rooted around. She had one $20 bill left, plus some smaller loose bills. Tip was covered, but little else.
Gracie looked crestfallen. Truth be told, she came in because she saw the stylist step out front for a cigarette and she thought she looked hot. Definitely not uptight and closeted like Aimee, assuming she went that way. Maybe she had a sister. In any case, her brilliant plan was foiled.
Agnes rooted around some more and produced Marc’s wallet. Gracie’s eyes bulged. “Dude!” Gracie swiped it away from her and rifled through it. She found $40 in cash and one credit card. It was worth a shot. She pulled the card out of the wallet and held it up. “You take plastic?”
The stylist nodded while brushing hair dye on a long strand of hair. “Sure do.”
“Sweet.” Agnes shot a concerned look at Gracie. “What? He hasn’t been reported missing, has he? Besides, I’m sure he can afford it.”
Agnes sat back and closed her eyes. Now was as good a time as any to search for Marc, she thought, or seek guidance. Or something.
The stylist set her hair dye cup aside and carefully pulled a shower cap over her customer’s head. Then she pulled off her plastic gloves. “Okay, derby girl, you’re up.”
Gracie shoved Marc’s wallet into her back pocket. “Let’s do it.”



CHAPTER 54: ROUTE OH-ONE
 
“Come on, Meier. Let’s get back to the office and we can figure things out there.” Gene sat on the passenger side of the company car. Sharon made him fork over the keys and was very much in the driver’s seat. She leaned forward as she drove, paying minimal attention to the road, and as much as possible to the sidewalks. Rather than chase loaded shopping carts on foot, she decided to let the car do the work. Plus, there was heat.
“Zip it, Swolski. We’re doing this my way.”
“Can your way involve maybe not hitting every fricking pothole in Chicago?” He banged his head against the passenger window as the car jostled violently.
“How about you help? You see a cart, you tell me, got it?”
Gene blew a puff of air up through his mustache. “Christ almighty.”
She rounded the corner in time to find two garbage pickers pushing loaded shopping carts across the street and into another alley. “Gotcha.”
He fingered the door handle, figuring they were going to pull up and bust them red-handed, pushing stolen garbage. Sharon hadn’t exactly spelled out the plan, other than to insist on driving.
She did slow down a bit, only to allow the pickers to completely cross the street and enter the alley. Just as Gene was about to throw the door open and shout, “Freeze, dirtbag,” she gunned the engine and sent the car roaring up the street.
“What the hell, Meier? We had ‘em dead to rights!”
Sharon looked over with an astounded look on her face. “We’re not cops, Gene.” The car struck another pothole and bounced them around in their seats.
“Oh really? ‘Cause you coulda fooled me, driving like we’re running down public fricking enemy number one.”
She got control of the car and made a sharp right. The tires screeched a bit as they rounded the turn. “Come on, come on!” She gunned the engine again and made another sharp right down the next parallel street to where they had encountered the pickers. Gene saw the pickers walking down the block, pushing their carts along with dogged determination. Sharon slowed down and waited for them to enter the next alleyway. Rather than gun the engine again, she slowed down to a more moderate speed. She took the next left turn slow and easy.
Gene rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “Pick one, crazed maniac or Sunday driver.”
Sharon gripped the wheel and craned her neck over the dashboard. “Relax, Gene, I’ve got this.”
“You’ve got what?”
She skipped the next turn and drove a few more blocks, then turned left, and found a spot to parallel-park the car. Gene fingered the door handle. She waved him off. “No sense in freezing your ass off, Gene. Sit tight.”
Gene drummed his fingers on his lap. Whatever Sharon was up to didn’t seem to involve him. Like she said, he might as well stay warm and get paid for whatever it was they were doing.
Roughly ten minutes later, a pair of pickers with empty carts emerged from one of the right-hand alleys. The other pair appeared from the left side. They passed each other in the street without comment. Sharon watched the proceedings with a look of fascination. She cupped her right hand over her mouth. “Huh.”
Gene sighed. “Yeah?”
“We’re getting closer.”
“To what?”
“That,” she said, pulling the car into gear, “is what we’re going to find out.”
“Fricking wonderful.”
Sharon drove to the next cross street, turned right, and then went a few blocks before turning right again. Sharon sucked in her breath. Gene looked at her, then out the windshield. 
“What?”
“I think I see where they’re taking all of it. I still don’t get why.”
Gene looked around. It seemed like a run-down industrial area to him. Maybe some small-time operator had some sort of cash-for-trash scheme going on, except they usually were more discriminating, like only taking cardboard or scrap metals. As they drew closer to where the carts were headed, they began to realize this was no small-time operator.
The building stood seven stories high, by Gene’s count, and was topped off with a square extension that he assumed contained some antiquated elevator equipment. It appeared to stretch for easily a third of the block. As they passed the building they both gawked down the service alley and saw a two-story warehouse extension that seemed to stretch back for at least half a block. Sharon pulled into a vacant lot and parked the car haphazardly. Gene fingered the door handle again but watched for cues from Sharon before opening the door. She flung aside her seat belt and opened her door. Gene followed suit and blew a puff of air vapor. “You sure you wanna do this?”
“Damn right.”
“Alrighty then.”
Gene stuffed his hands into his coat and braced against a chill wind. Sharon pulled her coat tightly against her and doggedly marched toward the mysterious building. As they got closer, they noticed that it bore no markings: no company name, no building name, nothing. Despite its anonymity, it seemed to be the neighborhood hot spot. Loaded shopping carts approached from three directions. Empty carts fanned out in reciprocal patterns at loose intervals.
Sharon pointed to something in the distance. There was the man she saw earlier, directing the pickers. She decided to zero in on him. Gene nodded and squinted against the wind.
The man had a lot of energy, that was for sure. He was a bundle of activity, directing carts this way and that, nodding along as full carts entered the warehouse and waving another pair of pickers with empty carts to walk in the direction from whence the others came. He appeared to be in his mid-twenties, dressed in all black, down to his dirt-spattered shoes. Gene and Sharon were close enough to hear his voice.
“Route Oh-One, lookin’ good. Go to your zone. Yo! We need empties on Oh-One! Who’s got Oh-One?” A pair of empty carts appeared in the warehouse bay door. The supervisor waved them out into the alley. “One more on Oh-One. Oh-Three! Who’s got Oh-Three?”
Gene tried to keep up, but as he expected, Sharon walked furiously toward the supervisor. “Excuse me.”
“Yes ma’am. Be right witcha. Oh-Three! Come on, we need to move on Oh-Three!”
“Excuse me!”
“There you go, Oh-Three, outbound. Let me know if we need one or two more.”
He patted one of the pickers on the back and looked around for bottlenecks in the process. Sharon was up in front of him, in no mood to wait for anything. “Excuse me. Exactly what the hell is going on here?”
“Aw, we doing business, ma’am, ain’t nothing but business. Oh-Four! What you doing?”
“And where are you getting those carts?”
“Aw, ma’am, they said y’all was gonna be all up on us, but we cool. Missah Syed, ma’am, he buy all these carts. He say, don’t let nobody say we stole they carts, ‘cause they ours.”
Gene caught up with Sharon. “And who the hell are you?”
“Me? I’m just Alphonzo, Sir. I keep things moving. Like this here.” He raised his voice sharply. “Oh-Five! Go to your zone! I ain’t playin’!”
“Alphonzo.”
“Yes sir.”
“What exactly is going on here, some kind of recycling outfit?” Gene squinted against another chill breeze.
Alphonzo gave a toothy smile. “Aw, we just gettin’ paid. Like I say, we doing business here.”
Sharon scowled. “Where is this… Mister Syed? Can we talk to him?”
Alphonzo shook his head. “No, he busy.”
She reached into her purse and flashed her ID badge. Gene rolled his eyes. What was this about not being cops?
“We’re with the city. How about you take us to Mister Syed and we’ll get all of this straightened out?”
Alphonzo puffed. “That badge ain’t nothing, ma’am. The Po-Po don’t got beef with none of us, neither. Missah Syed busy.” Alphonzo bounded away, running down some errant pickers.
Gene squinted into a gust of wind. “Okay, chief, what’s the plan?”
Sharon pulled out her phone and snapped a photo of the building, then pulled up their location on GPS. She took a screenshot of the map, blackened the screen, and shoved the phone back into her purse. “We get back to some goddamn heat.”
Gene stuck his hands in his pockets and braced for the walk back to the car.



CHAPTER 55: BUZZED
 
The stylist spun Gracie around in her chair to face a plate glass mirror lined with painted porcelain masks. Red and black velvet were the primary decorative elements in the salon—a two-seater that could either come off as impossibly cramped or, as Gracie thought of it, beguilingly intimate. “Derby cut, huh? What’s that entail?”
Gracie looked up at the stylist and tried not to stare. “Something fast.”
“Right, we have about a half an hour before I have to do some more color work on her,” she said, motioning to her other customer, who idly flipped through a magazine.
“No, I mean something… fast. Lead jammer, coming through!” Gracie ran the palm of her hand over the side of her head.
The stylist stooped down and squinted one eye. Gracie felt a thrill when she leaned into her ear and whispered, “I’ve got just what you’re looking for.”
Gracie wanted to fan herself. She also wanted to pull the stylist onto her lap. She caught a glimpse of Agnes in an accent mirror and cooled off. “You do? I mean... yes, you do, you’re the expert.” She let off a nervous laugh.
The stylist stood up and stepped on the height adjusting lever. She teased Gracie with a coquettish smile, then tossed a smock onto Gracie’s front, pinning it in the back. 
“No shampoo?”
The stylist ran her fingers down Gracie’s scalp. “Massage costs extra.”
Gracie bit her lip. “We… I can afford it.”
“Doubt it.”
The customer giggled from behind her magazine. Gracie felt her cheeks burn. Before she could press the issue, the stylist flicked on an electric clipper. 
“Buckle up, buttercup.”
“Huh?”
The stylist ran the clippers up the right side of Gracie’s head, over and over, filling her ear with a steady electric hum. Gracie tried to close her eyes, but that meant missing out on seeing… her, whatever her name was. The buzzing stopped, and a damp towel brushed along her scalp. The stylist bent over and steadied herself on Gracie’s shoulder. She gave her an intense stare before continuing the haircut. “Don’t move. You bleed, you suck. Got it?”
Gracie nodded slightly. The stylist made precision nicks with the clippers.
“That’s better. Fast.”
The stylist ran her fingers over Gracie’s shaved and faded scalp. Gracie felt herself dampen, much lower. The stylist put the clippers back on the shelf and reached for a spray bottle. Water vapor shrouded Gracie’s head, then the stylist pulled a long purple comb out of a jar and a pair of round-handled scissors. She pressed up close to Gracie and gave her a scissor cut on her left side.
Gracie enjoyed the nearness of her. This must have been what lap dances were for guys, she thought, looking, and not touching. Her fingers twitched, aching to touch any part of her, but taking care not to offend She with the Scissors.
The stylist bent down and peered into the mirror with Gracie. “Is that what you had in mind?” Gracie nodded, dumbly. “That’s right, you did. I can read minds, you know.”
Agnes opened one eye.
“Really?” Gracie looked up at the stylist in awe.
The stylist smiled seductively and stepped around to Gracie’s left side to finish the cut. “Obviously. You wanted your hair to look like this, and now I’m making it happen.”
Agnes closed her eye.
The stylist laid her implements down on the counter, then used a whisk on the back of Gracie’s neck. She leaned forward again and traded the whisk for a hand mirror. She held it up behind Gracie’s head, proudly. “You like?” Gracie nodded. The stylist leaned into her ear. “I meant the haircut.”
“Oh, yeah. Fierce.”
The stylist removed Gracie’s smock with a flourish. “Let’s ring you up.”
The stylist strutted over to her cash register. She punched in the cost of the haircut, then totaled everything up. “89.74.”
Gracie pulled Marc’s wallet out of her back pocket and found his credit card. The stylist plucked it out of her hand and swiped it through the card reader. She read the front of the card and let out a small laugh. “Marc?”
“Short for Marcie.”
“Marcie.”
“That’s me.”
The card reader beeped. Gracie’s stomach leapt into her throat. Don’t say declined, she thought, anxiously. The receipt printed out, and the stylist tore it off the machine. “Sign here, Marcie.” Gracie signed it “M Morris”, as messily as possible. The stylist pouted. “No tip? Was I really so bad to you?”
Gracie pulled a $20 bill from Marc’s wallet. “I thought you’d like cash instead.”
The stylist pooched her lips, folded the bill into thirds, slipped it under her bra strap, and slid it slowly down, watching Gracie stare, dropping all pretense. “I don’t like to carry cash. It cramps my style.”
Gracie needed to lie down. She waved Agnes on to leave the salon, and the stylist called after her. She put her business card in Gracie’s palm and folded her hand closed over it.
“Next time, you’ll make an appointment, and you’ll get more… personal attention.”
Gracie nodded. She walked robotically back to Marc’s car but wasn’t exactly sure where she was going.



CHAPTER 56: INDUCTION
 
For someone in his late 20s, Marc wondered why he felt like a child that’s been threatened with what will happen when Father comes home. Inanna was cold to him for the remainder of the day. The servants tended to their chores and seemed to be preparing for Tobias to return as the afternoon wore on. 
Marc tried to keep a low profile, sitting on a white leather sofa and trying to enjoy the buttery smoothness and the sensation of sinking into the furniture. A sinking feeling of dread overpowered him instead.
He didn’t want to turn on the television. Inanna wouldn’t understand what it was and would probably think it was a method for communicating with others, presumably to arrange a ride home. To leave Dubai was to leave Inanna; that much was clear. He didn’t know how much more of the silent treatment was necessary to reinforce that point.
He stared out the balcony window and looked out at the water in the distance. White sails flared, waves lapped the sandy shore, and palm trees swayed in the breeze. Under different circumstances such sights would have been relaxing and gotten him in a vacation frame of mind. Now, it was all alien terrain, and he was effectively a prisoner.
Relief finally came by way of the front door clicking and swinging open. A burly guard entered first, followed by Tobias, then his other guard. The door closed behind them. Tobias saw Marc standing by the balcony window and gave him a genial nod. He disappeared down the hallway. Marc wasn’t sure if he should follow and try to proactively give his side of the story. Tobias seemed reasonable. He’d understand homesickness and the desire to return to normalcy. He wasn’t dumping Inanna, he just couldn’t stay here.
He held his position, however, as he heard Tobias and Inanna speaking their strange language and hearing the sharp tone in her voice. This was not a good report. Maybe the best he could hope for now was that Tobias would allow his family to have an open casket funeral. Tobias spoke sharply as well, to her. He heard her voice rise, and be dismissed with a guttural growl, followed by footsteps further down the hallway. Inanna hissed and spat.
Marc wasn’t sure if he should intervene. Maybe some sort of mutual understanding could be reached. Tobias returned to the front room, still wearing his dress clothes but a bit more casually. His white dress shirt was minus a tie, untucked from his trousers, and unbuttoned a third of the way down. His vest and suit coat were missing as well. He walked around in stocking feet. He smiled at Marc and motioned for him to sit on the white leather sofa. “Please.”
Marc obliged as Tobias sat at the opposite end, on the edge of the cushion.
“Inanna told me you are unhappy.”
Marc shook his head. “Not at all, sir. I’m very, very, very… very happy.”
“Inanna told me you are unhappy living with us.”
Marc smiled weakly and shrugged. “It’s not that I’m unhappy here, but…”
Tobias looked concerned. “Inanna has displeased you? Or my servants? Show the one to me, at once.”
Marc shook his head vigorously. “Oh, no… no, no, no… not at all. She’s, um, she’s really great. The servants are, uh, great too.”
“But Inanna says you are unhappy.”
Marc sighed. “Please don’t get me wrong. This place is, well, it’s beyond my wildest dreams. And I couldn’t have gotten any luckier with Inanna. And you’ve been an amazingly generous host. But… I miss… home.”
Tobias listened pensively, then nodded slowly. “Your home, it is far from here?”
“Chicago, yeah.”
“It is… more pleasing to you than here?”
“Well, uh… I don’t know about that. To be fair, I haven’t seen much of this place. But Chicago is where I live, you know? All of my things are there.”
Tobias nodded. It wasn’t immediately clear if he was fully understanding what he was being told. He clapped twice. “Inanna.” 
Inanna padded into the room, dressed in her black robe. She gave Marc a rotten look and knelt at Tobias’s feet. Tobias spoke to her in their native tongue. Inanna did not react, choosing to maintain a hard stare in Marc’s general direction. After further words from her brother, Inanna appeared to acquiesce to his request.
“Sou-ri.” Inanna looked down, ashamed.
Marc looked perplexed. “Sorry? For what?”
Tobias smiled. “Inanna was afraid that you wanted to leave her, no matter where your path might lead. We plan to leave this place, and we wish to take you with us.”
Marc’s jaw dropped. “Really? Where? When?”
“Soon. It is far from here, perhaps near your homeland. For now, it would make us happy if you would stay.”
Marc nodded, trying to comprehend this news. “It would be my honor.”
Tobias flashed a broad smile. “Then we are agreed. You will stay here.”
“Alright!”
Inanna crawled over to Marc and wrapped her arms around his leg. Tobias sat back on the sofa, pleased.
Marc’s excitement soon became grave concern: he didn’t have his phone, his wallet, and most importantly, a passport. Leaving Dubai wasn’t going to be as easy as Tobias made it sound.
Inanna said something to Tobias in their language. Tobias gestured at the television. “Inanna wishes to know the purpose of this black rectangle.”
Marc chuckled. “Oh, the TV? We uh, use it to see things.”
Tobias looked uncertain. “See things?”
“Right. Like we watch the news, or sports, or videos, or all kinds of stuff.” Tobias stared blankly. Marc realized he wasn’t explaining the concept very well. “It’s probably best if I show you.”
Marc tried to get up, but Inanna maintained her serpentine grip. Tobias gestured to her to let go and she grudgingly obliged. Marc walked over to the television, felt around the edge of the unit for the power button, and switched it on. The TV logo appeared on the screen and was replaced by a news program. Tobias and Inanna were fascinated.
A female wrapped in a hijab spoke to the screen. Marc felt around on the edge of the screen again until he found the volume buttons. He pressed them until the woman’s voice emanated from the television screen. She spoke in a language that Marc assumed to be Arabic. Tobias and Inanna exchanged glances. Inanna spoke to Tobias with more than a hint of jealousy in her voice.
“She asks who this woman is, and why she speaks to her Marc?”
Marc laughed. “Oh, she’s not talking to me, exactly. Here, watch.”
He looked around for the cable box. It sat on a glass shelf under the television. He found the channel buttons and pressed one of them.
A commercial for a luxury hotel appeared on the screen. Random images of food being served, a suite door opening and revealing the accommodations, a wealthy couple checking in at the front desk, and a smiling doorman were all part of the montage. Inanna’s hand was cupped to her mouth. Tobias leaned forward intently. “Who are these people? What is their message?”
“Um, they want people to stay at their hotel. It’s called advertising.”
“I wish to speak to them.”
Marc seized the opportunity. “Well, funny enough, you can call them with the phone. But these don’t work. I think something’s wrong with the base unit.” Tobias was lost. Marc picked up the remote handset and pressed it to his ear, then held it up for both to see. “We use phones to talk to people that are far away.”
“Phones?”
“Yeah, practically everybody has one.”
Tobias spoke with Inanna, then turned to Marc once again. “You do not use phones to speak to Inanna.”
“Um, no. Actually, I have no idea how we do that. I just know it’s in my head, somehow.”
Tobias smiled. “You do not need a phone.”
“Okay.”
“You do not need that black rectangle.”
“Okay.” Marc switched off the television.
“Much has been lost. Soon it shall return.”
“Okay.”
“Thank you, Marc, for teaching us. We wish to know your ways.”
Marc shrugged. “I guess.”
“We shall teach you our ways as well.”
“Okay.”
Tobias stood and clapped Marc on the shoulder. “We shall be brothers.”
“Okay!”
Tobias smiled, and clapped twice.
“Come, let us dine.”
Servants emerged from the hallway and set food on the long dining table.



CHAPTER 57: STRANGE ARRANGEMENTS
 
Gracie sat in the driver’s seat of Marc’s car and unbuttoned the left breast pocket of her top shirt, then she slid the stylist’s business card in there for safekeeping. She wasn’t sure how to make it happen, but she was very interested in making an appointment as soon as possible. She wondered if Agnes could magically send her long distances without having to come along too. Agnes sat quietly on the passenger side, waiting for her to start the car. Gracie sank back in her seat and let out a long puff of air. 
“She’s way out of my league.”
“Hm?”
“Hottie McGee. I’m way too young for her, and I can just tell, she’s way more than I can handle.”
“Are you?” Agnes tipped her head forward a bit and smiled.
“Yeah… no… I don’t know.” Gracie pressed her palm to her forehead, then pulled it back, feeling the strange sensations of her freshly cut and faded hair.
Agnes patted her on the thigh. “I thought you were going places.”
Gracie let out a snort. “Well, yeah, but… well, come on, Agnes, look at me! And look at her! What chance in hell do I have?”
“From what I saw, a big one.”
“Yeah, but she lives here, and she’s got her own business, and we have to get back… and I’ll probably never see her again…” Gracie threw her head back. “And now I don’t even have a job!” Tears welled up in her eyes.
Agnes turned slightly in her seat. “Hey.”
Gracie exhaled. “What?”
“I believe in you, Gracie. I brought you with me for a reason.”
Gracie sniffed. “Yeah, to torture me.”
“No, I brought you with me because even though there are things I can do that you can’t, there are things you can do that I can’t. Look at me, Gracie. I prefer the background, I know you like to make fun, but it’s true, I don’t want to be noticed. I don’t want anyone to call me special.”
Gracie gave a small laugh. “You do blend in.”
“And even though I can sometimes travel long distances in an instant, that doesn’t mean I know what to do when I get there. You’re not afraid of new things, Gracie. Anyone else would have had difficulty adjusting to being across the country in the blink of an eye, but you just adapted.”
Gracie looked straight ahead and ran her fingers around Marc’s steering wheel over and over. “I guess.”
“You did. I don’t know what happened to Marc, or why his apartment burned down. All I know for sure is, he’s alive, and involved in something very bad. He needs us, Gracie.”
Gracie swallowed hard. “Bad, like what? And I thought you said he had a girlfriend.”
Agnes nodded, and frowned. “I’m not so sure about that. Whoever he’s with doesn’t want to be found. I only caught a glimpse of her, but she is doing something to stop me from seeing the full picture. At least, I think it’s her.”
“Like, she has weird mystical powers like you do?”
“They’re not that mystical.”
Gracie gestured out the window. “Um, hello.”
Agnes shifted in her seat. “I will teach you.”
Gracie’s eyes widened. “Teach me what?”
“Why did we go to that hair salon? It wasn’t for a new hairstyle, was it?”
Gracie turned pink. “It kinda was.”
“Be honest with me.”
Gracie rolled her eyes. “Fine, I saw the stylist out front and thought she was hot. I just wanted a closer look, that’s all.”
“What about your clever plan that involved getting half of your head shaved?”
“I wanted her close to me.”
Agnes took a breath through her nose. “Fine. We went to the hair salon because you wanted to go there.”
“So what?”
“We’re here because I wanted us to go here.”
Gracie shook her head and held her palms up. “And…?”
“Everything we do, no matter how mundane, is driven by our intentions. You eat breakfast because you intend to. You watch TV because you intend to. You walk around because you intend to.”
“Still not getting it.”
“Why don’t you walk out the door one day and say ‘today, I’m going to be in Chicago’, and spend the day there?”
“Because I don’t have air fare, or a car, genius.”
“And yet, here we are.” Agnes leaned forward and looked Gracie in the eye. “Because I intended for us to travel here.”
Gracie snorted. “So, what, from now on, I just say, ‘screw this, I’m going to LA’ and poof, I’ll be there?”
“Purity of motive.”
Gracie gave Agnes a withering look. “What?”
“If you truly want to learn as I have learned, there are three guiding principles that will light the path: Purity of Heart, Purity of Thought, and Purity of Motive.”
“Agnes, I’m not joining some whack job cult.”
“I’m not asking you to.”
“And not that it’s any of your business, I’m capable of some mighty impure thoughts.”
“I know.”
Gracie grimaced and shoved her sister. “Okay, well this has been really educational, but we’ve got to get home soon before Mom and Dad flip out.”
“Alright.”
“So, what do we do with Marc’s car? We can’t exactly put it back in his parking spot.”
“Why not?”
“Um, his apartment burned down? Sooner or later, they’ll tow it away.”
“Then they tow it away. He’s got bigger problems.”
“And then, how do we get back home?”
“Put the car back in the lot, and I’ll get us home.”
“How?”
Agnes gave a knowing smile. “Intentionally.”



CHAPTER 58: TRIP REPORT
 
Gene and Sharon drove back to the office in silence for a while. He took over the driving, as Sharon was too distracted and annoyed to be trusted behind the wheel. She shook her head and exhaled sharply. “Trash for cash. You called it, Gene.”
“Yeah?”
“I don’t get it. There doesn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to it. If it was something of value, I could see it. I wouldn’t like it, most likely, because that would mean a huge mess for us to clean up so some homeless people can scrape together a few bucks.”
“Yeah.”
“But if they’re storing all of it in that warehouse, well number one, that’s got to reek.”
Gene snorted. “Yeah, I bet.”
“And number two, that’s got to be a huge health and safety violation, doesn’t it?”
He nodded. “I don’t see why not.”
“I don’t know what kind of bribes are being passed around over there, but even if the cops look the other way, it doesn’t mean we have to.”
“What do you mean, ‘we’?”
“Come on, Gene, we’ve got to report this! You were there. You saw how much crap they were hauling around. The rats alone have got to be a public health nightmare.”
Gene blew a puff of air up through his mustache. “Yeah, alright.”
They returned to the office just in time for the place to empty out. Sharon led Gene to the Superintendent’s office, which was blacked out. “Crap.”
He shrugged. “We’ll tell him tomorrow.”
Sharon sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “Yeah, okay, fine. I’ll come get you.”
“Great.”
The two parted ways. Gene stopped by his office to pick up a few things. Sharon went directly to her car and fired up the engine. 
She would stop off at home for a change of clothes. She wasn’t ready to hand off what was rightfully her investigation. She wanted more to show the Super in the morning than just some hastily snapped photos and a GPS map.



CHAPTER 59: TOUCHDOWN
 
Gracie approached Marc’s apartment building, then gunned the engine and kept driving. Agnes gave Gracie a concerned look. “That was his parking spot.”
“Was.”
“What’s wrong with it?”
Gracie exuded an air of grim determination. “You were right, Agnes, you don’t know what you’re doing.”
“Hm?”
“Cops, Agnes. They were parked out front of the building.”
“And that means we can’t park Marc’s car?”
“Not when they know his apartment burned down and his car was gone. Which means they’re either looking for it so they can break the news to him, or they want to ask him a few questions about where he was when his apartment burned up.”
“Oh.”
“That reminds me… turn his phone off.”
“Why?”
“Nobody knows we have it. And if anyone calls looking for him, how’s that going to sound if we answer, genius? Shut it off.”
Agnes rooted around in her knit bag and found the phone. She checked the screen for any messages or other clues. Nothing. She held the power button down until the phone went black.
Gracie looked around anxiously. “We’ve got to ditch this somewhere.”
Agnes thought for a moment. “We want him to get it back, don’t we?”
“Yeah, I guess, why?”
Agnes pointed to a building coming up on their right. “There.”
A brightly lit building advertised BEER - WINE - SPIRITS. Gracie parked the car under a sign announcing that all unauthorized vehicles would be towed at the owner’s expense, no exceptions.
“Are you effing kidding me?”
“They’ll keep it safe for when he comes back.”
“Yeah, and they’ll charge him a flipping fortune to get it out of car jail.”
“Don’t worry so much about money. Just give me the keys when you get out.”
Gracie huffed, removed her seat belt, and tossed the keys into Agnes’s lap. Agnes removed her seat belt and got out of the car. She pointed the key fob at the car and pressed one of the buttons. The amber parking lights flashed twice in rapid succession and the locks clicked shut. She dropped the keys into her knit bag.
Gracie hopped around, shaking off the cold. “Where to now, genius?”
Agnes waved her along. “This way.”
Gracie walked along, arms folded tightly across her chest. Agnes showed no sign of being affected by the cold.
“Sheeze, Agnes, I knew you were an ice queen, but damn.”
“Hm?”
“Aren’t you freezing? You’re not exactly dressed for this either.”
Agnes smiled. “I choose not to be.”
Gracie blew a stream of vapor. “Oh, okay. Purity of not freezing my ass off. Alla shazam, I’m toasty warm.”
They walked along past a row of sandwich shops and nail salons. Gracie put on a brave front but soon broke down and rubbed her hands together vigorously. She held them up to her reddening ears. “Dammit, Agnes!”
“We’re here.”
They ducked into a variety store. Gracie’s ears hurt with the sensation of cold skin meeting heated air. Agnes led them to the linens department. She hunted around until she found a plain white queen-sized fitted sheet for $10. Gracie held up a powder blue set priced at $25. Agnes shook her head and started to walk toward the front of the store.
“But this one comes with two sheets and pillowcases.” She tossed the pack on top of a bin filled with economy pillows.
“I need Marc’s wallet back, please.”
“I thought we established that Marc was short for Marcie.”
“Please, Gracie.”
Gracie huffed and pulled Marc’s wallet out of her back pocket. She clapped it into Agnes’s outstretched palm. Agnes opened the wallet and removed the remaining $20 bill. While they stood in the checkout line, Gracie picked out a pack of gum and put it on top of the fitted sheet. Agnes raised her eyebrows.
“Marc wants me to have minty fresh breath.”
Agnes removed the gum and placed it back on the shelf. “We owe him enough as it is.”
Gracie put the gum back on the conveyor belt. “What’s one more buck?”
“Very well, I won’t argue.”
Gracie grinned.
Agnes declined the offer of a shopping bag. She slipped the fitted sheet into her knit bag along with the change. Gracie swiped the gum and absentmindedly tore open the pack as they left the store and popped two pieces into her mouth. She offered the pack to Agnes, who declined. Gracie shrugged and stuffed the pack into her front pants pocket.
“Now what?”
“Now we go home.”
Agnes led Gracie around the back of the store. She pulled the fitted sheet out of her knit bag and removed the packaging. She carefully put the waste into a nearby dumpster. She unfolded the sheet and let it billow in the breeze. 
Gracie snorted. “What’s with you and blankets, anyway?”
Agnes offered her a corner to hold onto. She pointed to a snowdrift on a berm behind the store. “Sit here.”
Gracie winced at the grubby curb at the edge of the berm but figured she could toss her pants in the laundry later. She obeyed, and Agnes sat down lightly beside her. She instructed Gracie to wrap the sheet tightly around the two of them, so they’d look like part of the snowdrift to anyone who happened to be looking in their direction. Gracie clutched her knees and bent forward, trying to warm up.
“Where to, Gracie?”
“Home.”
“You said you wanted to aim for someplace close by. Where do you want to go?”
Gracie could barely think. Her ears were starting to get numb. “I don’t know, the backyard. Pioneer street. Just, not here.”
“This is important, Gracie. We’re going to go where you want to go. I need you to concentrate and describe that place.”
Gracie groaned. “Okay, okay, alright! There are some shrubs near our house. Right now, they’re half covered in snow. Whenever I see them when I am walking home I know that I’m almost there, and it will just be a few more minutes. They’re stupid. It’s a stupid landmark but it’s mine, and I like seeing it. It’s just three round shrubs bunched together. One big one, and two smaller ones, like Mi—” Gracie let out a yelp. “Ow!”
Agnes sat upright. “We’re here.” Gracie looked around. They were sitting in the snow beside three shrubs, half covered in snow. “After you.”
Gracie got to her feet and staggered toward home. The pair arrived home five minutes later. Gracie was first through the door. “Well, that was a fine day out.”
Mother emerged from the kitchen. “Oh, my.”
Gracie tousled her hair. “You like it?”
Mother grunted. “Dinner’s ready.”
Gracie bounded up the stairs. “Great, I’m starving.”
Agnes walked in and closed the door quietly behind her.



CHAPTER 60: ESCAPE FROM NINEVEH
 
Marc was relieved that dinner went well with his surrogate family, or more to the point, his future brother-in-law. Tobias and Inanna were rather matter-of-fact about this development. Marc and Inanna were fated to be together forever. He had traveled across time and found her at the brink of death, brought her to her brother who resided in the present day somehow, who in turn restored her to full health with only his touch.
Tobias and Inanna had lots of explaining to do, that is, if Marc insisted on it. He felt fortunate to be alive, and Inanna wasn’t going to take a breakup well. He decided it was best under the circumstances to follow the path of least resistance… and greatest harmony.
He did seize the opportunity to learn more about his host. Speaking as Inanna’s interpreter, Tobias made mention about enjoying a family meal together as that was something they had been denied for a long time. Millennia, Marc reminded himself. So how had Tobias come to live in the present day?
Tobias chewed on a pine nut thoughtfully, and stared off into the middle distance, as though he were watching a scene projected onto one of the living room walls. After a few minutes, he shook his head and asked Marc how he liked his leaves. 
“Oh, uh, the salad? It’s really good.”
“I am still getting accustomed to… the food of your people.”
“You’re doing fine.” Inanna scooped up a handful of field greens and ate them happily, until Marc encouraged her to eat her salad with a fork. Inanna frowned, but with a pointed look from Tobias, she deigned to try this unfamiliar method. Marc stabbed a pile of field greens, taking care not to be too aggressive but with enough force to provide an effective demonstration.
Inanna beamed, and followed along. She stabbed her salad, over and over, then twisted her arm awkwardly to strip the fork of the impaled greens. Marc smiled and showed her how to twirl the fork to make for a graceful approach to one’s mouth. Inanna knit her brow, then tried it for herself. Tobias clapped appreciatively.
After they finished eating and had left the table, Tobias gestured to Marc to lean toward him. Marc was unsure of the reason for this request but decided to comply. He bent his head forward. Tobias waved him closer and closer, then put his hand on Marc’s forehead. He spoke a word unlike anything he’d ever heard before, and the room went dark.
The sun was setting over Dubai, however it became clear that the room he was now standing in was obscured by a thick black smoke, but it didn’t affect his breathing. The smoke gradually lessened, and eventually he observed a moderately sized sand-colored stone brick room. There were no glass windows. Instead, there were thin slits in the walls, allowing for observation but not escape.
He saw a thin man wrapped in dirty rags, tending to an earthenware jug that stood about half his height. His hair was dirty and matted, his facial hair dark and scruffy, beard long and unkempt. The man closed his eyes, and his breathing slowed. After a moment or two, he struggled to lift the earthenware jug and poured water through a horizontal slit in the wall to Marc’s right. The man sat the jug back down and repeated the process.
Tobias, Marc thought. He went to him, and tried to help lift the jug, to ease his burden. He couldn’t interfere with what he was seeing, any more than yelling at the television affects the program.
Over and over, Tobias created water, and poured it through the slit in the wall. Marc went to one of the vertical slits and tried to see what the water was for. He gasped when he caught a glimpse of the magnificent and indescribable Hanging Gardens of Nineveh. He tried to follow where the water was going, and he saw the shimmering top of an aqueduct. A sickening realization crept over him: Tobias was attempting to water a world wonder with the equivalent of a paper cup.
“Attempting” being the operating word. This was a cruel punishment of some sort, and Tobias was clearly being set up to fail. The progress he made with what little he had to work with was astonishing.
Horns sounded through one of the other windows. Tobias set the jug down and stepped wearily over to the window to heed the summons. The king stood in the square below, flanked by two guards.
“Tobias, how goes your labor?” Tobias did not respond. “I certainly hope for your sake, if not your dear sister Inanna, that you are keeping my garden well fed.” Tobias did not respond. “Ho, what’s this, an ingrate! I am offended! Cut his rations by half.”
A guard nodded. “As you say, my lord.”
Tobias’s stomach rumbled at the news, but he otherwise did not reply. The king raised his hand, as if to signal someone that neither Marc nor Tobias could see from their abbreviated vantage point. A dark-haired woman was brought forth, her hands tied behind her back. She swore and spat, looking up defiantly. She showed signs of having been beaten very recently.
Inanna. Marc felt ill.
“I am a good king. I am a merciful king. But there is a price to be paid for my displeasure.” The woman was forced down to her knees. The largest of the guards stood before her and drew his sword. “This concubine has been nothing but trouble. I am a simple man, with simple pleasures. This one could not please me. This one will be released from my service.” The woman shrieked and pleaded for her life. In an instant, the sword was brought down, and the woman was without a head.
“No!” Tobias dropped to his knees and wept.
The king motioned for the remains of his failed concubine to be hauled away. The ground was streaked with blood as the guards pulled the carnage away in the direction in which they had come. “I am confident that you will not displease me with an ill-fed garden.”
Tobias crumpled to the floor. The king made a summoning gesture. Another dark-haired woman was brought forth and forced to her knees. She swore and spat more forcefully than the last one.
“Inanna?” Marc gasped. He could tell the difference now. Inanna’s form was much more familiar to him, and he was ashamed that he mistook the other woman for her, especially since he saved her life. Tobias looked up, apparently fooled by the similarity as well.
“This concubine has been much more pleasing to me. She is quickly becoming my favorite.”
Tobias cried out. “Inanna, no!”
“Turn his silly garden to ashes. I will die proudly. We will die together. Our deaths will be more glorious than the king’s life, and every king of Nineveh thereafter.”
The king struck her across the face. He looked up at Tobias angrily. “She will be punished for this insolence. See to it that I reserve my wrath for only her.”
He waved to his guards, who dragged Inanna away. The king followed them with a wave to Tobias. “Return to your labors, Tobias. Do not fail me.”
Tobias got up from his cell floor. He seethed as he returned to his jug, and he dumped water at intervals, all the while burning with the desire for vengeance. He balled his fists at his sides, squeezed his eyes shut, and in an instant a mound of dirt appeared in his cell. He stepped away from the jug and scooped up a handful of the dirt. He spoke some words over it, and it transformed into a torn hunk of bread. He chewed on the bread ravenously, speaking words of thanks to the heavens. He scooped up a smaller handful of dirt and spoke different words. The dirt became clear water, which he drank.
A look of comprehension spread across Tobias’s face. He clawed and shaped the dirt with his bare hands, speaking different words as he went along. The dirt became clay, and he began to fashion it into bricks, which then solidified as if kiln-fired. He began to make a pile on the floor near the jug.
When the dirt was nearly exhausted, he created another mound to work with, except this time it morphed into clay much quicker. Soon there were more bricks, and a growing pile. After repeating the process once more, he set the jug aside and stacked the bricks to serve as a cradle for the jug so it could be kept at the correct angle to pour water hands-free. 
He smiled at this, then closed his eyes once more. His breathing slowed way down, and after a few moments of quiet, he began to chant something over and over—something unlike anything else he had uttered previously. Water began to trickle from the jug, in an ever-increasing stream.
Marc watched as time sped up. Day and night became a blur, and Tobias ate food and drank water of his own making. This seemed to go on for at least a month, without any guard showing the slightest bit of interest. The king made no more shows of force, at least during the scene that Marc was observing.
Time slowed to normal and the walls of the cell began to shudder. Tobias looked up from some fruit and glanced around fearfully. Sand and brick fell from the ceiling in wisps. Cracks formed up one of the walls, and across the ceiling. The water continued to pour unabated. Marc saw one of the other buildings through a vertical window slit begin to collapse. City dwellers ran around in a panic, crying out to the gods for mercy. A woman pressed her baby close to her breast only to be flattened by a stone brick wall that fell outward from another building. Tobias ran to the door and pushed, but it would not give way. He beat on the door with his fists and cried out for help but there was no reply. He had been left for dead.
Tobias tried a different strategy. The crack in the wall had gotten larger. He ran his hands over it and spoke some sort of incantation. The brick dissolved into sand. He sat down on the newly created ledge and the brick wall underneath him became sand from the top down. Tobias rode the shifting sands to the ground and walked away unharmed. He looked around frantically to get his bearings. Marc floated to the ground behind Tobias.
“Tobias!”
He heard Inanna’s voice and ran toward it. He found her in the concubine’s quarters, reaching through a slit in the wall. He grabbed her hand and wept tears of joy. “Inanna, I am here. We shall escape this wretched city and raze it to the ground!”
Inanna gave him an odd smile. “You will not.”
Tobias gave Inanna a puzzled look. “Yes, yes, we shall escape together. We will raise a mighty army, and Nineveh shall know the wrath of Tobias.”
Inanna shook her head. “Save yourself, brother.”
Tobias ran his fingers over the slit in the wall, dissolving the brick into sand. “See, here, Inanna, I am coming to save you.”
More walls collapsed behind Tobias, and the air was thick with the screams of the dying. Inanna backed away slowly from the transforming wall. Guards stepped forward and aimed their spears. Tobias shrieked something, and the entire wall was reduced to sand. The guards were knocked off balance, and their spears clattered on the floor. “Now, my vengeance has come! Death to those who enslave us!”
Inanna shrieked and disappeared around the corner. Tobias and the guards heard a loud crack and in an instant, the ceiling collapsed down onto the guards. Tobias pulled his hands away in time. A split second slower, and they would have been sheared off. He looked at his hands in disbelief, then laid them down on the rubble. Solid brick became sand, and he raked his fingers around, looking for Inanna. He found only crushed bodies.
The rumbling stopped. Tobias searched in vain for Inanna, but the room was too large and he couldn’t think of a way to sift through the wreckage effectively. He left the remains of the concubine’s quarters and headed for one of the massive city gates. He found one that had been damaged in the earthquake and left free of sentries. He stepped through the door, and looked out upon the Tigris River, and soon, freedom. He pressed his hand to the city wall and uttered a curse. “Mighty Nineveh shall be scourged from the land.”
He ran to the river bank and found a fishing boat left unattended. He untied it from its mooring and crawled into the boat, then laid on the floor. The boat rocked and swayed and was soon carried adrift on the river currents. Tobias wept tears for his freedom, then grieved the loss of his sister.
The smoke returned, blotting out the sun. Marc opened his eyes and saw Inanna. She stepped forward and pressed her forehead against his. He felt a burning intensity between his eyes. He squeezed them shut and listened to the voice in his head.
Tobias sought vengeance, which has been denied to him. Now he seeks justice in the name of all who have none. He asks for your help. Will you help him in his time of need?
Marc nodded. I will.
Inanna kissed him tenderly.



CHAPTER 61: INTO THE BREACH
 
This, in a nutshell, represented what Sharon bitterly called the “woman tax”: she was driving late at night, alone, to a questionable neighborhood on her own time to investigate a cash-for-trash scheme that by all accounts made little economic sense, and was probably creating headaches for Streets and San that had yet to be fully realized. Her male counterpart was at home, probably drinking beer and watching bad television. She didn’t bother telling Gene her plans as he wasn’t exactly brimming with enthusiasm to help her out during daylight—and business—hours. Fine, she resolved to herself darkly, I’ll get to the bottom of this.
She found a place to park close enough to the warehouse that she could run back to her car as need be, but far enough away so as not to attract much notice. She tried to blend in with some cars next to a tool and die shop.
The temperature had dropped at least 10 degrees, but thankfully the air was still. She didn’t enjoy the cold, but the lack of wind made the conditions tolerable. She dressed for the weather this time, and more comfortably. She wore the darkest clothing she could find: A brown coat, black denim pants, a blue sweatshirt, and black winter boots with faux fur accents. She carried a stripped-down purse as well, which contained a digital camera, her phone, her car keys, and a can of pepper spray. She didn’t want any trouble, but she was a realist. She wrapped a knit scarf around her head, covering her ears, and got out of the car. She tried to shut the door as quietly as possible, but she found that quiet and a deserted industrial area didn’t exactly mix. Every noise seemed to be amplified by a factor of ten. She slipped on a pair of black gloves and crept toward the warehouse.
When she got close to it, she found that all the bay doors were closed, and the steady procession of filled and empty shopping carts had stopped. At least they weren’t running a second or third shift doing collection, she thought. Which struck her as odd: there was less traffic at night, and as a result she assumed that a night shift would be ideal to move loads back and forth with minimal fuss. On the other hand, she considered as she blew a stream of vapor, the night hours weren’t exactly balmy. And they’d probably get noise complaints.
She got close to one of the bay doors. It didn’t have any windows, but it wasn’t air tight either. She peeked through a crack and saw a man wearing all black pulling a pallet jack behind him, which in turn was hauling an overstuffed bin filled with garbage, bags and all. If they were sorting the trash looking for items of value, this pallet was heading for the designated area. So much for not running a second shift.
She made her way toward the back of the building, testing the doors as she went along for any sort of breach points. All the bay doors were closed and locked. All standard entry doors were solid metal and locked, or only able to be opened from the inside.
If there was one thing Sharon knew about warehouses, there would have to be a designated smoking area. It was risky, but worth looking for, especially if they had two-way access. The warehouse seemed pretty buttoned up, but that didn’t mean anyone hadn’t been careless or lazy. Sure enough, as she rounded the back of the building, she saw scattered cigarette butts dotting the snow. She slowed down and took her steps one at a time, pausing between each one to listen for the sound of anyone who might be near. Once she felt confident enough to continue, she took another step forward.
She finally got close to the smoking area. From what she gathered, there couldn’t be more than three smokers in the building all told. The impressions in the snow suggested that they would come outside one at a time, smoke at least one cigarette, and then return to work. They either stood just beyond the door or leaned against one of the walls. It wouldn’t surprise her if at least one more simply propped the door open and blew smoke into the air, then flicked their spent cigarette into the snow before pulling the door shut.
Sharon stood just off to the side of the door for what felt like hours. Her heart pounded as she thought about trying the doorknob. What if it was unlocked? What if she snuck in? Would there be cameras? Would somebody spot her? If she were discovered, what then? 
For all the good it was going to do her, she decided she would flash her ID badge. With any luck, a warehouse lackey wouldn’t know what they were looking at, and if she struck the right tone of voice and controlled the situation, she’d get a guided tour of the entire operation, or pull off a hasty retreat after sending the lackey on a fool’s errand.
She sucked in her breath as the door creaked open just a sliver. A triangular ray of fluorescent light shot off in the opposite direction as puffs of smoke and breath vapor floated out into the night air from the breach.
Sharon reached into her purse and felt around for the pepper spray. She held it in her gloved hand and pressed as close to the cold brick wall as she could. She closed her eyes and held her breath, bracing herself for possible confrontation. Before she could move, a white blur streaked toward a snow pile, and sizzled. The door clanked shut. The smoke break had ended without incident.
Sharon exhaled and placed the pepper spray back in her purse. She crept forward again, eager to test the doorknob and plan her next move. Her plans were dashed when she felt someone grab her from behind. She sucked in her breath and tried not to scream. She wished she had heels on for this, as it would be more effective, but she had to work with what she had. She lifted her right leg and brought her boot down hard on her assailant’s foot. A male voice cried out “Jesus!” He let her go, and she dug around her purse to produce the can of pepper spray. She whirled around to go for her assailant’s eyes, when she recognized her would-be attacker: Gene hopped on one foot, muttering curses.
“Jesus, Sharon, what are you doing out here? You’re going to get yourself killed!”
“God dammit, Gene, I nearly maced your ass into next week.”
Gene gingerly stood on both feet and motioned for Sharon to stand down. “Okay, look, I didn’t like not knowing what was going on at this place either. But I didn’t expect you to act like a fricking private eye.”
“Yeah, well, here we are.” She put the pepper spray back in her purse.
He eyed the purse suspiciously. “Got anything stronger in there?”
She tipped her head slightly. “Do I need anything stronger?”
Gene pulled his coat away from his waistband, revealing a revolver jutting out of his pants. “We might.”
Sharon’s eyes bulged. “Gene, does that thing have a safety?”
He nodded. “Yeah.”
Sharon exhaled sharply. “Well, thank God for that. Let’s bust these clowns.”
Gene blew a puff of air up through his mustache. “Hey, we’re not cops, remember?”
Sharon glanced down at his waist. “Coulda fooled me.”
“Nice. Come on.” He led her to the smoker’s door. He turned the knob and was relieved to discover it was unlocked. They exchanged glances, and Gene pulled the door open quietly. Sharon grabbed the edge of the door and followed him into the warehouse closely, and as silently as she could muster.
The warehouse was huge, as they had surmised from viewing the exterior. The ceilings were at least 20 feet up, and large box heaters roared from various vantage points, usually in corners, close to the ceiling. As told by Alphonzo, there were several zones, labeled in black digits that appeared to have been sprayed on through a stencil. Unpainted cinder blocks were stacked and mortared, making for a utilitarian but effective organizational system.
Gene and Sharon hid behind a pallet piled high with boxes. Gene peered around the side and observed the worker that had taken the smoke break returning to one of the far staging zones and assisting two other workers with loading a large plastic bin with trash. They appeared to be emptying the drop zone in time for the next loads to arrive the next business day.
Sharon took a turn assessing the layout and found their next stopping point. They’d tack their way forward and collect evidence. She tried to decide if video or still photos were the best option. On her signal, they crouched down and duck-walked over to a row of plastic bins. Gene dropped to his knees, and then into a duck-and-cover position. Sharon followed his lead. After waiting a few moments and listening for approaching workers, Gene peeked over one of the bins, then signaled “all clear”.
He saw their next target: drop zone 01 was wide open. The workers were clearing out 05, by his count. It was risky, but if they could sneak into the drop zone without being spotted, they’d be close enough to start taking pictures.
Sharon nodded in agreement to the plan. She tried to breathe through her nose as often as possible, but the rank stench of the drop zones was going to make that difficult, if not downright unbearable.
On Gene’s signal, they made haste for the drop zone. The workers seemed focused on their labors and might not have noticed if the pair had casually walked down the aisle, arm-in-arm. Gene wasn’t going to test that theory—neither was Sharon. They pressed against the wall separating zone 01 from zone 02 and held their breath.
The workers filled their plastic bin and called for somebody. A moment or two later, a pallet jack clattered along the cement floor and raised the plastic bin. The jack rumbled away, and one of the workers headed toward the row of plastic bins that Gene and Sharon had just been using for cover. They looked at each other and simultaneously exhaled. Fortunately, the worker kept his head down and pushed the empty bin to the drop zone without looking to either side. Gene and Sharon crouched down and tried to look like stray trash bags. From a distance, it might have been a passable illusion.
The workers were clearing out the drop zone front to back, which meant the next load placed them further into the corral. The plastic bin jutted out into the main aisle, but most importantly for Gene and Sharon, they no longer had line of sight to anyone approaching from zone 01.
Gene silently motioned to Sharon, and they crept forward to zone 03. This zone had trash almost to the edge. They could press their backs into it and blend in, so long as nobody paid close attention. Sharon was catching on that attention to detail wasn’t exactly anyone’s strong suit, apart from the single-minded focus they gave to clearing drop zones of trash.
Sharon fished her digital camera out of her purse. She removed the glove from her right hand and used that hand to operate the camera. She boldly stepped out into the aisle and snapped some photos. The empty zone 01, the partially cleared zone 02, the nearly filled zone 03—she tried to keep Gene cropped out of the photo—the empty zone 04, and the plastic bin sticking out of zone 05. She stepped back into the corral, just in the nick of time, or so she thought. Her stomach turned sour when she heard a familiar voice to her right.
“Aw, hell no!”
Alphonzo’s voice was close enough to be breathing in Sharon’s ear, but she quickly realized that he was in zone 02, rooting around. 
“Aw, hell no, come on, you guys. You can’t be doin’ me like this. Hey, yo, Hector! Hector!”
Gene and Sharon turned inwardly and held their breath. A Hispanic male dressed in all black passed them. Gene caught a glimpse of him while trying not to choke on the foul scent of the garbage.
“What’s up, ‘Zo?”
“Hector, come on, man, you know we got to have these zones clean! Missah Syed, man, he tell us we gotta clean the zones, man, and you can’t be doin’ me like this! Whatchoo doin’ on oh-five for, when oh-two still not done?”
Hector shrugged. “We didn’t feel like it.”
Alphonzo groaned. “Well, feel like it real quick. The floor got to stay busy, man. If they waiting on us, that get Missah Syed mad, you feel me?”
Hector sounded unconvinced. “So what? If we give ‘em oh-five, that keeps ‘em busy. We’ll get back to oh-two later.”
Alphonzo’s patience was audibly wearing thin. “Because we running oh-two tomorrow. Oh-two got to be empty now so nobody waiting on nobody else. Oh-five gotta wait.”
“Okay, ‘Zo, you’re the boss.” Hector’s voice dripped with sarcasm.
“No, I ain’t, and you better not be saying no nothin’ like that when Missah Syed around. I just work here, same as you.” Alphonzo walked briskly up the aisle to zone 05. “Yo! Move this over to oh-two! I ain’t playin’!”
Hector walked coolly behind him. The two other workers, a man and a woman, pushed the plastic bin down the aisle. Hector turned on his heel and followed them into the partially cleared corral. 
Alphonzo stood beside zone 03, and waited for their work to resume without comment. He kicked a trash bag on the floor and bounded away, in the direction of zones 06-12, shouting a final order as he left. “And keep that junk out of the aisle, man, Missah Syed want this place neat.”
Gene and Sharon rose from behind a makeshift barricade made of trash bags. They stepped over the pile and into zone 05. They heard Hector swear under his breath as he tossed the bags back into the corral.
“All talk, and no action. He could have cleaned this up himself.” Hector returned to zone 02, and the intruders tried to decide on their next plan of action. Should they press deeper into the warehouse, or slip outside at their first opportunity? Before they could decide, Alphonzo’s voice called out in all directions.
“All hands meeting! All y’all, on the floor. All hands!”
Hector and the two other workers shuffled down the aisle. Gene and Sharon crouched down to be as inconspicuous as possible. The trio didn’t look to either side.
Gene and Sharon followed them at a safe distance. They had entered the warehouse at the very back, and to their knowledge nobody was going to approach from the rear once the drop zones were cleared of workers. They passed a cinder block-walled room that contained warning signs against entry when the flashing red light was on. There were bay doors on either side of the room that were wide open, but everyone took care to avoid the room at all costs. Sharon expected someone to take a shortcut through the room, but nobody did. She saw workers making their way to a place beyond the double-doored room, which further added to the confusion as to why nobody opted for a shorter route.
Sharon and Gene ducked into the room, which was empty, and lit by fluorescent tubes. Grey speakers hung in the corners. The room seemed utterly unworthy of warning signs of any sort. Maybe some sort of alarm sounded in there? Or there were toxic fumes involved? After getting a face-full of garbage, Gene wondered how much more noxious the fumes could get.
Sharon’s boot skidded on something that seemed like dog poop. She winced and dreaded confirming her diagnosis. She lifted her boot and checked the sole. Something brown was on her boot, but it wasn’t poop. Gene looked at the substance curiously, then crouched down to scoop some of it off the floor with his bare hand. He held it to his nose and sniffed it. “Clay.”
“Huh? Are you sure?”
He stood and offered it to her nose. She declined the offer. “I thought garbage composted into dirt.”
“How the hell should I know?” Gene blew a puff of air up into his mustache.
Sharon shrugged, and pulled the digital camera out of her purse. She took photos of the streaks of clay on the floor and put the camera away. They left the strange room and headed for the all-hands meeting.



CHAPTER 62: CONTACT
 
Jacqueline sat at her desk and replied to another email that her assistant could have capably handled on her own. She was reaching, and she knew it. By all rights, she should be at home with her family. The work day was very much over. 
But she wasn’t ready to go home just yet. She had her timing down: leave just enough time to say goodnight to the twins, get ready for bed, make perfunctory small talk with Richardson, and then either bury herself in studies and calculations, or roll over and turn off her lamp and leave him to fend for himself. She eyed her phone.
She promised herself that she wasn’t going to do this, but the need for distraction was too great. She scrolled through her contacts, selected one, and tapped NEW MESSAGE.
 
9:41 PM:    Have you left for Dubai?
 
She set the phone aside and scrolled through her email messages. She had all but picked them clean for the day… arguably for the week. Tomorrow was a holiday, after all—well, for most people. Jacqueline expected to be wrapped up in some serious concerns on behalf of Phillip and Mercurio-Atlan. She re-read a message announcing a holiday clothing drive when her phone chimed that an incoming message had been received. She picked up the phone. It was Phillip, responding.
 
9:43 PM:   At the airport now. Boarding soon. Who told you?
 
She smiled wryly and tapped out a reply.
 
9:44 PM:    Not important. Hope all is well.
 
She sat back in her chair and pressed the phone against her chest.
 
9:45 PM:    Thank you. Sadly do not have time to talk. Boarding.
 
She tossed the phone onto her desk. That was the airport equivalent of going through a tunnel.



CHAPTER 63: REORGANIZATION
 
Gene and Sharon reached the site of the all-hands meeting. A single metal door stood between them and a large room that contained rows of folding tables and metal folding chairs. Nobody sat for the meeting. Alphonzo addressed the workers from a pile of wooden pallets, stacked roughly three feet high. Gene and Sharon didn’t dare risk exposure by slipping into the room to get even closer. This vantage point would have to do. Gene propped the door open with a shovel handle.
Sharon snapped a few photos through the crack in the door. It wasn’t definitive, but she did get a good shot of Alphonzo in profile. This would be a vital piece to their presentation to the Superintendent in the morning.
“Okay, everybody here. Missah Syed, he say we gonna have to do something different tonight. All y’all gonna be working in here with Gloria. All y’all gonna be making.”
Hector was visibly annoyed. “I’m so glad we’re busting our butts clearing the zones.”
Alphonzo raised his arms. “The zones still got to go. But… but, when the zones empty, all y’all move up in here and Gloria gonna put y’all to work.”
Hector snorted. “Clearing zones isn’t work?”
Gloria stepped forward. Sharon tried to get a good shot of her through the door crack. She got half of her face in the frame. Gloria was Chinese-American, and middle-aged, from what Sharon could tell. Gloria only stood about five feet tall, with wisps of grey flowing through her dark hair. She wore thick round glasses with tortoiseshell frames.
“All of us need to work together. Mr. Hassan is counting on us to come through for him. And that means clearing the zones, Hector, but it also means conversion must speed up, Mary and James, and material needs to be brought to the floor as quickly as possible, Thomas, Lenora, and Ellen, so Yulia and myself can meet our new goal. Once the zones are cleared, we’ll train you to help us out on the floor. I need all of you to focus on the goal.”
Alphonzo clapped at the workers enthusiastically. “She right, all y’all got to work together!”
Hector nodded grudgingly. “Can we go now?”
Gloria raised her hand to signal the meeting was not over. “Gerald, how many zones do we have left tonight?”
Gerald did not step forward. Sharon tried to push the door open wider, but Gene waved her off and pointed to the shovel. If the door opened wider, the shovel would fall over and attract unwanted attention. They strained to hear his voice as he spoke quietly.
“I think… I want to say five zones. Three full, two partials. Right, Hector?”
Hector looked at his feet. “Three partials.”
Gloria frowned. Alphonzo stomped his foot on the pallets and mouthed, “Damn!”
Another voice rang out. “Come on, Hector!”
Hector glared at the crowd. “I’ve got this. You worry about your zones, I’ll worry about mine.”
Alphonzo patted his chest. “I’mma help out. We gonna clear those zones. We good.”
Hector rolled his eyes, then nodded. “Sure, whatever.”
Sharon whispered to Gene. “That might be our guy. He seems like he’d be more than willing to turn on these people.”
Gene took it under advisement. “Maybe.”
Sharon peered through the crack in the door. “Oh crap, Gene, we’ve got to go.”
Alphonzo had concluded the meeting. Workers began to mill about, returning to their respective assignments. Gene pulled the shovel out of the door and leaned it against the wall. Sharon stuffed the camera in her purse and headed back the way they came. Rather than dart from hiding place to hiding place, she figured if they moved quickly they’d stay far enough ahead of the pack that they’d never be discovered or confronted.
They struggled to find the right pace. Too fast, and they might as well stand still and fire a few rounds from Gene’s revolver into the ceiling and let the whole warehouse know they were there. Too slow, and they’d be discovered, and most likely overpowered. Gene’s gun might scare a few of the workers, but if enough of them were brave enough, they’d hold out just fine.
Gene stood in the doorway of the mysterious room that had the clay streaks on the floor that none of the workers cut through last time. This for sure meant they could put some extra distance between them. Gene skidded a little as he hit a clay patch but righted himself and successfully crossed the room. He beckoned to Sharon to catch up. She nodded and tried to speed up as she crossed the floor. She stepped directly on a slippery clay patch and landed awkwardly on her right knee. She cried out but tried to stifle any more sounds that might give them away. Gene cursed under his breath, then cautiously made his way back to his fallen partner. He crouched down and tried to help her up. Sharon shook her head, and tears dripped down her nose.
“Come on, Meier, we don’t have time for this. Get up.”
Sharon tried, but her leg had given out. She was stuck on the floor. She removed her purse and handed it to Gene. “Give me your gun. I’ll buy some time for you to get away. Take the camera with you… if we lose it, we’ve got nothing.”
“What? No. I’m not carrying a fricking purse.”
Sharon glowered at Gene. “It’s just a goddamn purse, Swolski. Give me the gun, now!”
Gene shook his head slowly and reached into his waistband. He heard the footsteps of the approaching workers. He felt the weight of the gun in his hand. He looked down at Sharon’s outstretched palm. He released the safety.
“The gun, Gene, give it to me.”
Gene took a deep breath. He raised the gun and pulled the trigger, blowing a hole through Hector. Workers stopped in their tracks. Alphonzo bounded around the corner, and his eyes bulged as Gene fired off another shot that whizzed past his ear. “She’s hurt. I’m getting her out of here.” Gene gripped the revolver with both hands, waiting for the next target.
Alphonzo dove behind some plastic bins that were filled with garbage. The remaining workers stood still and raised their hands, slowly.
“We just work here,” said one.
“Shut up,” growled Gene.
“We don’t want any trouble, mister,” said another.
Gene considered squeezing the trigger again to reinforce the meaning of shutting up, but he didn’t want to use bullets frivolously. Firing the gun was never the plan. He brought it fully loaded, but with no spare bullets. At worst, he thought he’d just have to show someone the butt of his gun in his waistband to buy time to escape. Now Hector lay bleeding on the warehouse floor. So much for their inside man.
“Look, I’m taking my partner out of here. She’s hurt and can’t walk. I’ve got to get her to the hospital. We’re gonna act like this never happened, got it?”
The workers nodded, but with a look of fear that didn’t quite line up with being threatened with a weapon. Sharon looked up at Gene, and her eyes widened. She screamed. “Gene, behind you!”
Alphonzo struck him across the head from behind with a clay-encrusted shovel. The gun flew out of Gene’s hand and discharged. Alphonzo shielded his face with his hand, then looked around. The bullet had lodged into a cinder block. “Damn, that was crazy!” He beckoned to the cowed workers. “Get your asses over here and help me with this.”
The workers dropped their arms and milled into the forbidden room. They pulled Gene out of the room and dropped him unceremoniously on the floor. Alphonzo bent down and picked up Sharon’s purse. She gripped her knee in agony and cried out for help. Alphonzo waved the workers off. “Back to clearing zones. We on a schedule.” He gestured for two male workers to stay behind. He peered into Sharon’s purse and found her digital camera. “What do we got here?” 
“It’s nothing. Vacation pictures.” Her stomach sank when she heard the camera turn on. A series of electronic beeps followed. Alphonzo showed the workers some of her photos. They grinned.
“Oh, you on vacation up in here! Okay. Alright. I see how you do us. We nice to you, but you gotta be all up in our business spying on us. Ain’t that right, Greg?” One of the workers nodded. Alphonzo crouched down and held the camera out to Sharon. He nodded his approval for her to take it from him. He rooted around her purse and found her phone.
“Aw, snap… we gonna see more vacation pictures up in this bitch, ain’t we Fred? Ain’t that right?” Fred nodded. Alphonzo swiped and tapped the phone screen. His face glowed blue as he poked around. His face downgraded to a frown, then he tossed the phone back to Sharon. Fred’s face registered an objection, but Alphonzo waved him off. “She ain’t posted nothing. She do take boring-ass vacations, though.”
The three laughed. Sharon fumbled with the phone and dialed 9-1-1. Alphonzo pointed at her and laughed even harder. “Aw, man, you just too much. Phones don’t work so good up in here. None of us care because we didn’t use to have no money for phones anyway. And everybody we wanna talk to works here, so, we good.” He flashed a toothy grin. The phone beeped. An error message flashed NO SIGNAL.
He crouched down and smiled warmly at Sharon. “Hey, you seen a lot of crazy stuff on vacation? I thought I seen crazy stuff too, before I work here. Missah Syed, man, he show me all kind of crazy things. He show Greg and Fred too, ain’t that right?”
The pair nodded, gravely.
Alphonzo waved to Greg and Fred. “Drag Hector's ass in here, man.” The pair nodded and set about dragging Hector into the room by his ankles. Alphonzo hopped back up to his feet and dropped Sharon’s purse on top of Hector. “We got to go, fellas.”
They left the room, and the bay doors began to close. Sharon watched the drive motor whir and drive a chain up toward the ceiling and back down again, in a continuous loop. The doors banged shut, and Sharon screamed. She fumbled with her phone and tried to dial 9-1-1 again. The phone displayed a single bar of reception. She pressed the green button and waited to hear the phone ring. The overhead speakers crackled.
She heard a voice emanate from the speakers. It was male and speaking softly in a language that she had never heard before. It wasn’t Arabic. It wasn’t Persian either. She felt her insides begin to tingle, and that sensation radiated outward. She lost feeling in her legs completely, then felt her chest tighten. Her thumb squished the phone, which was no longer operable, or recognizable as a phone. Now it was just an olive-grey lump in her hand. She raised her head and tried to inhale to scream again but could not make a vocal sound. She saw her hand turn color an instant before she lost the ability to see, think, or feel ever again.
Greg and Fred loaded Gene into a plastic bin and rolled him toward the room that had the all-hands meeting. Red warning lights flashed across their faces as they worked. A few moments later, the warning lights stopped spinning. Alphonzo coughed and pressed a pair of buttons on the wall. The bay doors clanked open amid the sounds of whirring motors and tinkling chain links.
He grabbed the shovel that he used to subdue Gene and set about scraping up what were once Hector and Sharon. Alphonzo blew her a kiss before using the shovel to pry her from the floor. He dropped her onto a pallet. “It’s just clay, that’s all it is.”
He heaped Hector on top of her face-down, followed by Gene’s revolver, and used the shovel to trim away extraneous parts, trying to make an abstract wad that could not be readily identified as human remains. He carted the clay away with a pallet jack, then paused to look at the pool of blood from where Gene had killed Hector.
Alphonzo had a fit of frustration. They were on a tight schedule, and he meant it when he had volunteered to clear zones. Now he had blood to mop up and an unscheduled delivery to make to the floor. He’d have to work faster. He’d seen what happened to others who didn’t pull their weight.



CHAPTER 64: A DREAM OF NINEVEH
 
Agnes had turned in early. Traveling long distances in an instant took a toll on her, especially twice in one day. She surprised her parents by eating an entire plate of food, but she wouldn’t have done it if she didn’t feel an urgent need. She wondered if Gracie was feeling any ill effects, but she acted normal all throughout dinner, up to and including ignoring her. 
She laid in her bed, turning over the events of the day in her mind. Marc was missing. Now his apartment burned up, and she had Gracie ditch his car to deliberately get it towed away. She had his cell phone, keys, and wallet. There would be much to explain if, or when, Marc ever turned up again.
Her brother’s whereabouts weighed heaviest on her mind. Why was he missing? What was he doing with the candle? Why had he rearranged his apartment so strangely? Why had he quit his job so abruptly?
Girlfriend.
Agnes had precious little to go on. She wasn’t sure that Marc had found a new girlfriend and was wrapped up in the throes of an exciting new romance. She thought that women were attracted to men who held down jobs, not quit them without warning. 
She felt a warm sensation fill her, starting at her feet. Image was making her presence known. This wasn’t planned, but then again, neither was their prior contact at the Manor. She wondered if she should get up and fetch her notebook from her knit bag, but something gave her the impression to just lie still.
You must know the way of Nineveh. You must learn.
Agnes frowned. Who was Nineveh, another mentor? Hopefully a legitimate one, this time. She thought darkly about Henry and the Manor. Her thoughts were interrupted by an urgent repeating line.
You must know the way of Nineveh. You must learn.
She slowed her breathing and closed her eyes. She focused on the voice that goaded her on.
Yes, I will learn. Show me.
Black smoke clouded her sight, despite having her eyes closed. She felt weightless, yet still pressed against the bed. She felt the bed separate from her, and she floated alone in the darkness of space. The smoke began to clear, and she found herself in a luxuriously appointed bedroom, with large stone walls and gold accents. Braziers burned on either side of the bed, and guards dressed in golden armor and red capes stood stiffly to either side of the bedroom door. Agnes saw an olive-skinned female leg brush against hairy male legs, amid cooing sounds. She wasn’t particularly interested in sex, being committed to her studies, but she decided to pay attention to what she was being shown, figuring it wasn’t meant strictly to offend her sensibilities.
“Does Inanna please her king?”
The king smiled and brushed her cheek. “The king is pleased indeed.”
Inanna rested her head against her palm and gave a smoldering smile to her king. “Then Inanna is pleased as well.”
The king leaned over and kissed her. “Do not leave my side.”
Inanna fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Where would I go? I am, after all, your captive concubine. My brother toils in fear that I might die, lest he displease you.”
The king smiled, and they both laughed. “My captive! If only it were so.”
“But I am your captive. Your love binds me to you, and poor Inanna cannot escape. For Inanna’s love binds her king to Inanna, and we are trapped as one.”
The king kissed Inanna’s other wrist. “Poor Inanna.”
Her eyes flashed with anger. “Yes, poor Inanna. I cannot enjoy your mighty gardens, my king, lest my brother see me and suspect I am not as ill-treated as we have let on.”
The king shushed her. “And what gardens they are! Your brother has outdone himself. Water flows from his cell as though the Tigris itself was its origin.”
Inanna frowned. “How is this possible? You ordered his rations to be reduced, as I had asked.”
The king dismissed her concerns with a wave of his hand. “He is of no concern to us. We have each other now. I will ask for a report from his guard and all will be known then. I’m sure he is working himself to death, and then we shall be truly free.”
“Will not the people revolt? It is not well for a king to carry on openly with his concubine.”
The king scoffed. “I am their king! They will accept as I command them.”
Inanna kissed him. “Yes, your excellency.”
The king gazed into her eyes and smiled. The room shuddered.
The pair sat up in bed. The shaking intensified. Wisps of dust trickled down from the ceiling. The king summoned his guards. “Return her to her quarters. She must be kept safe.” The guards nodded and pulled Inanna from the bed, without regard to her state of undress. 
The king’s bedroom shuddered and creaked as she left the room. The king dressed himself hastily and ran down the hall to the closest window. Buildings were beginning to collapse. He saw a woman and child buried by a falling stone brick wall. Adrenaline shot through him and he made for the stairs. Guards motioned him through a doorway and out into the open. He turned around in time to see Tobias sliding down one of the walls of his tower, sending a shower of sand down into the ground as he descended. “What ill magic is this?”
His guards hustled him into a building thought safe against any sort of siege. They barred the doors and crouched down beside him, swords drawn, prepared to be the last line of defense against any invader.
Minutes passed, and the king grew fearful. “Inanna! Death to any who harm her.” The guards nodded but did not yield. Loud crashing sounds could be heard through the doors, along with shrieks and cries from all directions. Then, all at once, the shuddering stopped, and the city fell silent, save for the cries of the wounded or aggrieved. 
The king ordered the doors to be unbolted. The guards obeyed, and the king stepped out into the daylight. Rubble was strewn about, but the city still stood. Repairs would be costly, but they would be done, at his command.
Inanna ran to the king from the damaged tower. The king brightened and took her up into his arms. “Inanna lives!”
“Yes, your excellency, but To—my brother has escaped from the tower.”
The king grimaced. He waved to his guards. “Find him and serve me his head.”
The guards nodded and set off in search of Tobias. Inanna pointed to a stairwell near the closest city gate. She led the king up the stairs and onto the rampart. Her eyes darted from place to place, then she cried out and pointed. A fishing boat floated away without being piloted. They saw the form of a man lying in the bottom of the boat. “There!”
The king began to call for his archers. Inanna stayed his hand. The king gave Inanna a surprised look. “But, my sweet Inanna, did you not tell your king that you had no love for your brother? Why do you pity him now?”
Inanna’s lips curled into a cruel smile. “He is no brother to me.”
The king recoiled. “‘Your king does not understand you, Inanna… why do you speak thus?”
Inanna stepped forward and grabbed ahold of his robes. “You are no king to me.”
She pushed him backward over the rampart. The king screamed all the way down until he struck a collection of boulders. Inanna peered over the side and smiled with sweet satisfaction.
A pair of guards seized her. “You are not safe here. The king has ordered that we keep you in our care until he commands us personally.”
Inanna tossed her hair and complied with the guards. “Yes, keep me safe. We shall await word from the king.”
Tobias’s boat disappeared around a river bend as Inanna was led away.
Agnes rubbed her chin thoughtfully. She had seen Tobias before, and how he was betrayed by the king to water his immense gardens. The woman was not as familiar to her. Then she put the pieces together that she was the woman that was being used as leverage to gain his compliance. Her heart sank, not wanting the next puzzle piece to snap into place.
She forced herself to think the words: Show me what became of Inanna.
Black clouds swirled around her, obliterating the scene that she had just observed. She felt lifted once more, and weightless. There was only the blackness of sheer nothingness, and then a falling sensation as the smoke began to dissipate. 
She stood on a plain beyond the city walls. She saw a lone tree, and an inky black vulture sitting on one of the bare branches. It shrieked and cocked its head from side to side. She began to approach the vulture, when she saw another figure approaching: Marc.
He was dressed in casual clothing, not at all fitting the time or the place. Because Agnes was projecting a part of herself backward in time to view the scene, she could not interfere. But Marc had not projected. He had done as Agnes could do… but he had taken a very large step backward in time. Image was adamant that such an attempt should never be made. To know the truth about the past was one thing, altering it in any way was another. She ran to Marc’s side and dropped to his knees as he howled over Inanna’s blood-soaked body, run through with a spear. Agnes assumed that the truth of the king’s death had become known, and the blame assigned. To her horror, Inanna was not dead.
A voice whispered in the wind, heard only by Agnes: Inanna is not so easily discarded by the hand of mortal men. For centuries Men have worshiped at the altar of Inanna, and for centuries more they shall worship Inanna still.
Agnes gasped and covered her mouth. Marc and Inanna vanished, leaving a bloody stain in the dirt and sand. The vulture shrieked and flew away. Agnes knelt in the dirt and wept.
Image spoke to her once more, filling her with hope and tempering her dread: There is more to be shown. Ask the question, and the answer will come.
Agnes lifted her head from her hands and looked skyward. She thought through what had already been revealed, and what had yet to be shown to her. She wiped away tears and made her request.
Show me what became of Tobias.
Black clouds swirled around Agnes, then cleared. She was transported to a grand feast presided by the old man she knew as Tobit, who smiled down on his son and new bride.
“Blessed be this union between Tobias, son of Tobit, and Sarah.”
The guests clapped and called out in praise.
Agnes frowned. She should have been more specific. Show me what became of Tobias, who escaped from Nineveh after being betrayed by Inanna.
Black clouds swirled again, and now Agnes found herself in a small hut. Tobias sat alone, plotting his vengeance on the kingdom of Nineveh, and still grieving for the loss of his sister Inanna. Justice would be swift and terrible, he vowed. Tobias scooped up a handful of dirt and muttered strange words over it. The dirt became bread, which he ate silently as he contemplated his plans. He looked up with a start, as a man dressed in city garb entered clutching a scroll. Tobias spat. “Who comes to slay Tobias?”
The man knelt and beseeched Tobias for mercy and a kind ear. “I come with good news, Tobias. Inanna yet lives, and she sends you this message and her blessings.”
Tobias’s jaw dropped. He flung the bread aside and lunged for the scroll. “Inanna! Alive!” The messenger nodded and waited for Tobias to learn of her fate. Tobias unfurled the scroll and read it quickly, his eyes darting this way and that, incredulous at the news.
 
Dearest brother -
Do not grieve for your sister Inanna. Inanna yet lives, but for how long, is yet uncertain. The king is dead, and his courtiers blame poor Inanna. How could she do such a thing, while captive to a cruel and heartless king such as he? I will deal with them, and if the gods smile upon Inanna, I shall be banished from wretched Nineveh, and we shall be united once more. I have found men who bear no loyalty to the dead king, and servants who shall see to your every need. Command well these men, and do as I instruct you, that soon you shall have justice, and the name of Tobias shall be exalted among the kingdom of men!
 
Tobias wept tears of joy as he read and re-read the scroll. He looked to the messenger. “She speaks of men and servants. Do you know of this?”
The messenger nodded. He gave Tobias a forlorn look. “May I rise, my lord?”
Tobias was stunned. He waved the man up to his feet. “Yes, yes, of course.”
“Much thanks. The men and servants are here now, my lord.”
Tobias was thunderstruck. “I am no lord.”
“But I do call you my lord, and I give my life to you. Loyal to the last.” He thumped his chest with his fist and bowed.
Tobias nodded. “And you are…?”
“Sayed, my lord.”
“Sayed, I accept your service, and swear to you that you will be treated well. Now, I command you to take me to the men.”
Sayed bowed and led Tobias from his hut. Two guards dressed in golden armor and red capes stood stiffly, resting a hand on their hilt of their sheathed swords. Tobias put his hand to his forehead. “These are my men?” The guards clanked to attention and stared straight ahead. Tobias reeled. “And what of my servants?”
Four palace slaves stepped forward: three men and one woman, wrapped in simple robes. “Your servants, my lord.” Sayed waved to them with a flourish.
Tobias staggered back to his hut. He unfurled the scroll again and re-read Inanna’s message. Having overcome his disappointment of not being blessed with a suitable army capable of laying siege to Nineveh, he allowed himself to read what had been written. Clarity crossed his face, and he called for Sayed.
“What do you command, my lord?”
Tobias rose from his seat and plucked a candle from a shelf. He gave it to Sayed, who accepted it graciously. “Sayed, if you be loyal to me as you say, then you will do exactly as I command. Your failure shall reach across the centuries, and men will curse your name and your progeny until the end of time.”
Sayed blanched. “I shall do exactly as you say, my lord.”
Tobias motioned for him to sit. “I have a new ritual that must be performed as I pronounce it to you, by you, your children, and all of their descendants, until it is ordained that the ritual should end.”
Sayed’s eyes widened. “But my lord, I have no wife, and no children.”
Tobias smiled gently. “Then I command that you should take a wife, and with her, bear children.”
Sayed nodded vigorously. “It shall be as you say, my lord.”
“Then mark well what I say to you and swear to me that I shall be obeyed in this holy ritual that your family and descendants must perform without fail.”
Sayed listened to the manner of this new ritual, looked curiously at the candle, and nodded his understanding and acceptance of his orders. When Tobias had finished providing the instructions, he ordered Sayed to commit the ritual to writing as quickly as possible lest he forget any part of it. Sayed stiffened and gave assurances that he would not fail in any way, woe be to any who yet did.
Tobias smiled and clapped Sayed on the shoulder. “Be off with you, then.”
Sayed nodded, and rose. “When a son is born to me, I shall name him Tobias, in your honor, my lord.”
Tobias smiled. “Sayed has a better ring to it.”
Sayed smiled broadly, clutched the candle, and exited the hut.
Tobias sat and stroked his beard. Nineveh began as but a single brick. My empire has so begun, all praise to Inanna!
Agnes shook her head. Whatever this portended was not going to end well.
Where is Inanna now? Show me where she is today.
Black clouds swirled around Agnes, and the vision of Tobias faded away. She felt weightless again, then felt a falling sensation. Instead of landing on her feet, she felt something soft press against her back. She awoke to find herself still in her bed.



CHAPTER 65: TRASHED
 
Gene groaned and rubbed his forehead. He squinted and felt around the dimly lit room in which he laid. His coat was gone. His hand reached for his wallet, which had been taken as well. He groaned again and strained to sit up.
He remembered shooting Hector. He didn’t remember much after that. His head pounded. He felt the back of it and expected blood. His hand came back blood-free. He winced and shifted around on the floor to lean up against a painted cinder block wall.
Sharon.
He remembered that she slipped and sprained her knee, or worse. He remembered holding off the advancing workers at gunpoint, Hector’s freshly killed corpse on the floor, missing Alphonzo by a hair, and then the room going dark.
Panic began to set in. He tried to stand up but lacked the strength. He looked up at the door to his makeshift cell. There was a thin glass window embedded with crisscrossed wire mesh embedded in a steel door. A round metal knob was mere feet away, but he couldn’t reach for it quite yet. 
He tried a different tack. He slid over and dropped onto his hands and knees. He crawled slowly and painfully to the door and reached up to grip the knob. He tried to twist the knob from side to side, but it just clicked and barely moved. He was trapped.
He moaned and forced himself to stand. He squinted through the thin window and tried to get his bearings. He saw Gloria walk quickly toward somebody that he couldn’t quite make out. He was in a room connected to the factory floor. His vantage point was shifted from where he and Sharon overheard the all-hands meeting.
Gene pounded his fist on the metal door. “Hey! Over here! Hey!”
Gloria did not look over. She was either too far away to hear him, or she was ignoring him. Gene felt around for a light switch, He found one near the door: black with a silver metal plate around it. He flicked the switch. Nothing happened. He flicked it up and down a few more times and cursed at it.
He was a caged animal, and like a caged animal, he was becoming increasingly frustrated and impatient. He wanted a way out. He had fixated so much on the sole door and window that he hadn’t looked around the room to find alternative means of escape.
His head still pounded, but he figured it was now a blend of whatever knocked him out and his feelings of panic at being confined in a small room. He winced and pressed his palms to one of the walls, feeling around for signs of weakness. Maybe a cinder block was loose. Maybe there was a hole that he hadn’t noticed. He worked his way methodically from the top of the room to the bottom. The first wall didn’t reveal any obvious weaknesses.
He moved on to the back wall. He was reaching up as high as he could when he heard a key turn in the door. The light dimmed considerably as someone stepped in front of the vertical window. Gene wheeled around and prepared to charge the door. A well-dressed man with neatly groomed hair held up his hand and pressed something into Gene’s ribs. Excruciating pain radiated throughout his body, and he dropped to the floor.
“So, this is our unexpected visitor. I apologize for your sparse accommodations, but then again, manners are for the deserving.”
Gene grunted and doubled over, hugging his ribs. “What the hell is this...?”
“Precautions. You’ve already shown yourself to be a violent man. I prefer to converse with more... civilized company.” The well-dressed man gave a gentle smile.
Gene grimaced. “Like those animals you’ve got out there? What have they done to Sharon?”
The well-dressed man looked surprised. “I’m afraid I’m not aware of anybody by that name. Am I to understand that you were not alone?”
Gene snorted. “You fricking know. Figure you got cameras.”
“I’m afraid we do not. We are a small operation and have nothing of value to concern ourselves with anyone wishing to steal from us. We are merely trash collectors. And who desires to steal trash?”
“You do.”
“But I do not steal trash, I pay handsomely for it. One hundred dollars cash per cart load. I have an army of volunteers that appreciate my generous terms.”
Gene shook his head. “What for?”
The well-dressed man smiled. “I think it’s fair to say, that’s my business.”
“Bull.”
“Pardon?”
“Streets and San is my business. You’re stealing from us.”
The well-dressed man considered Gene’s logic. “And for this, you take a life?”
“My partner was hurt. I defended her.”
“I was informed that you were alone and shot an unarmed man without provocation.”
Gene’s face reddened. “Well, you were informed incorrectly. Now where’s Sharon? She needs a doctor.”
The well-dressed man stepped out of the room pensively, then raised his arm in summons. Alphonzo answered it, hastily.
“Yes sir, Missah Syed.”
“This man tells me his partner is injured and needs a doctor. You told me that he was here alone.”
Alphonzo nodded vigorously. “Yes sir, Missah Syed, he sure was. All by hisself. He shoot Hector dead for no reason. Everybody was scared to death.”
Gene’s fury boiled over. “Listen, you fricking weasel, you did something to Sharon. Is she locked up in a room like this one? Are you taking a break from raping her?”
Mister Syed stood authoritatively over Alphonzo. “Is this true? You have a woman held captive?”
Alphonzo shook his head. “No sir, Missah Syed, I swear on my Momma’s grave, I don’t got no woman locked up no place.”
Mister Syed crossed his arms tightly across his chest, and leaned in toward Alphonzo, who visibly shuddered. “I thought we agreed that you would be honest with me.”
Alphonzo was struck with terror. He dropped to his knees and pleaded with clasped hands. “I swear, Missah Syed, ain’t no lie! I ain’t got no woman no place! I ain’t lying!”
Mister Syed looked Alphonzo squarely in the eyes, then relaxed. “I believe you.”
Alphonzo breathed a sigh of relief. The well-dressed man stood up straight.
“Which means we have a murderer and a liar all in one, cornered like a wild dog. And I have no use for wild dogs in my place of business.”
Alphonzo rose to his feet and hopped a few times with nervous excitement. “Aw, yes we do! We surely do, Missah Syed, he in there like a rat in a trap, he surely is!”
Mister Syed raised his arm, in another summons. Gloria answered it, carrying a cardboard box. Alphonzo twirled around. “Aw, snap! This gonna be good!” 
Mister Syed opened the box and removed an olive-gray lump. He held it up to Alphonzo. Alphonzo cried out in terror. Workers crowded around Alphonzo. Mister Syed looked down and studied the olive-gray object with an intense fascination. His voice was low and measured when he spoke once more.
“Are we... processing another batch soon?”
Gloria nodded. “We were just about to activate the chamber.”
Mister Syed waved to the workers. “I trust we have room for one more thing.”
The workers seized Alphonzo and dragged him away. He screamed for mercy and recited a list of good things he had done for Mister Syed. Gloria winced and tried to ignore his cries for help. Gene’s jaw slackened. He had no idea what he had just witnessed. Mister Syed entered his cell. He handed the lump to Gene.
“I trust this was your partner.”
Gene turned the lump over in his hands. Sharon’s sculpted face looked up in a frozen death mask. He yelped and pushed it away from him. The head made a sickening splat as it struck the floor. Mister Syed stepped out of the room, closed the door, and locked it. He rose to his feet and ran to the door, pounding his fists against the cold metal, to no avail.
Gene slid down to the floor.



CHAPTER 66: G’NIGHT, GRACIE
 
Gracie laid on top of her comforter and listened to streaming music through her ear buds. She held a black business card in her hand and let it slide through her thumb and forefinger, only to pinch the card and prevent it from fluttering down onto her face. She flipped the card vertically and repeated the process.
She chose to ignore the why of it all, how Agnes had literally whisked her away to Marc’s apartment, how his apartment was on fire and burned up, how they took his cell phone, wallet, and car keys, only to ditch his car in a liquor store parking lot. If she dwelled on all of that, she’d have to come up with answers, some of which she was quite sure she wasn’t wired to process. 
She held the card vertically. A pin-up model in a mini skirt and stockings bent over suggestively with a pair of scissors and clippers. Gracie’s eyes fixated on the gold script on the left side of the card:
 
Hands-On Hair Design
by appointment only
(773) 126-2809
 
Gracie glanced down at her phone. She exhaled wistfully. She’s out of my league.
She snort-laughed at the thought of Agnes giving her a pep talk in Marc’s car. It was strange, knowing that her oft-ignored sister knew the truth about her and La... Aimee. For as much as Gracie desperately wanted to be “out and proud”, to have anyone else in the know was an unsettling feeling, mainly because Gracie hadn’t made a grand exit from the closet. Agnes knowing about the two of them robbed her of something. 
She let her hand fall to her chest, still holding on to the business card. She closed her eyes and thought back to how the stylist got close to her, nearly cheek to cheek, providing a picture for her mind’s eye to frame and appreciate: her full lips, her raven black hair, her theatrical makeup, side by side to her boyish face, a portrait made just for her.
“Is this what you had in mind?” Her voice still rang in her ears, despite the raucous alt-punk jangling in her ear buds. Gracie nodded and gasped. Yes, yes, she wanted that. Somebody who she’d have to keep up with. Somebody who didn’t live her life in secret. Somebody who wasn’t the least bit concerned about what anybody thought about any decision she ever made. Somebody she couldn’t bring home to meet her parents, or if she did, somebody who would know how to make her forget what they said and command all her attention.
Gracie smiled broadly. She bet that stylist drove a hearse and lived in a funky apartment with sixteen cats. She probably had a lava lamp and beaded curtains. She probably had friends with names like Lucretia and Marti. 
Gracie’s eyes snapped open. She picked up her phone and took a deep breath. She launched her phone dialer and pressed *67, then the number on the card. Her heart pounded as the phone rang. She glanced up at the time. Wasn’t Chicago an hour behind? It was 10:38 P.M. their time, then. The salon was either closed or just getting going with a cadre of vampires looking to touch up their roots with purple hair dye.
After four rings, her thumb slid down to disconnect the call. Right at that moment, the line clicked and a woman spoke in a breathy voice.
You have reached Trixie at Hands-On Hair Design. Our hours are by appointment only. Please leave a message, and a good call back number, and I will return your call as soon as possible. I can’t wait to get my hands... on you!
Gracie terminated the call. Trixie. Of course, her name was Trixie.
It was probably something more boring, like Martha or... Agnes. Gracie shuddered. She tapped on her music streaming app and chose another station from the list: The Mood.
Gracie sank into her bed and closed her eyes again. Trixie and Gracie. Gracie and Trixie. Just wait until Lacey sees me together with Trixie. She smiled as Trixie’s salon appeared before her amid wisps of fog.
Gracie stood outside of the salon door. The lights were off, and a sign hung in the door that read YES, WE’RE CLOSED! She grabbed the door handle and gave it a push. The door opened, and a sweet smoky scent wafted in the air as she entered the salon. A red lava lamp glowed in a corner. Red globs of colored wax lazily floated up to the top, or sank to the bottom, forming a shapeless mass. Red velvet hung on the walls. Wrought iron Gothic candle holders held pillar candles that burned intently, adding to the stalactites of wax that hung down from the edge of the platform. 
She walked slowly along the floor, done up in a black and white checkerboard pattern. She passed through a wall of beaded curtains and listened to them rustle as they closed behind her. Her hand pressed against a heavily painted black door that bore a simple red placard that read PRIVATE.
She began to push the door open, when a woman with a dramatic hair style, thick eye liner, and black lipstick blocked her from proceeding. Gracie instinctively knew her name. Marti.
“She doesn’t want to see you,” she snarled.
Gracie glared at her opponent. “Yes, she does.”
Another voice filled her other ear. “You’re not her type, sweetie. Go home.”
Gracie sucked in her breath. Lucie. She took a step backward, and the pair took the opportunity to block the door completely. Lucie wore a leather headband and a black sun dress, with shiny black combat boots. She raised her arm and rested it against the door frame. Her arm was covered in elaborate tattoos. Her fingers glittered with silver rings on each one, thumb included. She cocked an eyebrow and wiggled her fingers at Gracie.
“Buh-bye now.”
Marti smiled cruelly. “This is the grown-up table, hon. Trixie’s busy.”
Lucie smirked. “Really busy. She probably won’t have time for us tonight. A girl can dream, though.”
Marti stepped forward. Gracie got a look at her from the neck down. She wore a studded leather dog collar, a black tank top with no bra, ripped jeans, and black high-tops. She was inked too, on both arms and down one leg, from what Gracie perceived through the holes in her jeans. 
“Back to the dollhouse, Missy. Aimee misses you. You two can play roller derby lesbos and listen to skater punk, doing whatever it is that passes for cool in your world. Trixie is real. She’s too real for you, and your fakey fake fakeness.” She leaned in and taunted her with those last three words.
Gracie stumbled backward. She hit the checkered floor and cried out as she landed. Her tormentors stood over her and laughed coldly.
“Fakey Gracie got hurt? Poor baby. Poor Fakey Gracie. Run home to Aimee. She’ll kiss it and make you feel better. Bye-bye, Fakey Gracie!”
Gracie felt tears welling up. She felt her face redden and her ears burn. “I am real!”
The pair looked at each other and burst out in hysterical laughter. Marti bent over and slapped her thigh. Lucie wiped tears away and struggled to catch her breath. “Real? You? Oh, honey, there’s not one real bone in your body. Oh, that’s precious. I think I might have just peed a little.”
Marti scrunched up her nose. “Gross.”
Gracie rose from the floor and tried to push past her tormentors. “I’m real, and I’m going to see Trixie. She’s in there waiting for me.”
Marti grabbed Gracie by her shirt collar and pulled her backward. “We told you, Trixie’s busy. Now run along home, Fakey Gracie. It’s a school night.”
Gracie fumed. “I’m not in school. I went to work instead.”
Lucie perked up. “Oh really? What doing?”
Gracie mumbled and looked at the floor.
“What was that? Something about working part time at a skating rink? Oooh, that’ll impress Trixie.”
Marti lifted a framed document from the wall and turned it to face Gracie. “Yes, Trixie’s doctorate in Comparative Eastern Religions is no match for a girl who can work a cash register on occasion.”
Gracie gulped and read the framed document. Across the top in ornate calligraphic script ran the heading SMART PEOPLE UNIVERSITY.
Marti hung the document back on the wall. “But, you’re right. A high school diploma blows this out of the water. You’re quite a catch!”
Lucie held her finger to her ear. “Oh, what’s that? I have breaking news: Fakey Gracie is freshly unemployed.”
Marti’s jaw dropped. An enormous grin spread across her face. “Ohhhhh, game over! Fakey Gracie goes down!”
Lucie nudged Marti. “Just not like she hoped.”
“Meanie. I love it.”
Gracie shook her head. “To hell with both of you. I don’t need this.” She took a long look at the forbidden black door.
Lucie reached out and touched her hand to Gracie’s cheek. “No, Lauren, this is exactly what you need.”
Tears flowed down Gracie’s cheeks. She didn’t reply. She spun on her heel, ran out of the salon, and into the desert. The sun beat down oppressively upon the land. Waves of heat haze radiated from the sand. A single tree, bare of leaves stood a few paces away. An inky black vulture sat on one of the branches and squawked.
Gracie dropped to her knees. Other than the tree and the vulture, no other signs of life were evident. Gone as well were her tormentors, and Trixie’s salon. She scooped up handfuls of sand and let them trickle through her fingers. She wept as the sand fell to the ground, and the sun scorched her half-shaved head.
“This is my life now. I don’t have anyone or anything.”
The vulture squawked again and flew away. Gracie threw up her arms in defeat.
“Okay, you win. I’m fake. Fake, fake, fake Gracie. Is that what you want me to say? Fine, I confess. I confess to having a fake name, and a fake spot on a roller derby team, and I thought I had a shot with Trixie, but I was just fooling myself. I don’t know what I’m doing with my life. My brother’s apartment burned down and I don’t know where he is, my sister Agnes is weird, and I hate my oldest sister with a passion. I want what I can’t have, and I don’t want what I deserve. Now I deserve to die. Here I am. I’m here to die. Put me out of my misery!” She scooped up fistfuls of sand and threw them in front of her in disgust.
She flopped onto the hot sand on her stomach and buried her face in her sleeves. She allowed herself to just purge. The breakup with Aimee. Marc’s apartment erupting in flames. Not spending time with Marc at Christmastime. She could have seen Aimee anytime. He just wanted time with his favorite sister after traveling across the country and she couldn’t be bothered. Agnes trying to bond with her over sibling gossip. Gracie keeping her at arm’s length. They were supposed to be sisters, but Gracie always treated her like an unwelcome house guest who had long overstayed her welcome. Agnes did nothing to deserve it. She never complained. Gracie felt like the lowest form of life in the universe.
She looked up through a veil of tears to see someone approaching in the distance. She had long brown hair and wore earth tones. Gracie rose to her knees. 
The heat haze shimmered, and the mysterious woman came closer, making no effort to get there quickly. Gracie wiped her nose with her sleeve. After a few more minutes of baking in the sun, the woman came into view. “Agnes?”
Agnes did not speak.
Fresh tears poured onto Gracie’s cheeks. “Agnes, I’m...sorry. For everything. I’m a terrible person.”
Agnes did not speak. She smiled thinly and continued her advance. Gracie dropped to her hands and knees and bowed her head. They sent Agnes to be her executioner, she concluded. She’d wait for her to come get it over with. Instead, she felt a hand press against her head. It slid slowly down to her chin and encouraged her to tip her head back. Gracie resisted, then complied. 
Agnes smiled sadly at her sister. She knelt in front of her, and kissed Gracie’s forehead.
“It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay.”
Gracie squeezed her eyes closed and shook her head. “Agnes, I’m a terrible sister.”
Agnes’s voice was soft and soothing. “You’re my sister. You’re our sister.”
“I treat everyone so awfully.”
“You’re not so bad.”
Agnes reached into her knit bag and pulled out an unopened bottle of water. She removed the cap and pressed the bottle to Gracie’s parched lips. Gracie spat out the first swig, then allowed herself to swallow the second. The water felt essential to her. She felt it flow through her body, filling in the desiccated nooks and crannies. Gracie nodded thankfully and wiped her mouth with her sleeve.
“How did you find me here?”
“I heard a sound, and I came to find out what was the matter.”
“How did I get here?”
“You fell.”
Gracie’s eyes widened. “Fell how?”
Agnes reached out and shook Gracie’s shoulder gently. “Gracie, would you like more water? Open your eyes, and I’ll give you more.”
Gracie shook her head in surprise. “My eyes are open.”
Agnes smiled. “Okay, close them and open them again.”
Gracie gave her an odd look. She opened her eyes and found herself sitting on her bedroom floor with her back up against the bed. Agnes knelt before her in her nightgown, holding a water bottle up near Gracie’s mouth.
Gracie felt around, and the carpeting rubbed against her palms. “But... the desert...!”
Agnes shook her head slowly. “You’re home.”
Gracie’s eyes teared up. “Why are you so nice to me, Agnes?”
Agnes smiled sadly. “I care about you. Drink some more water.”
Gracie grasped the bottle and took a sip. “Sit with me for a while. I don’t want to... be alone right now.”
Agnes nodded, and sat.



CHAPTER 67: THE MONEY-CHANGERS
 
The countess looked around nervously, and especially didn’t appreciate being cast in the harsh light of a bare bulb that hung over the steel door that stood between her and a very comfortable retirement. It was just a matter of time before the police and security staff at Mercy Hospital found surveillance camera footage that clearly identified her, and for her likeness to start circulating via various means. Most damaging would be the local TV news.
Her alias of “Aunt Barb” would at least throw up a temporary barrier while the police followed that lead to a dead end. But she was unique enough in appearance as to provide a very short list of suspects. She had to act quickly.
She rapped on the steel door and winced when she heard dogs barking in the area in response to the noise. She hoped not to knock twice. To her relief, the door opened. A slovenly man in jeans and an untucked shirt stood in the opening.
“Yeah?”
“Hello, Leo, I have a parcel for you, as we discussed.”
“This better be good. I can’t be letting people in back like this.”
The countess clutched her purse and giggled. “Oh, I assure you that this is well worth your time. May I?”
Leo looked around, then opened the door wider. “Get in.”
The countess stepped up into the back of the gold exchange, where Agnes had made a trade earlier in the week. Her ingot had been processed and shipped off, leaving the countess none the wiser as to its existence. She clutched her purse and swayed into the back room of the exchange, doing her best not to betray the weight of the precious item housed within its leather hide.
Leo wanted the transaction completed quickly. His eyes darted around the room as he gestured toward a cleared space on a table. “Okay, let’s see it.”
“Yes, yes, of course, my dear,” cooed the countess. She set her purse down, and lifted a plastic bag out of it, setting it heavily down on the table. The bag was labeled LAUNDRY in blue letters, with the logo of an off-brand motel emblazoned across the side. Leo glanced at the bag, then at the countess.
“This isn’t cash for clothes.”
The countess laughed. “Of course not, don’t be silly. Security through obscurity, dear heart.”
She pulled the sides of the bag down to reveal a sizable lump of gold, roughly in the shape of a kidney bean. It was etched strangely and appeared rough. Leo reached out to touch it, but the countess waved him off.
“Now, now, Leo, mustn’t be careless. I have much invested in this unique piece. It saddens me to part with it, but, sometimes to live means to sacrifice, don’t you agree?”
Leo grunted. “Just from the looks of this… thing… this easily could rake in a few mil. It would need to be melted down and shaped into something more conventional, but yeah, we could be talking millions here.”
The countess lit up at the mention of the value of her item. “Splendid! Yes, millions would do quite nicely. That would take the sting out of the sacrifice I am making in parting with this treasured family heirloom.”
Leo looked puzzled. “If you say so. But, you do know that you’re not getting that kind of dough from us, right? We don’t buy for the book value. We’ve got to make our money too. The owners— “
“Yes, yes, of course. I wouldn’t imagine being so greedy as to cut you and your employers completely out of the deal. I’m just looking for a little… security.”
“Security. Like what?”
“Oh, I think five hundred thousand should see me through my current difficulties.” She tipped her head and gave a matronly smile.
Leo snorted. “Five hundred? We don’t clear that in months here. We’re a small potatoes outfit. This ain’t Switzerland… or Montana, even.”
The countess stiffened and pursed her lips. “Cut the crap, Leonard. I have it on very good authority that this outfit clears a hefty sum, monthly. I know what this lump is worth. I’m being extraordinarily generous accepting a fraction of its value. Now, if we can dispense with this tiresome banter, let’s close this deal, shall we?” She perked up and re-applied a matronly smile to her chiseled features.
Leo turned red. “I’m not your monkey. I can’t move this… thing. Neither can you. I have some strings I can pull, but that’s gonna take time and money. So, you either take what I’m giving, or take this eyesore and find someone else to sweet-talk into a lousy deal.”
Fury flashed across the countess’s eyes, but she swallowed hard, patted her hair, and swayed over to the table. She lifted the sides of the plastic bag and bunched it up at the top.
“Good evening, Leo. I’ll be on my way, then.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “Hey, nothing personal, okay?”
The countess looked impassively ahead. “Nothing at all.”
Leo started to walk to the back door to let her out when she swung the bag with all her might and clocked him across the side of his head with the golden object. Leo cried out and fell awkwardly into a shelf containing plastic tubs of unprocessed jewelry.
The countess dropped the bag on the floor and groaned. “I didn’t think I had that in me.”
She patted her hair and adjusted her clothing. She swayed and clanked her way over to a tall gray safe that stood against a wall that bordered the front of the exchange. The owners selected this placement to reduce the possibility of smash-and-grab robberies. They were in for a rude discovery in the morning. The countess reached for the dial to the combination lock on the safe door and glanced over at Leo’s body sprawled out on the floor.
“Funny story, Leonard, my late associate Henry—oh, bless his dead soul—was a gifted man. Very gifted, that Henry! You see, he had the gift of telepathy. Let me distill that down for you, Leo, as that’s a mighty fancy word. ‘Telepathy’ means that he could hear other people’s thoughts, you know, like mind reading? Yes, it’s true, Henry possessed this gift. And he enjoyed showing off his gift! Oh, yes, Leo, he did indeed! And do you know what he told me? He told me that Jack Adamson, you know, good old Jack, one of those ‘owners’ you’re always going on about, well, Henry told me that he enjoyed dinner with Jack at a town function one recent evening, and Jack, well, this won’t surprise you I’m sure, but Jack had to remind himself of the safe combination every so often. Isn’t that too much?”
She twirled the safe dial to the right. “He said, over and over, so he wouldn’t forget, ‘thirty right’.” The dial stopped at 30. She turned the dial slowly to the left. “Forty-five left, was the next one. Ah, here it comes… yes! Progress!” She turned the dial to the right, taking care not to turn the dial past the correct number. “And last, but certainly not least, ‘eighteen right’. Here it comes, Leo, can you feel the excitement? And… open, sesame.”
She gripped the latch responsible for opening the safe door. It didn’t budge. The countess tugged harder, but to no avail. “Well!” She spun the dial again. “Maybe I didn’t get that quite right. No matter, Leo, I have time to be careful. It’s not like you are going to stop me.”
She leaned forward and paid close attention to the numbers as she spun the dial accordingly. She heard something click inside of the safe, then grasped the handle once more. It didn’t budge.
Leo, on the other hand, did. He sat up straight, resting his back against a shelving unit. Blood trickled down the side of his face, and his eyes were dark. He smiled at the countess and shook his head slightly. He spoke with a flat, impassive voice.
I can’t allow you to take that. You’ve taken enough that doesn’t belong to you.
The countess reddened and pushed down on the handle with greater urgency. It did not give way. She turned to Leo in a blind rage.
“Allow me? I’ll take whatever I wish. I’ll kill you, Leo, then your stinking corpse can watch me empty this safe in peace.” She snatched a screwdriver from a table and brandished it like a knife. 
As she stepped closer to Leo’s smiling, disaffected body, she felt something grainy against her palm. The screwdriver dissolved into salt. She rubbed her hands together in disbelief, then bent down to pick up her plastic bag. “Fine, I already bashed your skull in once. Two times should do the trick.”
Yes, you did. And soon, Samuel will no longer be focused in physical reality. My apologies, you know him as Leonard. He was Samuel to me, when we knew each other in your reality. He was content to give me the use of his body for my purposes. I shall make full use of the opportunity. You know me as Image, and you are familiar with my capabilities.
The countess raised the plastic bag containing the golden lump above her head with both hands and gave off a primal scream as she prepared to bring it down squarely on Leo’s head. Instead, water splashed down upon her own, dripping into her eyes, enraging her further. She screwed her face up and howled, as water dripped onto her shoulders.
Take your leave now.
The countess wiped her eyes and looked around for something else to use as a weapon. She found a fire extinguisher hanging on a wall. She reached out for it, and it dissolved into salt.
Take your leave now. Samuel will take his as well. This is the trade you will make.
The countess clutched her hair and gave a hard pull. She let out a long scream, then relented. She reached for her purse, then hesitated. “May I?”
Leo/Image nodded.
She clutched her purse to her chest and gave a dismissive snort as she exited the gold exchange. She clip-clopped to her car and pulled the door open with an air of indignation. She plopped down onto the driver’s seat and slammed the door. She gripped the steering wheel and let out a howl of impotent rage.
She cursed the day Agnes had first set foot in the Manor. Henry was well-intentioned, but gravely incompetent. He styled himself as a worldly man, practiced in the arts of various mystics and religions, but at root, he was a charlatan with a mildly impressive parlor trick. The countess gravitated to him, recognizing the opportunity to fleece suckers, because at root, she was simply a grifter with a gift for social engineering. Poor Bess believed she was her mother. She had been abducted at a very young age when a con required the countess to be a single mother. Agnes came along and displayed actual gifts and abilities, culminating in the miraculous transformation of turning stone into gold. She was going to make her association with Henry finally—literally—pay off. Now he was dead, and she was empty-handed. She cursed again.
Her fury was interrupted by the chime of her cell phone at the bottom of her purse. She wanted to ignore it, but deigned to fish it out and look at the caller ID. It read HORACE
S.
Her eyes widened. Horace was Henry’s twin brother, whose fortune led him down a more productive and fruitful road. She hoped she could salvage a small victory from her bitter defeat.
The countess took a moment to compose herself, then she answered the phone. “Helen speaking.” She nodded and made non-committal grunts as the caller prattled on with excitement. Her eyebrows arched at the news.
“I see. Gifted, you say? Now, Horace, I am preparing to travel to Nepal. I can’t simply change my plans on a whim— “
The man said something that caused her jaw to slacken.
“Yes, yes, of course. We must be supportive. I will be there as quickly as possible.”
The countess concluded the call and tossed her phone aside. She started the engine and drove slowly away from the gold exchange, bitterly cursing the loss of her golden nest egg. 
Leo’s eyes turned lifeless. His left hand slid off his lap and onto the cement floor. The safe door creaked open, revealing shelves stacked with money. The owners would discover this scene in the morning.



CHAPTER 68: THE GODDESS AT DAWN
 
Marc awoke to find Inanna snuggled up against him under his left arm, fast asleep, and smiling broadly. Her ear was pressed to his chest, and he figured she was either enjoying the sound of his heartbeat, or she had a thing for growling stomachs. He reached over and stroked her hair with his right hand. 
They had enjoyed a luxurious bath before going to bed the night before. Marc normally only took hot showers, and just long enough to feel like he accomplished something. Soaking in the tub took him way back to his childhood, and even then, he never experienced a bath quite in the way that Inanna artfully directed.
They remained incapable of vocal conversation. She would either speak to Tobias who would most likely summarize her side of it, and presumably Inanna got his edited response. To really engage in unfiltered, intimate conversation they had to communicate on a whole other plane of consciousness. He didn’t know how to explain what they did, or how they did it. He just knew that if they pressed together closely and he concentrated on her, they could speak to each other non-verbally. 
As grateful as he was to Tobias for all that he had done, Marc was very ready to return home to Chicago. He missed his apartment and hoped that Tobias and Inanna would understand his need for familiar surroundings. His destiny was tied to Tobias, certainly, and he committed himself to a long-term relationship with Inanna. There would be barriers to overcome and lessons to learn on both sides, but she was very possessive of him and he enjoyed her affections. 
Just as Marc considered nudging Inanna awake for more such enjoyment, Tobias appeared in the doorway of the guest bedroom. Marc checked to make sure he was covered with something other than Inanna’s bare skin. He was relieved to see a silken sheet across his waist.
“We are leaving.”
Marc’s eyes lit up. “Now?”
Tobias smiled. “Not now. But soon. Today, we shall go.”
Marc glanced around the room. “Will we be, uh, coming back here?”
Tobias gave him a curious smile. “No.”
“I, uh, don’t exactly have much to pack. Do you need my help with anything?”
“Yes. You will help Inanna dress for the journey.”
Marc looked down at Inanna’s bare shoulder. “It would be my honor.”
Tobias gave a curt nod. “Join me for breakfast.”
Marc tried to wriggle free of Inanna. “Um, it might be a few minutes.”
“Of course.” Tobias turned and left the room quietly.
Marc gently shook Inanna’s shoulder. She moaned pleasantly and shifted a little. He hated having to pry her off him, despite how much he ached for something to eat. He slipped the sheet away from the two of them in hopes that the sudden exposure would cause her to awaken. It did not. He felt himself become aroused at her nakedness, and her utter lack of shame. She wasn’t going to acclimate well to the USA, he predicted.
He slid his hand down her back and rested it on her buttock. He gave it a quick slap. Inanna moaned pleasurably and opened her bewitching green eyes. Her full lips widened into a toothy grin. She whispered something in her mysterious mother tongue that gave Marc a thrill.
“Good morning to you too.” He stroked her hair. “Your brother wants us to join him for breakfast. Are you hungry? For food, I mean?”
Inanna lightly kissed his chest. Her hair fell onto his bare skin, and he enjoyed the lightness of the touch, erotic and sensual. Tobias wouldn’t appreciate being made to wait for the two of them. Then again, Marc reasoned, she was predictable in her passions, and he probably meant “after”. Her lips pressed against his body, over and over, her hair driving him wild as it swished back and forth upon him. 
He dug his fingers into the mattress as her mouth worked its magic. Her tongue charmed him, drove him mad with fits of ecstasy, bringing him close to the brink of orgasm, only to tease him into waiting, saving himself for her. Back and forth, she brought him to the edge and led him tantalizingly away. Marc moaned and gripped the edge of the bed.
After she had worked her ways on him, she slid slowly up along his body, dragging her nipples against his flesh, and kissing it at intervals. She met him eye to eye, and he felt her legs straddle him. He gasped as he felt himself enter her. She rocked slowly up and down, pressing her hands to his chest. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the sensations of their contact. This was the best he’d ever had, no question. He doubted it would ever be better with anyone else.
Inanna leaned into him and kissed his neck. He squeezed her breasts as her hot breath rushed against his ear. She spoke just above a whisper.
“You are my king, my love, my life. I give myself completely to you. Do you take me? Do you take me as yours?”
Marc nodded vigorously and kissed her cheek. “Oh, God, yes, Inanna, you are my greatest gift.” It didn’t dawn on him that she had spoken clear English, out loud.
“Are you strong enough to take me? Do you have the power to control me? To command me?”
Marc moaned. “Yes, yes, Inanna, I am strong. Just like you said. Just like you told me before we met.”
Inanna gave him a strange look, but smiled once more and resumed her rhythms, rocking back and forth, bringing him closer and closer to the point of no return. She stared intently in his eyes.
“You would command a goddess?”
“Yes, yes, Inanna, I will command you. I’ll take you as mine and keep you forever. I’ll be your king, and you’ll be my queen.” He wasn’t very adept at sexy bedroom talk, but whatever it took to encourage more of this, he was willing to explore.
Inanna pouted. “I am no queen.”
Marc gripped her waist. “You’re my queen. And I’m your king. I’ll take you and command you. You will know my strength.”
“The strength of a god, more powerful than Inanna.” Her eyes flashed.
He nodded, aching to climax. “Yes, a god.”
Inanna smiled and kissed him. “Inanna is yours.”
Marc let out a cry of relief as he finally came. Inanna threw her head back and made sounds of her own. Her voice changed to laughter, and she pressed herself against his body. He kissed the top of her head and squeezed her close to him. She whispered something in her mother tongue as she stared at one of the statues that flanked the bed. Had Marc been fluent in her language, he wouldn’t have remained so relaxed.
You will adorn my temple. You are no god.



CHAPTER 69: THIRD SHIFT
 
Gene spent several hours on the floor of his cell. He stared blankly at Sharon’s head, rendered in clay and flattened on one side against the cool cement floor. He tried not to think of it as ever having been human, and more importantly, never having been hers. 
He had been married twice and divorced just as often. Sharon was married once before as well, and other than occasional office rumblings that she was dating someone she met online or something, he knew precious little about her personal life. Theirs was a professional relationship, at best. He didn’t suffer visitors in his office for a reason: he’d had enough of people. After his marriage failed spectacularly the second time, he resolved himself to a solitary existence, both at home and at work. Letting people in just led to people getting hurt.
He was just warming up to Sharon, and this is what was left of her. He smacked his forehead and let his palm slide down his face and back to his lap. Stupid, Gene, stupid. Never let them in. This is what happens when you let them in.
The factory floor had been humming all though the night. He hadn’t bothered to look at what was going on. If they were building some elaborate death ray, they needn’t have bothered. He looked the opposite wall up and down and wondered if he could muster up enough energy to bash his head in against it and see if hell was any better. There wasn’t anything left in this world to keep him here. He lacked the energy to get up off the floor. Purgatory was all he could manage.
He heard voices on the other side of the door. Get it over with, he thought. He didn’t give a damn about the garbage picking anymore. He was willing to call it a draw. Sharon was lost to him forever. He wasn’t going back to Streets and Sanitation. He killed one of theirs. He meant to fire a warning shot but something primal had kicked in, something protective. Sharon was in his tribe and wounded. He was going to carry her back to their turf. The advancing workers were a threat to those plans. He had to assert his dominance. Now he was beaten and broken, without so much as a straight fight. He rubbed the back of his head, still expecting to retrieve blood, still disappointed to find none.
A key slid into the lock, and the doorknob turned. The door opened, and Gene fell onto his back. He stared up at a pair of workers. He had forgotten their names. He no longer cared to know. His investigation was over. The workers bent down and hoisted him to his feet. They dragged him from his cell, arms hooked under his, pulling him backward across the factory floor. He saw rows and rows of folding tables with workers seated in metal folding chairs molding clay into bricks. Gloria leaned over one and directed her to knead the air out of the clay thoroughly to remove any air bubbles. She demonstrated the proper technique, and the worker nodded at the visible improvement.
He saw a pile of completed bricks at the end of one of the rows of tables. It stood at least eight feet tall, stacked in neat layers. He passed through a layer of plastic curtains and down a hallway. The workers marched along, not looking at him, and not speaking to him or anyone else.
Doors banged open, and Gene felt a chill as they reached an area that bordered the outdoors. He swiveled his head around to see where he was, and after a few steps the workers stood him up straight and stepped away from him. The room was the same dull cinder block construction as everything else. He was about to turn his head to look at one of them when everything went black.
A third worker lowered his shovel. Gene’s escorts guided his fall into a rusty shopping cart. They nodded to the third worker, who gripped the handle and steered the cart through another set of double doors and into the chilled morning air.



CHAPTER 70: RENT
 
Gracie reached over for her cell phone and checked the time. She winced when the display seared her retinas, and groaned when the time read 8:05 A.M. She set the phone face-down on her nightstand, then rolled over on her right side.
Agnes had tucked her in during the night after sitting with her for at least an hour. Gracie thought darkly of the dream that somehow led her to fall out of bed. She hadn’t done that since she was six. She might as well have wet the bed for good measure, but Agnes didn’t judge her. She gave her water to sip and made sure she was okay going back to sleep before leaving her alone. Gracie resolved to be nicer to Agnes but wasn’t sure how.
She knew that the visit to the hair salon had been purely fictional. Lucie and Marti were just her fears made real. However, she was intimidated by Trixie, and despite her annoyance with being taunted by her imaginary bodyguards, they did have a point. What did Gracie have to offer her? Her name was fake, and antiquated. She had a part-time job, although that seemed highly unlikely after not showing up the day before and spending the bulk of the afternoon in Chicago. She had a driver’s license but no car, possibly a job but very little money, few friends, and her only serious relationship was with a girl with a fake name who couldn’t bring herself to be honest about who she was.
She knew she was psyching herself out about Trixie. She knew very little about her. Gracie found her attractive. Her salon showed a sense of personal style that suggested that Trixie knew who she was and what she liked. She didn’t appear to give a damn what anybody thought of her or anything else. She probably did like strange music, had stranger friends, and hung out at places that Gracie couldn’t begin to imagine. The most radical thing her town had to offer was roller derby, and that was once or twice a month for half of the year. Trixie seemed into derby, which Gracie used to her advantage—and grimaced at the thought that she lied about that too—just to get close to the object of her affection.
She doubted she would ever see Trixie again anyway. Agnes had weird powers, apparently, and while she took her to Chicago against her will she wasn’t sure how easy it was for her to do it again. Marc’s apartment being on fire might have been enough of a catalyst to get her there, but if she tried it again maybe she’d end up in Hackensack. In any case, she didn’t know how to brooch the subject with Agnes. Gracie rolled onto her back, stretched out and yawned loudly. 
She was going to have to beg Warren for forgiveness and try to salvage her job. She hated Warren and most of the things she did there, but it was reliable income and she couldn’t afford to just throw it away without a serious upgrade nailed down. She’d find a way to convince him that it was just a big misunderstanding and show him that she took the job seriously. Then again, working there would mean she’d run into Aimee sooner or later.
She shrugged and rolled out of bed. Break-ups happen, she thought. If Aimee has a problem with it, she can find a derby girl’s shoulder to cry on… assuming she wasn’t already doing that already.
Gracie stepped out into the hallway and headed for the bathroom she shared with Agnes. She expected to have to wait her turn and was surprised to see the door wide open and the lights off. She looked around furtively, then slipped in to the bathroom and closed the door quickly.
Ten minutes later, she made her way down the stairs to grab a cup of coffee to get the day started. The rink wasn’t going to be open for another two and a half hours, and Warren wouldn’t be there until at least a half hour before open.
Mother sat at the dining room table with Agnes. She turned and nodded to Gracie. “Oh good, you’re awake. I need to talk to both of you.”
This isn’t normal, Gracie thought. She gestured toward the coffee maker and served up a cup before padding over to the table and taking a seat. Agnes looked down at her oatmeal pensively. Gracie sipped a bit of coffee. It was too hot to drink. She put her mug down and looked over at her mother.
“Your Father and I have decided that it’s time for you two to pay rent.”
Gracie’s eyes bulged. “What for? You didn’t make Marc or… anyone else pay any.”
“Marc and Jackie went away to school, and they got jobs and their own places to live afterward. You two are taking a little longer to find your place in the world.”
Agnes looked at Gracie mournfully. “Mother’s right. We should pay our fair share.”
“Easy for you to say. Your job…”
Agnes shook her head. “I don’t have a job anymore.”
Gracie reeled. “What? How come?”
“The research was… unethical. I found out that they were far more interested in making money than helping people.” Agnes sniffled.
Mother sighed. “I never did like you working there anyway. You need something more stable with better pay and benefits. So, this might be a blessing. You have an opportunity to improve your prospects.”
Gracie eyed her mother suspiciously. “Prospects for what, exactly?”
Mother looked a bit surprised at the inquiry. “Why, to find a suitable mate! A respectable man isn’t going to have much interest in young ladies who don’t show that they can take care of themselves.”
Gracie’s ears reddened.
Agnes intervened. “How much would you like us to pay?”
“We figure one hundred a month from each of you to start. But you need to get better jobs. If we don’t see improvement, your father and I will have to raise the stakes. But I’m sure we won’t have to do anything rash. We like having you two around. We just want you to… grow up a little.”
Gracie fumed and slurped down her coffee. 
Agnes smiled sadly and nodded. “Yes, mother.”
Mother turned to Gracie. “Agreed?”
“Yeah.”
Mother excused herself to go back upstairs, presumably to deliver the news to their father that a verbal lease had been agreed upon.
Gracie leaned back in her chair. “How’s this going to work?”
Agnes spoke softly. “I don’t know.”
Gracie looked up and exhaled slowly. “Great.”



CHAPTER 71: THE VISITOR
 
Breakfast was awkward. Tobias didn’t say anything, but his body language suggested that he didn’t particularly appreciate being made to wait while Marc and Inanna enjoyed a romp in the sack. Marc wanted to apologize somehow but wasn’t sure how to do it gracefully. Inanna made no attempt to smooth things over between the three of them.
If anything, she seemed to be antagonizing her brother. Marc caught her sucking on a sausage link suggestively, then bit into it when she saw that she had been spotted. Tobias glowered at her but said nothing. Marc sipped a glass of water and considered asking for coffee. Then again, he thought airily, Inanna seemed to get him stimulated just fine.
Marc tried to break the stalemate. “Uh, thanks for breakfast.”
Tobias nodded and said nothing.
“I’m looking forward to getting back to Chicago. Have you ever been there?” Marc winced. Small talk wasn’t his strong suit, and Tobias hadn’t said anything about going to Chicago. Marc hoped Inanna didn’t pick up on the slip.
Tobias looked up from a forkful of food. “I believe so.”
Marc’s jaw dropped. “Uh, where? Downtown?”
Tobias did not reply.
“Gold Coast, maybe?”
Tobias set down his fork. “Gold…?”
Inanna leaned forward with great interest.
Marc looked at each of them, trying to figure out how to explain the various neighborhoods. “Uh, yeah. There’s an area just north of the Loop that they call the Gold Coast. Lots of rich people live there. It’s just an expression.”
“It is a place rich in gold?” Tobias seemed troubled at this revelation.
“Um, well, not exactly, though I’m sure somebody has investments. No, we mean it like, rich people kinda flock there, like, uh, a tribe. Wait, that’s not the best way to put that.”
“A tribe?”
Marc waved his hands dismissively. “No, no, not at all like that. They don’t all know each other. And I’m sure most of them, if not all, are just rich on paper. They don’t have piles of gold coins they swim around in or anything like Scrooge.”
“Scrooge?”
Marc’s face fell. Bad example. “Well, he’s not a real person. If someone is rich and they hoard lots of money, we call people like that ‘Scrooge’, especially if they’re really selfish.”
Tobias frowned, then gave Marc an imploring look. “Do the people call me this name?”
“Um, well, no. At least, I don’t think so. I mean, this is a nice place and everything, but you give money to charity, right?”
Tobias looked bewildered. “Charity?”
“Yeah, places that help other people who are less fortunate. Like, if someone has no food, they give them food to eat.”
Tobias nodded. “Yes, I am generous to those in need. I have been unfortunate, as you say. I am not cursed with an uncaring heart.”
Marc nodded vigorously. “Yes, yes… yes, of course you aren’t. Nobody thinks you are. So, you probably wouldn’t fit in well in the Gold Coast. Maybe Evanston.”
“Evanston?”
“Yeah, it’s a town near Chicago. It can get kinda richy-rich, but there are some cool parts too.”
“Someday, you will take me there.”
“Sure, I can be your tour guide. Show you around.” He glanced over at Inanna. “Both of you. You should see the Baha’i Temple.”
Inanna’s eyes flashed for an instant with fury. She hissed something to Tobias in their shared language. Tobias raised his hand and replied calmly. Whatever he said caused her to sit back in her chair and simply say, “Hmph.”
“Forgive my sister. She knows not of this god. She has much to learn about these times. You will teach her.”
“Yeah, sure, of course. I’m no expert, but yeah, I can do that.”
Tobias nodded. “Already, you have work. I am generous.” He smiled broadly.
Marc sipped his water and agreed.
Breakfast was interrupted by a harsh buzzing sound. Tobias and Inanna looked around but did not know what the buzzing signified. Marc excused himself from the table and walked over to an intercom panel on the wall. He pressed the TALK button and held it down with his thumb. 
“Um, hello?” He released the button. A male voice crackled over the intercom, speaking another language. Whatever it was didn’t sound like the one Tobias and Inanna shared. Marc pressed the button again. “Who is this?”
The male voice spoke more urgently.
Marc took a deep breath and lifted his thumb to press the button again. Tobias and Inanna were on their feet, walking slowly toward him, eyes wide and mouths open in astonishment. Marc shook his head sadly. “I don’t know what he’s saying.”
Tobias summoned his servants and guards. He gestured to Inanna to get dressed. “We must leave at once.”
Marc dropped his arm to his side. “He’s… he’s telling us to evacuate? Is there something wrong, like a fire?”
Tobias nodded gravely. “Yes, a fire.”
Marc ran to the guest room and put on his street clothes as quickly as he could. Inanna slid into a green dress and chose a gold necklace and flat sandals. Tobias and his staff stood by the front door. He was fully dressed in a suit. Marc looked Inanna up and down.
“Looks great.”
Tobias was all business. “We go now to the temple.” The guards left the apartment first, then the servants. Tobias ushered Marc and Inanna out next. He stayed behind for a moment and placed his hand on the front door after it clicked shut. He muttered something in a mysterious language, then straightened his collar and brought up the rear of the exodus. One of the elevator doors chimed, and frantic sounds echoed down the hallway. The group walked quickly to a service elevator. Marc directed them to the stairs. They clomped and clacked their way down well over thirty flights, by Marc’s estimate, not that he was keeping an exact count.
Phillip and a security officer from the building management company entered the freshly vacated apartment. Fearing it had been looted, Phillip instead gasped in awe when he saw how incredibly well-appointed the front room alone had become. His father was not prone to ostentatious displays of wealth, his condo in Dubai aside. Of course, fine materials were commonplace in the upscale properties throughout Dubai. Marble counter tops, gold accents, the occasional ivory inlay, but this was beyond his imagination. His father had never said a word about any such plans to upgrade each and every surface in the condo, and Phillip had been there just over a year ago. The investment in the raw materials alone was enormous. His father founded Mercurio-Atlan, and wasn’t exactly crying poor, but this? Even the wealthiest sheikhs would have had to pool resources to approximate what had been installed here in such a short time.
Phillip tried to focus. He called out for his parents, and when he heard no reply, he began to search room by room. When he entered the master bedroom, he fell back into his shocked state of awe. He gaped at the sheer scale of the bedroom itself, then walked dazedly up the first small flight of stairs. He pushed a door open and stepped into the master bathroom. He found a bank of light switches and turned them all on. His eyes were nearly blinded at the dazzling display: gold, silver, platinum, diamond, marble… these materials combined to form an utterly overwhelming display of unimaginable wealth. Things that he didn’t think could be rendered in any of these materials were, and in the most astounding ways. Phillip began to feel his jaw ache from being kept agape for so long.
The security officer called to him from the other room. Phillip snapped out of his stupor and ran in the direction of the officer’s voice. He entered the guest bedroom, and the officer gestured to the statue that flanked the right side of the bed. “This is Mister Mercer, yes?”
He was rendered incredibly accurately in stone. His father wasn’t prone to such narcissism. His portrait hung in the New York office, and if anything, he would either make disparaging remarks about it, or not mention it at all. Phillip looked at the other statue, and his stomach soured. “Mother?”
She wasn’t the sort to pose for oil paintings, let alone having her likeness carved in stone. If she ever did, she sure as hell would have chosen an outfit and facial expression that was more flattering. 
Phillip turned on the officer. “Who was up here? What have they been doing? How could you let this happen?” He wasn’t exactly sure what “this” was, yet, but this wasn’t just a squatter. He was determined to get to the bottom of it and press charges.
The officer pleaded with him. “We can review the security footage and find the ones responsible for this intrusion.”
“Did you check all the rooms?”
“There is one room still unopened. The door is locked.”
Phillip glared at the officer. “Then break it down.”
“Yes, yes, of course.” He led Phillip down the hallway to the office door. He took a deep breath, then kicked the door. He bounced off it awkwardly and fell on his back. Phillip helped him up from the floor.
“Shoot it.”
“But sir… we do not wish to alarm the other residents. I will get someone who can pick locks and we can do this quietly.” He turned to head for the front door.
Phillip reached over and pulled the officer’s gun from its holster. He fiddled with it and removed the safety. He glanced away and pulled the trigger. The officer hollered his objections and shielded his eyes with his forearms as Phillip fired five more shots into the door and frame. He kicked the door open, sending splintered wood in all directions. 
The office was as well-appointed as the rest of the condo, but fewer modifications were evident. It seemed to be more in line with what the builders and management company had installed before selling the unit to his father. Phillip found a deed for a parcel of property zoned industrial in Chicago. His eyes scanned over the document, then he folded it into thirds and stuffed it into his suit coat. As he did so, he noticed a red stain on the carpeting. Was it wine, or blood? Phillip would have the police take samples.
He heard strange noises coming from outside of the office. He stepped out into the hall, and saw the walls start to dissipate into falling sand. It came from all directions, as even the ceiling began to transform and pour down upon the two men. They covered their mouths and coughed, and headed for the front door. They reached the grand living room amid coughs and near blindness from the sand and dust that collected on their heads and shoulders. The electronics remained unscathed, but the shelving unit collapsed, sending the phone handset and cable box crashing to the floor. 
Despite the objections of the security officer, Phillip fought his way into the depths of the condo. He made his way to the guest room and saw the statues that flanked the bed dissipate into sand. The bed and nearly all the other items in the room—including the ceiling and walls—became a pile of dusty sand.
Phillip staggered back to the front door and out of the condo. The security officer was already in the hallway. They coughed and sloughed off dust and sand from their heads. Phillip bent over and put his hands to his knees. Once he could breathe normally, he looked up at the security officer and gestured down the hallway. “Show me the footage. Show me who did this.”
The officer nodded and coughed.



CHAPTER 72: DUMPED
 
Gene awoke to find himself surrounded by garbage. His head pounded again, and he squinted into the sunlight. A middle-aged man wearing a red company vest peered at him through a rectangular opening.
“Goddamn bums.” He tossed a bag on top of him and slammed the side door closed.
Gene grimaced and threw the bag aside. “To hell with you, too.” Whoever did this to him was fricking poetic, he concluded. It wasn’t enough to send him on his way with some sort of warning. Instead, they really wanted to rub it in. They were done with him. This is how little they cared about him or his well-being. He figured he was supposed to be grateful that he wasn’t dead.
Sharon was dead. So was his interest in returning to work. What was he going to say? Something crazy was going on near Red 23, and Sharon had been turned into clay somehow? He was going to end up in a room somewhere, getting grilled by detectives for hours until he cracked and confessed to killing her and dumping the body in the river. They’d send divers looking for her, figure the current got ahold of her, and call off the search, figuring his confession was all they really needed. The body was more for the family’s benefit. 
Ambiguity was his best and only option. If they both disappeared, there could be all sorts of theories, and the cops would have something new to chase after for a few weeks. The trail would run cold, neither of them would turn up, and the official word would be that they ran away together and for some reason don’t want to be found. After all, to his knowledge there was no immediate sign of foul play. Then again, he had ditched his car. That might keep the case afloat longer.
He crawled over the garbage bags and slid the side door open. He groaned as he struggled to reposition himself, then stuck his legs through the opening and dropped to the pavement. He felt around his pockets and swore when he found that all his personal effects had been taken from him by his captors, including his wallet and car keys. He was really going to have a rough go of it, starting over in some other town. He couldn’t even empty out his modest bank account.
He decided on something a bit more drastic. He wasn’t proud of this, but he truly was desperate, and payback was going to be a bitch. He stumbled over to the door that led to the man in the red vest. The door was unlocked, and Gene pulled it open and stepped into the back of a small hardware shop. The man in the red vest stood at the front of the store, counting his cash register drawer.
Gene grabbed a pry bar and approached the man, who looked up and cried out just as Gene took a swing at his head. Blood spattered against the closest wall, and the man crumpled to the floor. So much for simple larceny. Gene stuffed the paper bills into his pants pockets. He walked around the counter quickly and scanned the aisles until he found a hook with heavy work coats. He found one in his size and pulled it on. He grabbed a pair of cloth gloves as well and walked quickly to the back of the store. He stepped out into the alley, then stopped suddenly.
He blew a puff of air through his mustache and turned around. He went back into the store and stepped behind the front counter again. He felt around under the counter and found the panic button. He leaned into it and counted to five. He looked down at the fallen store clerk and sighed. “Hope we can call it even.”
Gene ran out into the back alley. He staggered along, trying to return to a normal walking gait. Being stuffed in the dumpster and left out in the cold wasn’t exactly good for him. He wasn’t frostbitten, probably because the plastic garbage bags helped provide some sort of insulation. The heavy coat helped, and he tore the product card away from the cloth gloves and slipped them on. He wasn’t going to win any beauty contests, but he’d blend in well enough. The cash would get him out of town. It wouldn’t last forever, but he was miles ahead now in his escape plan.
He made his way south. He wasn’t sure exactly where he had been dumped, but figured he was still close to the factory. The path led west to east, so he figured north-south was the better option to put distance between him and it. The last thing he wanted to do was run into any more garbage pickers.
He ducked down a residential alley. He flipped open the lid to an errant trash bin. It was filled to the brim with white trash bags. This wasn’t one of the routes the pickers were working, or they hadn’t gotten this far yet. He rubbed the back of his head and continued down the alley. He found a rusty bicycle leaning up against a garage. It wasn’t chained to anything and seemed to be usable. He pulled it out into the alley. He hadn’t ridden a bike since his childhood, and the first few attempts to pedal were shaky and tentative. He righted himself and steadied the handlebars. He snorted at the realization that the ability to ride a bike never fully goes away once it is mastered.
Houses and buildings rushed past him as he pedaled along. This was a good head start, but he’d need to get further away, faster. His breath trailed behind him as the bike squeaked noisily down another alley, then another.



CHAPTER 73: REBOUND
 
Gracie hopped a ride to the skating rink with her father. He was heading out of town to run another errand and wouldn’t be able to drive her home until much later. Gracie said she would walk home. Her father seemed troubled, and after a mile or two of driving in total silence, he turned to her at a stoplight and shrugged apologetically.
“I’m sorry, honey, your mother, well… you know how she is when she feels strongly about something.”
Gracie smirked. “Oh, the rent? It’s fine. Whatever.”
“I really don’t know how Agnes is going to pull through. She’s never had a real job before. It’s not going to be easy landing a job without experience.”
“Yeah, I don’t know.” The car lurched forward when the light changed.
They rode along in silence once more. Her father made whistling sounds when he would turn onto cross streets, when they pulled into the skating rink parking lot, and when he pulled up to the main entrance. “Here we are.”
“Great. Thanks.” Gracie unfastened her seat belt and got out of the car. She slammed the car door shut and trotted over to the glass doors. Her father waved to her back, then pulled away.
Gracie pulled the front door open. As she had hoped, and expected, Warren was the first one in. He stood behind the front counter counting the cash register. He glanced up and scowled, then looked back down and mouthed his count to reinforce that he didn’t want to be bothered. Gracie stood a few paces away and waited for her chance to break in and talk to him.
Warren exhaled sharply as he dropped a wad of twenties into the register. “What?”
“Hey Warren, about yesterday, I…”
He shook his head, put the cash drawer into the register and slammed it shut. “I don’t care.”
She approached the counter. “Please, Warren, let me explain. I had a family emergency yesterday. I’m sorry I didn’t call. Something came up really suddenly and my sister and I had to go out of town.”
Warren looked up and put his hands to his hips. “A hairstyle emergency?”
Gracie ran her hand over the right side of her head. “Oh, this? No, that wasn’t it. Please Warren, you know I would have called in if I could have. I’ll do make-up time. I’ll work that birthday party next week. Please, let me make it up to you.”
He grunted and looked down. “You’ve never been particularly happy here. I can get someone else who wants to work and doesn’t just tolerate it.”
Gracie’s face fell. “Please, I know I can do better. Please give me a chance. Please? Warren, I need this job.”
He guffawed. “Well, that’s compelling. Where was this commitment a week ago? Or yesterday?”
She bowed her head. “I’m sorry.”
He sighed and glanced at the clock. “Listen, I’ve got to get ready for open. Leslie will be here in a few minutes. I don’t have time to discuss this right now.”
“I’ll wait.”
“Sure you will.”
“I will. I’ll do whatever it takes to prove myself to you.”
Warren threw his arms up and started to walk away. “Fine, grab a seat somewhere and I’ll let you know when I have a minute.”
Gracie started to walk into the office area. Warren turned on his heel and halted her.
“No. Grab a seat out there. Not back here.”
She nodded and shuffled over to the concession area. She found a table for two in the back that would keep her out of the way but still present for her meeting with Warren. Leslie’s pony tail swished by a few minutes later, and she did a double-take when she saw Gracie camped out. 
“Ohmygaw, Gracie, what are you doing here? Does Warren know?”
“Yeah, he told me to sit here.”
“Are you going to beg for your job back? I dunno, Gracie, Warren is…” She looked around in case any customers had filtered in. She whispered anyway, after determining the coast was clear. “He’s pissed.”
“Yeah, I know.”
Leslie’s eyes widened. “Gracie, your hair! What happened?”
Gracie tousled the hair that cascaded over the left side of her head. “Oh, this? It’s a long story. You like it?”
“You look like a punk rocker.”
Gracie stuck her tongue out and made a rock star hand gesture. 
Leslie gazed at her with a blend of admiration and sadness. “Gracie, Warren’s not going to go in for that. It’s one thing when the derby girls rent the place, because they’re paying customers.” She swished her pony tail from side to side. “He wants a more… wholesome look.”
Gracie shrugged. “I’ll let him tell me that. Besides, I can wear a hat.”
Leslie bit her lip uncertainly. “I guess. Anyway, good luck… I’ve got to get concessions going.”
Gracie waved her off and sat back in her chair.
Warren really made Gracie suffer. She was determined to get her job back, no matter how long she had to sit and wait, or how much groveling she’d have to do when he finally deigned to meet with her. Warren was a jerk, but he wasn’t completely heartless. After an hour or two more, he’d relent and call her into the office.
Early afternoon saw an uptick in traffic into the rink. It was New Year’s Eve, which meant school was out and many people had the day off from work, for one reason or another. A percentage decided to hang out at the skating rink. Gracie would glance at her phone periodically just to check how long she had been in purgatory but kept it in her pocket to show Warren how committed she was to get her job back. He hurried by and gave her a passing glance. He didn’t comment on her phone not being visible.
Gracie spent the time people-watching. Shadowy figures passed by on the rink oval, illuminated or eclipsed by various lighting effects. Teens collected in the concession area and ate overpriced nachos and slurped sodas while staring at their phones and comparing notes about which meme was funnier.
Everyone was just a face in the crowd. She’d nod to a few regulars when it registered who they were, or when they recognized her with her new hairstyle. She tried to keep her back straight to signal to Warren that she was serious and paying attention.
She looked across the concession area and saw a young couple sitting at a table for two. The young woman caught her eye and made an embarrassed face. She leaned in conspiratorially and told her boyfriend something which caused him to peek over his shoulder. The girl patted his shoulder and gestured to turn around. She said something intently to him, and whatever it was had gotten him visibly excited. He scooted his chair so he was seated to her left. He looked at Gracie and said something to his girlfriend that caused her face to turn pink. He whispered in her ear and her face widened into a shocked smile. 
“That’s not going to happen. Shut up, that’s private.” She slapped him on the shoulder.
Gracie realized who the young woman was. She tried to look away and feign interest in the spinning disco ball over the center of the rink. She caught the pair out of the corner of her eye, making intense eye contact and kissing.
Aimee had rebounded quite nicely. She had a new boyfriend. She was using her relationship with Gracie to hook him. He was probably begging for a threesome. Gracie felt sick to her stomach. She tried to ignore it, but the leering looks from Aimee’s new flame got to her. She felt like a piece of meat being ogled by a starving alley cat. 
Gracie squeezed her eyes shut and fought back tears. She had loved Aimee, and really did want things to work out between the two of them before determining that they never would. Now she questioned everything about what they had back when they were together. Was Aimee really a lesbian? Was she just fooling around, looking for something kinky to tell guys later? Clearly, to her, it was the latter.
Gracie stood up and marched out of the concession area without making eye contact with Aimee or her boyfriend. She didn’t get away completely unscathed, as she heard him whisper, “Really, you and her? That’s so hot.”
Tears ran down her nose as she passed the front counter. Warren glanced up from the register and called out to her. Gracie stiff-armed the front door and left without saying a word.
She was done with Roller Blaze. Done with Warren. Done with Aimee. Done with this town.



CHAPTER 74: LONG DISTANCE
 
Jacqueline had just wrapped up her weekly status meeting at 9:20 A.M. when her cell phone rang. She checked the caller ID and nearly dropped her phone. The caller was identified as PHILLIP–MERCURIO ATLAN. She stepped into her office and closed the door. She brushed her hair away from her ear as she took his call.
“Hello, this is Jacqueline.”
“When was the last time you spoke to your brother?”
Jacqueline raised her eyebrows. “I beg your pardon?”
“Jacqueline, I need you to think long and hard about your answers. Something very serious has happened and I need to understand his part in it.”
Her mind reeled. Marc was never involved in anything serious enough to rise to Phillip’s level. They had met once or twice at business functions that he got dragged into back when Jacqueline was trying to actively encourage him to take his schooling in a more achievement-oriented direction. When Marc settled in to his usual mid-grade approach, she decided not to invest any more attention in his development. For Phillip to remember him at all was highly unusual.
“I saw him last weekend, when we drove up to see my family for the holiday. Why? What’s wrong, Phillip?”
There was a pause on the line, and then Phillip’s voice became graver. “I’m looking at security footage from around three hours ago. He and a small group of people snuck out of the service entrance of the Forty-Nine Palms Tower. I thought it might be someone else, but he’s fully in the frame. I’m sending you the photo now.”
Jacqueline’s phone beeped. She pulled it away from her ear and tapped on the notification. A grainy but identifiable image of her brother with a long-haired woman close behind him was in full view, as advertised. Her mouth went dry as she held the phone to her ear again.
“Phillip, isn’t that in… Dubai?”
“Yes. I’m here now, in the security office. He and some others were apparently squatting in my father’s condo. And that’s not the worst part.”
She closed her eyes and took deep breaths. “What’s the worst part?”
She heard a heavy sigh the other end of the line. “I believe my father and mother are dead.”
Jacqueline’s eyes snapped open. “They’re what? How?”
Phillip took a moment before responding. “I… don’t know how to answer that question. Just know that they’re dead, and your brother may be directly or indirectly responsible.”
“Just a second.” She stepped over to her desk and sat down hard in her chair. She pressed the speakerphone button on her desk phone and dialed 9, then Marc’s cell phone number. It rolled immediately to voice mail. She rolled her eyes and disconnected the call. “Let me try him at work.”
“Fine, quickly.”
She looked through her contact list and found Marc’s direct work number. She pressed the speakerphone button again and dialed. After three rings, a message played. “You have reached the desk of Melanie Franks. I will be out of the office from Wednesday, December 29 until Tuesday January 4. I will not have access to my voice messages during this time. If your call is urgent, please hang up and dial Shay Baldwin at—”
Jacqueline scribbled the number down in the margins of her day planner. “One more moment, Phillip, I apologize.”
“Quickly!”
She dialed Ms. Baldwin’s number. A soft, upbeat voice answered the phone. “Hello, and thank you for calling, this is Shay, how may I help you today?”
Jacqueline set the cell phone down face-up and cleared her throat. “Yes, hello. My name is Jacqueline Morris Winstead. I’m Marc’s sister. Is he in the office?”
“Oh, no, Miss Jacqueline, he surely isn’t. Didn’t he tell you?”
She leaned back from the phone. “Tell me what?”
“He quit. No notice or anything. I was really upset. I sent him an email, but he never responded. I guess he had his reasons, but it was really sudden.”
She straightened up in her seat. “He quit? When was this?”
“Oh, this past Wednesday. He just walked out. He… well, it’s none of my business, but he didn’t even say goodbye.”
The cell phone buzzed with Phillip’s voice. He was trying to be part of the conversation, but the phone was too far away to be picked up by the microphone. She tried to anticipate what Phillip might be asking.
“Did he mention anything about Dubai?”
“What? Oh, he surely didn’t. Not to me, anyway. I would have heard about it if he had, though. I think the only trip he took all year was to see his family last weekend. Were you there too? Was it good?”
“What? Oh, yes, it was. Thank you for asking. Did he ever mention anything about a company called Mercurio-Atlan, or any sort of side interests he might have been involved in?”
“No, he surely didn’t, Miss Jacqueline. I’m sorry I’m not more of a help.”
Jacqueline activated the speakerphone on her cell phone. “Phillip? Anything to add?”
“Was he hanging out with a strange crowd?’
“No sir, he surely wasn’t, not that he told me. We spoke every day. He would have told me if anything new happened.”
Jacqueline hit on one more question. “So, nothing about a new girlfriend.”
“No, Miss Jacqueline, surely not.”
“Thank you, Shay. Enjoy your holiday weekend.”
“You too. Have a blessed day.”
Jacqueline winced and terminated the call. She picked up her cell phone and turned off the speakerphone. “Phillip?”
“I’m sending over some more pictures. Please tell me if you recognize anyone in the photos.”
Her phone beeped several times in succession. “I will, Phillip. Can I reach you back on your cell phone? I need a little time to process this. I’ll try to get some answers at this end.”
There was a pause on the line, then simply, “Fine.” The call terminated immediately thereafter.
She sat back in her chair and exhaled sharply. She set the cell phone face-down on her desk, glanced at her desk phone, then pressed the on-hook dial button and dialed a short extension. Her assistant came on the line.
“Yes, Ms. Winstead?”
“Chelsea? Clear my schedule for the remainder of the day.”
“Yes, Ms. Winstead. May I ask why?”
“Family emergency.”
“Yes, right away. Let me know if you need anything.”
Jacqueline considered asking her to look up flights to Dubai. “Will do.” She terminated the call.
She picked up her cell phone again and flipped through the photos that Phillip had sent. She saw a Middle Eastern man dressed sharply in a suit, two bulkier men in suits that seemed to be bodyguards or more likely, “personal security”. Four people in modest garb kept together. It wasn’t immediately clear who they were. There was Marc, then a long-haired woman in a dress. In the final photo of the series, she saw that they were holding hands.
Jacqueline leaned back in her seat. “What are you doing in Dubai, Marc?”



CHAPTER 75: SANCTUARY
 
Tobias led Marc, Inanna, and the others through a series of city streets, cutting through buildings whenever possible. Marc wasn’t sure if it was to take advantage of the air conditioning, or to avoid exposure in other ways. He glanced up and saw a security camera panning the lobby of an office building they had entered and figured it was the former. After zig-zagging through a few more city blocks, they came upon a rather nondescript building that seemed to be made of sandstone. It reminded him of the anonymous office buildings that could be found in downtown Chicago, only more in line with a desert climate. 
To his chagrin, they bypassed the elevator in favor of the stairs. He thought they were only going up a flight or two, but when he reached the top of the fourth flight he cursed himself for not asking Tobias how high up they’d be going. He thought Tobias had no concept of how elevators worked, but then again, he didn’t seem as though he had taken twenty or thirty flights up to return home from “the temple”. If this was indeed the same place, it was not intended to attract a lot of foot traffic.
Tobias stopped and knocked on one of the doors. There were no signs or placards denoting the purpose of the space, just simply “508” etched in frosted glass beside the door. A voice asked something through the closed door. Tobias responded in measured tones. The door clicked and swung open. 
A bearded man wearing a suit nodded to Marc as he entered the office. He pointed down to his feet and said something in another language. Tobias turned around and smiled. “Remove your footwear, please.”
Marc pulled off his shoes. Inanna slid out of her sandals and set them beside his shoes. The group padded along into the office suite in either bare or stocking feet.
The space was very sparsely appointed. The floor was covered with low-pile carpeting wall to wall. A small table with two unlit candles stood at the far end of the room. A clay vessel stood off to the side, supported by a wooden tripod, and Marc noted that the wood seemed rather simple, as opposed to the ornate and luxurious materials that he had seen during his brief stay in Dubai. 
The walls were bare, except for the heavy curtains that covered the windows. Wall sconces that apparently came with the office space were lit, to Marc’s relief. The room would most likely be pitch black, or nearly so, depending if the curtains allowed any daylight to leak through. 
After exchanging pleasantries, Tobias, his guards, and his servants all stepped into the bare room and knelt in formation before the table. Tobias was in front, flanked by his guards, His servants knelt in a line a few feet behind him. The bearded man that had granted them entry to the suite knelt in the rear of the group. They arched forward, and touched their foreheads to the floor, saying nothing. They rose to a full kneeling position, closed their eyes, and repeated the process.
Marc looked at Inanna uncertainly. Was he supposed to be part of this? Inanna apparently read his nonverbal cues and shook her head while smiling thinly. She took his hand a led him down a hallway into a smaller room that had pillows piled up in one of the corners. She laid down on the pillows and beckoned him to join her. He answered her summons but didn’t feel comfortable with engaging in any of their usual intimate activities. To his relief, she simply kissed him, then pressed her forehead against his. She closed her eyes and smiled broadly. He closed his eyes and felt something tug inside of his head.
We will go soon. Marc must be patient. The journey is long.
Marc nodded.
Lie here with Inanna. We will be called when it is time.
Marc nodded.
He felt her lips find his again, pressing down warmly. He didn’t want to defile the temple, if this indeed was such a place, but he enjoyed the closeness of her. He concentrated on the sound of her breathing, the touch of her skin, and the stillness of the room.
Before long, he found himself getting restless. He enjoyed the feeling of Inanna beside him, but he was starting to feel boxed in, and worse, hungry. Breakfast, as late as it was, had worn off, and he found himself trying to suppress hunger pangs. Inanna seemed to suffer no such afflictions.
He began to stir, intending to inquire as to dinner, or at least something to eat in general. The air was thick with prayer, and he felt awkward breaking the holy silence with his personal needs. He hoped that the language barrier could be overcome. He considered what sorts of sign language would be most effective.
Inanna put her hand on his chest and pressed down gently. He looked into her eyes, and she gave him a slight head nod, indicating not to get up. He patted his belly and said weakly, “Hungry.”
Inanna smiled and whispered in his ear. “Sittu.”
Sit? He was trying to get up, but she wasn’t letting him. He tried to prop himself up on his elbows, but she shook her head and pressed down on his chest a little harder. Marc felt his eyelids grow heavy. He blinked, fighting off sleep. He needed food. He could also do with a bathroom break. The room dimmed as he squinted through his eyelashes.
Inanna kissed his forehead. “Sittu.” Marc went limp and began to snore. Inanna ran her fingers across his forehead, smiling at her sleeping consort.



CHAPTER 76: ROAD TRIP
 
Gene wheezed as he pedaled a rusty black bike in a random pattern though a series of alleys and side streets. His head was filled with places he couldn’t go: home was out of the question, as he had no keys and no wallet, therefore no ID, and no apparent means for gaining entry that wasn’t going to involve a lot of explaining and even more hassle. Plus, he wasn’t going to bike that far. What little he had done left him nearly winded.
The office was no-go. He wasn’t going to circle back to his car either. He glanced down a street that featured a prominent DEAD END sign. He felt that summed up all his available options. He kept cranking along, choosing streets at random to traverse while he tried to come up with a plan. 
An airplane roared overhead. He wondered if he could hop on a flight cheaply and sort out the remains of his life on a beach somewhere. Airports meant heightened security, questions, and identification. He rolled over some train tracks and considered taking a commuter train out to the suburbs. That would at least put some miles between him and the city. But not nearly enough. He wanted Chicago far behind him.
Nearly an hour of pedaling had taken him to a large building with buses lined up along the side. He craned his neck and cased the place, looking for the main entrance, and then for someplace to ditch the bike. He found a fast-food restaurant nearby and leaned it against the back of the building. He walked uncomfortably into the restaurant to get a quick bite to eat and a cup of coffee. He didn’t know when or where his next meal would be.
As he stood in line, a small black boy reached up and flicked Gene’s sleeve. He looked down and realized that the tags were still on his coat. He blew a puff of air up through his mustache and yanked the tags off. The boy looked up at him hopefully. Gene handed him the tags, and the boy looked them over, then waved them around.
“Whatchoo got?” A female voice spoke sharply behind him. The boy held the tags up and toddled toward her.
Gene got his food to go. He dug into the bag and unwrapped his breakfast sandwich, then tossed the bag and packaging into the trash. He exited the restaurant and took a big bite of his sandwich. He walked steadily toward the bus terminal, scarfing down his breakfast and taking sips of coffee along the way.
He entered the terminal, cup in hand. He had never taken a cross country bus ride before. He hoped it was nothing like air travel and that cash was enough to secure a ticket. He stepped over to the ticket counter and hoped for the best. The ticket agent waved him up.
“May I help you, sir?”
“I need a one-way ticket.”
“Destination?”
“What’s leaving today?”
The agent gave Gene a hard look. “I thought you were ready to book a trip. My mistake.”
Gene sighed and repeated a word he heard on the overhead speakers. “Bennington.”
The ticket agent eyed him suspiciously, then punched up the details on her computer. 
“I do have a bus leaving today for Bennington Vermont. I hope you’re ready, because it’s departing in thirty minutes.”
Gene nodded. “Yeah, I’m ready now.”
“How many bags are you checking in?”
Gene held his arms out to his sides. “Just me.”
The agent gave him another hard stare, then returned to her computer screen. “Name?”
Gene thought up something quickly. Something memorable. “Andy Sipowicz.”
“Spell the last name, please.”
Crap. Gene tried to spell it out phonetically. “S-i-p-p-o-w-i-t-z”.
“Address?”
“Can we skip this part? I don’t like giving my personal information out unless I have to.”
“Is there an email address where we can send a confirmation to, and let you know of any discount or travel offers?”
Gene glared at the agent. “Pass.”
The agent rolled her eyes and clicked her computer mouse a few times. “Economy is $210.74. Would you like to upgrade?” She frowned and reconsidered the offer. “All that’s going to get you is priority boarding, really. Probably not.”
His travel budget was going to evaporate quickly. He decided to go with it and sort things out in Vermont. He’d just have to eat cheaply between here and there. “Nope, that’ll be fine.” Moments later, he was sitting on a metal seat amongst a group of wayward travelers. A woman with missing front teeth grinned at him. He looked down at his bus ticket and read it intently. To his relief, a loudspeaker announced his bus was starting the boarding process and directed him where to go. He sucked down the last of his coffee and tossed the cup in the trash.
Once at the bus, he stood in line, and handed his boarding pass to the driver. He looked over the document and checked his name off the list on a clipboard. “Enjoy your trip,” he chimed. Gene grunted and got on board. He found a seat near the back of the bus, next to the window. He folded his arms and pressed his head against the glass. Vermont was well over a day away.



CHAPTER 77: INVESTIGATION
 
Hours had passed, and Jacqueline wasn’t coming up with any ideas for solving the mystery of Marc’s sudden departure from his job, or his unexplained presence in Dubai. She took a deep breath and decided to follow the path of greatest resistance in hopes of getting answers. She swiped her cell phone screen a few times, then tapped the contact entry for LAUREN-CELL.  The phone rang three times, then went to voice mail. Jacqueline swore and terminated the call. She redialed her number. It rang twice, and her youngest sister came on the line.
“What is it, Fortune?” It sounded like she was walking outdoors.
“Have you spoken to Marc lately?”
“None of your damn business. Bye.”
“Lauren, this is important. He may have killed somebody.” The call terminated. She swore again and dialed her number once more. The phone rang three times, then the sound of wind blowing into the phone echoed over the line.
“Oh my god, what?”
“Did you hear me? I said Marc may have killed someone. This is serious. I need you to be serious. Can you do that?”
There was a puff of wind in the mouthpiece. “Fine, what?”
“When did you speak to him last?”
“When he was here visiting.”
“And that’s it? No calls? No texts?”
“Well… he did ask if Agnes was missing, and I said no. That’s pretty much it, why?”
“He quit his job, and now he’s apparently in Dubai.”
“He’s in what? You broke up at the end.”
“Dubai.”
“Where’s that?”
Jacqueline groaned with exasperation. “On the other side of the world. Listen, this is important: did he mention a new girlfriend?”
“Yeah, well, I mean, no, he didn’t. Agnes says he does.”
“Agnes? What did she say?”
“Pretty much that Marc has a new girlfriend.”
“Okay, fine, I’ll call Agnes. Lauren, please let me know right away if you hear from him.”
“Whatever. I’m fine, by the way.”
“I’m sorry, I’m just very concerned and trying to get answers. I didn’t mean to sound like I— “ 
The call terminated. “Well, that went well.” Jacqueline dialed her parents. Agnes couldn’t be reached by phone any other way. Her mother answered.
“Jackie? Is everything okay?”
“I’m fine, Mother. Is Agnes available?”
There was a pause on the line. “I’m sorry, did you ask if Agnes was available?”
“Yes, Mother. Is she there? If so, I need to speak with her urgently.”
“One second.” The call became muffled. Jacqueline figured her mother was covering the mouthpiece with her hand as she called for Agnes. There were more muffled sounds, including the word “job”, then her mother’s voice once more. “Here she is.”
“This is Agnes Morris speaking.”
“Agnes? It’s Jacqueline. Listen, I heard that Marc has a new girlfriend. Lauren told me you knew something about this.”
 “Yes, he does, to my understanding.”
“Tell me everything you know about her.”
“I’m afraid I know very little at all. It might be better if you tell me what happened, and why you’re so concerned.”
“Marc quit his job, and now he’s apparently in Dubai. I thought it might have been a case of mistaken identity, but I am looking at security photos and it’s definitely him.”
Agnes’s voice trembled. “Was he… alone?”
“No, he was with a group of people, mostly Middle Eastern. Nobody I have ever seen before.”
“Was he… with a woman with long dark hair?”
“Yes, yes he was.” Jacqueline sat up straight. “Why, is that her? Do you know who she is?”
“I’m not exactly sure. If you don’t mind, more information will be very helpful right now. Where in Dubai?”
“What? Oh, there is a luxury condo building called the Forty-Nine Palms. Somebody I know professionally has… had family there. He sent me the security photos to confirm his identity.”
“Can you… send them to me?”
“How, Agnes? You don’t have a cell phone or an email address.”
“Send them to Gracie. I’ll look at them when she gets home.”
“Okay, sure, fine. Any help you can give us is greatly appreciated.”
“Yes, of course.” Agnes hung up the phone. 
Jacqueline sat back in her chair, clutching her phone to her chest. She didn’t like not having all the answers or having to ask her sisters for help. She took a few breaths, then opened a desk drawer. She withdrew a USB cable and connected her cell phone to her computer. If Agnes could identify the woman in the photos, that would help Phillip. And Phillip’s gratitude would go a long way toward securing a better future for Richardson at Mercurio-Atlan, that is, if Agnes didn’t screw this up for her. Jacqueline gritted her teeth and did her best not to think about that. If there was one thing she prided herself on, it was her ability to focus. And with that, she copied the photos from Phillip onto her computer.



CHAPTER 78: PROJECTION
 
Agnes sat on her bed, resting her hands on her lap. She considered the best course of action. She wanted to consult with Image, but it wasn’t time for their next scheduled conversation. She wasn’t sure how often she could reach out to Image, and to what extent she could help under the circumstances. She thought back to her prior lessons and tried to remember what sorts of things Image would have instructed her to do.
Purity of Heart. Purity of Thought. Purity of Motive.
She centered herself with these words. She needed more information about what Marc was doing, and who was with him. Her best option was to reach out through the void and connect with Jacqueline. This was easy enough, as Jacqueline was focused on her at that very moment, composing a message to send to Gracie.
Agnes closed her eyes and waited for the black smoke to surround her. Seconds later, she was standing in an office beside a metal and glass bookcase, displaying awards and selected business books. She looked over and saw Jacqueline seated at her desk, concentrating on her computer monitor. Agnes floated to Jaqueline’s chair and watched as she selected photos to send.
There was Marc, holding hands with the long-haired woman who pushed the king to his death. The one that Marc rescued from being left for dead outside of the walls of an ancient city. The one that apparently inspired or compelled him to quit his job, and inadvertently or deliberately set fire to his apartment. Jacqueline pulled up another photo just of the woman, and Agnes felt a chill as she recalled the words that came to her during her prior vision: For centuries Men have worshiped at the altar of Inanna, and for centuries more they shall worship Inanna still. Inanna was very much alive, and seemingly not the worse for wear.
Jacqueline pulled up another photo. Agnes gasped as the grainy likeness of Tobias filled the monitor.
Oh, Marc, what have you done? 
Agnes floated away from the desk. She had to act quickly. She knew that she was outmatched by Inanna somehow, enough so that Image would have certainly leveled the playing field somewhat. But she chose to rely on her own wits and capabilities. She spoke to the void.
Show me where Marc and Inanna are now.
The black clouds returned, and Agnes felt herself being transported across time and space. The smoke dissipated, and Agnes opened her eyes to find herself back in her bedroom. She snapped her eyes shut. Inanna wasn’t going to vex her this easily.
Show me where Marc and Inanna are going.
The black smoke swirled around her once more, and when it cleared she found herself in a small cinder-block room with the door cracked open. A lump of some sort sat on the floor. When Agnes projected places, she couldn’t touch anything, but she got a close look at it by crouching down. It was a female head, rendered in modeling clay. It was flattened on one side as if it had been dropped.
Agnes floated through the door and observed rows and rows of workers intently working lumps of clay, trying to knead the air bubbles out of it. It reminded Agnes of her eighth-grade art class, except these were all adults of varying ages and ethnicities. The only unifying element seemed to be their shared purpose. A middle-aged woman in glasses spot-checked the result of their labors with a ruler. She nodded approvingly at a clay brick that met her specifications. She signaled that it may be put with the others. Agnes followed the worker to a pile of clay bricks, all set neatly on a square of plywood on the floor. There were other stacks that appeared complete, and Agnes guessed that they each stood about eight feet tall, and four feet across on each side. 
Agnes frowned over this project. The purpose was not immediately clear. Nobody spoke of why they were doing it. Two women, including the one that Agnes had directly observed spoke only of defects and air bubbles. The workers nodded at the assessment and re-worked the clay until it was approved. Then they scooped up another hunk of clay from a pallet and repeated the process.
Agnes decided to have a look around. She floated past the drop zones that were previously used to store piles of trash. She was not aware of their purpose as they had all been thoroughly cleaned out. Plastic bins were scattered throughout the warehouse and had been intended to move something around, but they all stood empty and neglected.
Pallets of clay stood in a neat row. Workers would occasionally roll them to the rows of tables as ordered. The clay was lumpy and misshapen, but gave no immediate clue as to why, or where it had come from. All activity was directed toward kneading it into bricks of the same size and shape.
Agnes decided to orient herself. She floated through several walls until she was outdoors. She found herself outside of a large building that struck an imposing figure against the bleak winter sky. She floated upward and twirled around slowly. She saw an airport close by. She spun around and saw something recognizable and unsettling: the Chicago skyline against a gray backdrop.
Agnes saw something else approaching her: black shapes floated toward her from every direction. They were amorphous, and of the darkest black shade imaginable. They were attracted to her, almost as if they had been sent to her by somebody… or something. She looked around for a means of escape. She dropped down to street level. The shapes converged above her, and combined to form a giant circle, blocking out the sky. It descended slowly, as if to envelop her. She wasn’t sure what would happen if it were to touch her, even in her astral form. She looked around for a landmark and spotted a street sign. She noted the intersection and crouched down on the pavement.
Home.
The black smoke returned, swirling around her. It dissipated quickly as the descending black disc sucked it into itself. Agnes began to panic.
There. 
Agnes projected herself just beyond the reach of the disc. It broke up into its separate parts and trained its path on her new location. She floated along the street, but the shapes, despite appearing to be slow-moving were gaining on her. It wouldn’t be long before she was engulfed in them.
Salon. 
Agnes shot ahead to the hair salon that Gracie had led her to the day before. The shapes were distant, for now. She saw them correcting their course. She passed through the window and stood in the cramped waiting area of the salon. She had bought just enough time to make her getaway. The stylist was combing out a woman’s long platinum hair. 
Home.
The black smoke swirled around her once more. As it filled the room, she overheard the stylist.
“Yeah, she was a real cutie. Her name was Marcie. I dunno, I don’t think I could keep up with her. But you know how I feel about derby girls. Oh well, a girl can dream, right?”
Agnes felt herself transported across time and space. The smoke cleared, and she was back on her bed. Her eyes snapped open. She slung her knit bag over her shoulder. She stepped out into the hallway and ran into Gracie, who was heading for her bedroom in a huff.
“Gracie, wait.”
Gracie’s door slammed shut.
Agnes rapped on her door intently. “Gracie, please, I need to talk to you.”
“Kiss my ass, Agnes!”
Agnes frowned, and rapped the door again. “Gracie, please. It’s important. It’s about Marc.”
“Eff Marc. And eff you. Eff everybody.”
“I need you to print an email for me. It was sent to your address. Gracie, please.”
Gracie threw open her door. Tears streaked down her red cheeks. “For the last time, Weirdness, I don’t care about anybody or anything. Go to hell, and leave me alone.” She slammed the door hard into Agnes’s foot.
Gracie turned red. “Get out of my goddamn way.”
Agnes shook her head. “No.”
Gracie tried to close the door again. Agnes stepped into the opening and prevented her from succeeding. Gracie gave up and threw herself onto her bed, staring intently at the ceiling. Agnes closed the door behind her gently. She sat down on the edge of the bed beside her sister.
“Hey.”
Gracie snorted but did not respond verbally.
“Did you get your job back?
Gracie sniffed. “What do you think?”
Agnes nodded. “I’m sorry, Gracie.”
“Whatever. Eff that place.”
“I meant about you and Aimee.”
Gracie snapped her gaze to meet Agnes in a wave of fury. “Shut the hell up, right now.”
Agnes patted her. “It’s tough, not being loved for who you are. It’s tough when someone you care for doesn’t feel the same way.”
Gracie wiped her eyes. “Shut up, shut up, shut up.”
“And it’s tough when you care for somebody, but you’re afraid to tell them how you feel.”
Gracie closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. “Shut. Up.”
Agnes leaned forward and plucked the black business card from Gracie’s nightstand. She smiled at it, then looked over at Gracie.
“I saw your friend today. She was talking about you.”
Gracie turned beet red. She spoke barely above a whisper. “No, you didn’t.”
“I did. Just before you came home. She wants you to call her.”
“No, she doesn’t.”
“Would it be so bad to call her and tell her how you feel? What’s the worst that could happen?”
Gracie wiped her cheek with her fingers. “She’s out of my league, I told you. I’m not going through that humiliation.”
Agnes smiled sadly, and gripped Gracie’s hand. “Hey.”
Gracie squeezed her eyes shut.
Agnes leaned in. “She’s saying that about you.”
“No, she isn’t. Shut up, Agnes, you’re really pissing me off.”
“I would never lie to you, Gracie. Especially not about this. And you’ll have to be honest with her, Marcie, if you’re serious about pursuing a relationship.”
Gracie’s eyes opened. She stared at the ceiling again. “A relationship, how? She’s there, and I’m stuck here. Probably forever.”
“You’re not stuck.”
“Oh, really, genius? Let’s see: I’ve got no money, no car, and no job. Who is going to want to get with this?” She patted her stomach derisively.
Agnes tilted her head. “Be honest with me. If you could have one chance to see your friend, and tell her how you feel, would you take it?”
“Didn’t I do that yesterday?”
“Well, you did see her. And you lied about your name, your interests, and paid with someone else’s money. What if you had a chance to start over and just be you?”
Gracie pulled her hand away. “I’m not anybody.”
Agnes patted her. “Yes, you are. You’re Gracie Effing Morris. I heard you’re going places.”
Gracie smiled. “I talk a lot of crap.”
“Not always.”
Gracie sat up. “Okay, weirdo, you win. If you want to read an email so bad, here.” She pulled out her tablet and punched up her email. She grimaced when her inbox loaded. “Fortune? What the hell, Agnes? What’s her crap doing in my email?”
“It’s for me.”
Agnes took the tablet from her and opened the email. She read the message, then looked at Gracie. “Marc is in a lot of trouble. He needs our help.”
“Yeah, you said that. What’s going on?”
Agnes turned the tablet to face her. A grainy security camera photo of Marc holding hands with a long-haired woman filled the screen.
“Who is she?”
“The better question is, where is she?”
“Okay, where?”
“Dubai.”
“Yeah, Fortune said something about that. So what?”
“I’m trying to sort this out. Marc is mixed up in something that’s out of his league, but I’m not entirely sure what it is. I did find out where they’re going.”
“What are you… gonna do?”
“I’m going to try to stop him.”
“By yourself?”
“I could really use your help.”
“How? I don’t have anything. No money, no car… how much more useless can I be?”
“You’re not useless. Come with me.”
“Come with you where?”
“Chicago.”
Gracie’s eyes bulged. “When?”
“Tonight.”
“Um… okay. But can I make a request?”
“You may.”
“Can I dress for the trip? You didn’t give me much warning last time.”
“Of course. Meet me in my bedroom at 11. Oh, and bring your driver’s license.”
“My license? What for?”
“I’ll explain later. May I borrow this for a few minutes?” Agnes held up the tablet.
“Yeah, sure, whatever.”
Agnes got up from the bed and left the room. She closed the door softly behind her. Gracie flopped on her back and exhaled. What was Agnes getting her involved in this time?



CHAPTER 79: CHANGE OF PLANS
 
Jacqueline paced back and forth in her office. Her email had beeped to notify her that the message she sent Lauren had been read. With any luck, it had reached Agnes as intended, and with any more luck, she could provide more insight into Marc’s mysterious girlfriend, and why they were in Dubai together.
Her cell phone rang. The caller ID came through as her parents’ number. She took a deep breath, then answered. “This is Jacqueline.”
“Hello, this is Agnes, returning your call.”
“Yes, Agnes. Did you recognize the woman in the photos? What can you tell me?”
“Sadly, not much. The truth is, I have no idea who she is or why Marc is with her.”
Jacqueline sank back into her chair. “I see.”
“Please don’t jump to any conclusions. The truth will come out, and whatever happens, Marc is going to need our support.”
“I suppose so.”
The call waiting signal beeped on her phone. Jacqueline checked the caller ID. Richardson was calling. “Agnes, I hate to cut this short, but I have to take another call.”
“Of course. Good-bye.”
Jacqueline clicked over to the other line. “Hi, Richardson. Something’s come up, and I’m going to be late tonight. I’m sorry.”
There was silence at the other end of the line.
“Hello? Richardson, can you hear me?”
She heard a deep breath, but nothing more.
“Hello? I think we have a bad connection. Listen, I have to go. I’ll call you later. Tell the— “
“How long has this been going on?”
Jacqueline’s stomach soured. “Excuse me?”
“Don’t lie to me. You’ve lied enough. How long?”
“Richardson, I’m quite certain I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Richardson exhaled into the phone receiver. “Fine, we’ll do this the hard way. ‘Effective immediately, Jacqueline Morris Winstead will no longer be serving as special adviser to the Mercurio-Atlan company. We wish her well in her future endeavors.’ This is dated December 26th.”
Jacqueline swallowed hard. “Yes, yes, well, that was a planned departure. The announcement said effective immediately, but the fact of the matter is, I am needed to wrap up some loose ends on Project… you know, I don’t appreciate your accusing tone.”
“Come home.”
“Well, I… excuse me? I cannot simply walk off the job. I’ll be home when my business for the day is concluded.”
“Come home, or I’m leaving you. Come home and be a mother to the twins for once. You have some catching up to do.”
Jacqueline’s voice failed her. “What? Of all the… what!”
“Good-bye.”
The call terminated. Jacqueline sat back in her chair, defeated.



CHAPTER 80: DEPARTURE
 
Marc awoke to find Inanna kneeling over him with a tray of food. He sat up quickly and helped himself to a piece of finger food. It tasted sweet, whatever it was. 
Tobias entered the room. “We will leave now. Eat, please.”
Marc’s heart raced. After battling his empty stomach for so long, he found himself disinterested in food. He could grab something wherever they were going. Inanna encouraged him to eat something else. She set the tray down on the floor beside him. She smiled through her morsel.
After eating two handfuls of food, Marc felt the urgent need to visit the restroom. He excused himself from the room and found the bathroom down the hall. He returned to the room where he had slept for hours and found Inanna carrying the tray of food from the room. He picked up a glass of water from the tray and took a sip. 
Inanna handed the tray off to the bearded gentleman, who graciously accepted it. Inanna led Marc to the main entry to collect their footwear, then to the main room and motioned for him to kneel. Marc was uncertain of the request. He was not a Muslim and did not feel comfortable praying as though he were. Tobias clarified the request.
“Not to pray. To wait.”
Marc nodded. He knelt on the floor, and Inanna directed him to press his forehead to the floor and close his eyes. The remainder of the group knelt on the floor as the bearded man stepped around them and lit the candles on the front table. He stood over the group and spoke in a measured voice.
“At-ti-ma na-nar-at sha-mi.”
The group repeated this strange phrase. The bearded man spoke it again, then smiled as the group followed suit. Over and over, the ritual chanting repeated. Marc considered joining in once he figured out the rhythm of the phrase. Inanna’s voice pealed beside him, saying the words, and enticing him to participate. Marc took a breath and joined the next response. The bearded man left the room, leaving the group to chant without him.
The floor felt strange under Marc’s hands and forehead. It seemed almost fluid. The room seemed to spin, and yet he knew it was not moving. He seemed to be traveling across space and time, yet the room persisted, and he knew rationally that his forehead and palms touched scratchy low-pile carpeting. 
“At-ti-ma na-nar-at sha-mi.”
Marc felt himself go weightless. He was sure that he was floating around the Earth. If he were to open his eyes, he would witness a sight only beheld by astronauts, and God. He felt insignificant, yet mighty. He felt worthless, yet vital. The chanting seemed to pass through him. He spoke the words, not knowing their meaning, but feeling their resonance as they vibrated off his tongue.
“At-ti-ma na-nar-at sha-mi.”
The air changed. It had a chilled edge to it, but a synthetic warmth through the center of it. He heard other voices. The chanting had stopped and was replaced by what sounded to Marc like astounded gasps. Inanna nudged him. Tobias stood over him. “Rise.”
Marc opened his eyes. The carpeting was gone. He touched bare cement. He knelt up and looked around. His companions had risen to their feet and stood around him. Behind them he saw clusters of people dressed in all black, wearing surprised expressions. Tobias motioned for Marc to follow him. The guards and servants stayed behind. Marc took Inanna’s hand, and followed Tobias up the center of the factory floor. Marc saw piles of clay bricks but didn’t understand their purpose.
Tobias turned to Marc. “It is time.”
Marc nodded. Inanna smiled and wrapped her arms around Marc’s waist.



CHAPTER 81: OBSERVANCE
 
As requested, Gracie slipped into Agnes’s bedroom at 11 P.M. sharp. She dressed warmly, well-prepared for a Chicago winter night. Agnes was dressed in her usual attire: a thin blouse, tan pants, slip-on canvas shoes, and her ever-present knit bag. Gracie looked past her and saw a glass of water and tea saucer sitting on her writing desk. At least she ate something, she thought. A torn airline ticket stub laid beside the saucer, and as she inhaled to ask about it, she was snapped to attention by a tug on her sleeve.
Agnes looked up at Gracie intently. “Do you have your driver’s license?”
Gracie fished it out of her coat pocket and held it up with a flourish.
Agnes smiled. “Let’s be on our way.”
Gracie looked around uncertainly. “How, exactly?”
Agnes draped her comforter over Gracie’s head, then told her to sit on the floor. Agnes huddled next to her, pulling the blanket tightly around the two of them.
“This is really weird, Agnes, you know?”
“I know.”
“So, what do I do now?”
“Sit still. And close your eyes, please.”
Gracie squeezed her eyes shut. Agnes whispered something, then Gracie felt herself fall through the air, and then come to an abrupt halt on a hard surface. “Ow!”
Agnes shushed her. “Quiet, please.” She gently nudged Gracie. “Open your eyes, we’re here.”
Gracie looked around at a cramped room made of cinder block. A rounded lump sat on the floor in front of her. “What’s this?”
Agnes waved her off. “Don’t touch it.”
Gracie got up off the floor. Agnes stood close to one of the walls and tried to see through the small vertical window in the door. She saw a cluster of workers facing a central focal point just beyond her line of sight.
Agnes motioned for Gracie to crouch down and follow her out of the room. Agnes pushed the door open just enough to slip out of it and creep behind a row of plastic bins. Gracie crouched beside her, wondering where they were and what was going on. Agnes peered over the top of the bin, then ducked down quickly. She gestured for Gracie to get down on all fours. Gracie gave her a sneer, but she obeyed.
Agnes spotted a cinder-block wall that would provide better cover but allow them to observe the floor. She crawled away from the plastic bins and gestured for Gracie to follow her lead. Gracie crept along, trying to stop her zipper from scraping the floor and giving them away. Agnes reached the safety of a cutaway in one of the walls. It was deep enough for them to stand there together but see the factory floor. Gracie peeked around the corner and hopped nervously. “Marc!”
Agnes shushed her. Marc stood in the center of the room, holding hands with a woman with long black hair. She was dressed simply in a green dress and a gold necklace with chunky adornments. Gracie raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t at all what she had pictured at the mention of her brother having a new girlfriend. “Whoa, she could do way better than Marc,” she whispered to Agnes, who shushed her again.
A well-dressed man with dark hair and neatly trimmed facial hair walked up to a pile of clay bricks and laid his hands lightly upon it. Agnes and Gracie were too far away to hear what he said, but he spoke softly, pulled his hands away from the pile, then moved on to the next one. He repeated the process ten times. He strode to the front of the factory floor, and the workers stepped forward, facing him. Marc and Inanna stood off to the side as another well-dressed man stepped forward and addressed the crowd.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, I thank you for your loyal service. Truly, this great moment would not have been possible without you.”
Agnes raised her hand to her mouth, observing intently.
“You are all here because society has cast you aside. It had no use for you, and you were all left to fend for yourselves, and indeed, left to die. Your well-being was of no concern to anyone but to me. And that concern was handed down through the centuries by this man. This man who now comes to deliver all of you from the bitter neglect that sought to destroy you. You have not been destroyed. And now, at long last, he comes, and you shall all be rewarded for your loyal efforts.”
Gracie stood on her tiptoes to get a better look at the proceedings.
The man with the neatly groomed facial hair raised his arms and uttered something in a language Gracie had never heard before. The piles of clay bricks were transformed in an instant into stacks of shimmering gold bars. 
Gloria walked over to the closest pile and removed one of the bars. She nearly dropped it on her foot. One of her fellow workers instinctively grabbed hold of the bar to prevent it from falling. The man known to the crowd as Mister Syed gestured to the man to his right.
“His time has come. He has come to deliver all of you from a life of want, and disease, and suffering! Give your life to him, as I have given my life to him. Swear to him now! Your life for him!” 
The crowds looked upon the stranger in awe. Gloria stepped forward and spoke. “Who is this man?”
A worker stepped out of the crowd. “His name is Tobias. He fed me when I had nothing. He gave me a fire to stand beside in the freezing cold. He gave me clothes, a place to stay, and work. I will follow him to my dying day.”
The workers looked at each other, at their fellow worker, at the piles of gold bricks, then dropped to their knees. One by one, their voices joined to form a single chorus, around a single chant: Tobias! Tobias! Tobias!
Agnes looked across the room and saw the long-haired woman staring directly at her, sending an icy chill down her spine. She felt pressure against her forehead and heard a private message in her head.
Inanna sees you. There are no secrets before Inanna.
Agnes gasped in horror. She tried to center herself and hold her ground.
Return our brother to us, and we will leave. We do not wish to fight you or anyone else.
Inanna ran her fingers through Marc’s hair. She gave Agnes a wicked smile.
You would take my Marc from me? Inanna is pleased with her silly boy. Inanna is not done playing with him. Perhaps when I am bored with him, you may lay wreaths at his golden feet, in honor of the pleasure he gave to Inanna. After you bring offerings to me, as my devoted servants.
Agnes’s heart sank. She couldn’t bear to lose Marc, when she was so close. She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. Image, I need you.
Inanna threw her head back and laughed. Marc looked at her with surprise, and she kissed him. He smiled and returned his attention to the crowd of workers, and Tobias.
Inanna fears nothing and no one. My Marc will make a fine gift to Tobias, a golden man to adorn his new kingdom. Shall I show you? For a moment, she stood in a gap between dozens of chanting workers, in clear view of Agnes. She raised her hand which glowed a faint orange color, and she extended a finger over Marc’s unsuspecting head.

Agnes tugged at Gracie’s sleeve. “We’ve got to go, now.”
Gracie took one last look at the frenzied crowd. Marc stood in the center of the crowd, pumping his fist with each repetition of the stranger’s name. Tobias! Tobias! Tobias!
Agnes hurried Gracie toward a hallway that led to an exit. Inside of her head, Inanna laughed long and hard, triumphant in her victory, won by merely lifting a finger. Agnes could not have prepared for such an adversary, especially after the many ways she kept her presence ambiguous. Agnes would have much to discuss with Image when they next communicated. That is, if they communicated. Inanna might be capable of putting a stop to their sessions permanently, for all she knew.
Gracie tried to look over her shoulder, but Agnes kept her moving. “Wait, why aren’t you doing something to stop them? Isn’t that why we’re here?”
Agnes shook her head sadly. “I can’t stop her.”
“Her, who? Marc’s girlfriend or whatever?”
“Yes.”
Gracie skidded to a halt. “Why didn’t you say something? I bet I could take her.” She started to remove her coat.
Agnes grabbed her sleeve and pulled her backward. “Gracie, she’s a goddess.”
“Fine, I won’t go for her face.”
Agnes pulled harder. “Listen to me. She’s a goddess. I don’t know how he did it, but Marc brought her here from thousands of years ago.”
Gracie shook her arm free. “Oh, bull, Agnes. Let’s get this over with.”
Agnes felt the floor shake. “Gracie, no!” She grabbed her shoulders and pulled her through the exit door, just as the floor was replaced by inky black water. A pallet of boxes dropped into the water and sank. A split second earlier, and they would have been pulled under as well. Inanna would have seen to that without ever leaving Marc’s side; Agnes was sure of it. The door slammed shut, leaving Gracie sitting on the ground, dumbfounded. Agnes crouched beside her. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She was beaten.
Gracie stood up and adjusted her coat. “Okay, fine. Let’s get out of here.”
Agnes nodded numbly.



CHAPTER 82: A FRESH START
 
Agnes and Gracie walked together away from the warehouse. Gracie shivered in the cold, despite her winter clothing. Agnes, however, showed no visible effects from the cold. Gracie looked up at her and gave her a nudge. “It’s cool that you have mystical powers and everything, but you may want to think about blending in.”
Agnes smiled and wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. “I thought you wanted me to stand out more.”
“Yeah, well, you’ve got to pick your moments better.”
“We’ll be out of the cold soon enough. You have your ID, right?”
Gracie reached into her pocket and felt the assurance of the plastic card against her gloved fingers. “Yeah. Why do we need it so bad? It’s not like we’re renting a car or something. Wait, are we?”
Agnes led her to a neon lit building that cast yellow and green light into the night on three sides. Gracie shielded her eyes until they adjusted. One of the signs read OPEN 24 HOURS in giant letters. Another sign read GOLD.
Gracie stopped and turned to Agnes sharply. “You stole from them?”
Agnes shook her head. “I don’t steal.”
Gracie rolled her eyes. “Really, we’re doing this? Fine, you borrowed without asking?”
Agnes shook her head. “I need you to trust me. We’ll have to do this in your name, because you have an ID. We’re not at my usual spot.”
Gracie looked up at the buzzing neon, then at her sister. “Wait, you’ve done this before? With what, Mom’s jewelry? She never said anything about missing anything, and I thought it was all cheap junk anyway.”
Agnes reached into her knit bag and produced a small ingot. It shined under the neon lights. Gracie’s eyes bulged, and she swiped it from Agnes. She stuffed it into her pocket and made sure nobody saw what just happened. “Where did you get this?”
“It’s too much to explain. I can say that we need money, quickly. And this is the quickest way that I know.”
Gracie nodded hesitantly, then gulped. “Are you sure about this?”
“You’ll be fine. I’ll help you through it.”
Gracie reached for the door and gave it a tug. The door was locked. Gracie tugged harder, to no avail. “Open 24 hours, my ass.”
Agnes reached past her and pressed a white button. A buzzer sounded, and she gestured to open the door. Gracie pulled it open while eyeing her sister suspiciously. They stepped up to the window and a clerk leaned up to a metal grill embedded in the bulletproof glass.
“What’re you selling?”
Gracie looked up at Agnes, then fished the ingot out of her pocket. The clerk reached over and pushed a lever forward. A steel drawer opened. Gracie dropped the ingot into the drawer, and the clerk pulled the lever back. He reached over and removed the ingot and held it up to the light.
“Huh.”
Gracie looked through the glass intently. “Yeah?”
The clerk shrugged and swiveled in his stool. He unscrewed a bottle and squeezed something from an eye dropper onto the ingot. After a moment or two, he rubbed the ingot, and coughed. “Huh.”
Gracie looked at her sister nervously. Agnes smiled in her usual way and showed no reaction.
The clerk dropped the ingot on a scale and wrote down some figures. He pulled a paperback book from a shelf above his workbench and flipped through the pages. His eyes widened, but he tried to suppress his reaction. He swiveled back to Gracie. “ID?”
Gracie nodded and pulled her license out of her pocket. The clerk pushed the drawer open, and Gracie dropped it in. The door squeaked shut, and the clerk scanned his eyes back and forth over her license. “Is this your current address?”
Gracie nodded. “Yeah.”
The clerk looked up coldly from her license. “Not local.”
“Um, no.”
The clerk shrugged and wrote some information down on a pad. He tore the sheet from the pad and held it up to the window. Gracie looked at the various scribbles and X marks in various fields on the form. Her eyes darted to the bottom of the form.
“Five hundred?”
The clerk nodded. “Agreed?”
Gracie nodded dumbly.
The clerk finished filling out the form. He dropped it into the steel drawer, along with her license and a pen. “Sign and date.”
Gracie scrawled her signature and dropped the form and pen back into the drawer. She stuffed her license into her coat pocket. A few minutes later, Gracie counted a wad of twenties and stuffed them into her front pants pocket. Agnes smiled and finger-waved to the clerk, who grunted. Gracie pulled the release lever down and pushed the front door open, breathing a puff of air vapor as she met the night. She waited for the door to click shut, then she pulled Agnes away from the door.
“Five hundred? Are you insane? Agnes, this is more than I make in two weeks.”
“Made.”
Gracie puffed. “Fine, made. What exactly are we doing with this kind of money?”
Agnes gave a sly smile. “We’re moving to Chicago.”
Gracie’s jaw dropped. “How, exactly?”
Agnes reached into her knit bag and produced four more ingots. Gracie’s widened even further. “How? Where? What?”
Agnes smiled and dropped the ingots back into her bag. “Mystical powers, remember?”
Gracie nodded, in shock. “Uh-huh.”
Agnes swept a wisp of hair out of her eyes. “That was awfully generous for that sort of place. We can’t expect that from everyone. But optimistically, we might clear two thousand. That should cover first and last month’s rent someplace, and get us a home base, right?”
Gracie’s jaw ached. “Uh-huh, I guess.”
Agnes patted Gracie on the shoulder. “Do you not want to share an apartment with your weird sister?”
Gracie shook her head and gave Agnes a hug. “It’s just… all really sudden. We’re really doing this?”
Agnes pressed her chin against the top of Gracie’s head. “Marc needs our help. And you wanted a fresh start. I think… we both could use that right now.”
Gracie stepped back and wiped her cheek. “But what about Mom and Dad?”
“They’ll adapt. They won’t like it at first, especially Father, but they’ll agree that Marc could use family living close by. He needs a support system.” Agnes smiled sadly at Gracie. “That’s us.”
Gracie nodded slowly, and sniffled. “You know, if you would have told me what we were doing I could have been more assertive back there. Six hundred gets us closer to a nice place than five hundred.”
“Show me, at the next place.”
“You’re on.”
The sky flashed in red, green, blue, and white. Loud booms shook the building. Car horns blared, and off in the distance, the sound of young men whooping and hollering wafted through the air.
“Happy new year, Gracie.”
Gracie looked up through tears. “I’ve got to get used to this kind of excitement.”
 Agnes put her arm around her sister as they walked slowly down the street. “You will.”
Gracie gave Agnes a nudge. “Yeah, I will.”
 
EPILOGUE: TWO MONTHS LATER
 
Gracie stood in the lobby of Modern Roofing Supply. A heavy-set blonde-haired woman wearing a white fuzzy sweater and blue jeans coughed and walked around the side of her desk. “Hi, I’m Cathy. You here about the receptionist job?”
Gracie ran her fingers through the fuzzy right side of her head. “Yeah, if it hasn’t been filled.”
“No, we have a tough time getting good help around here.” She waved her hand to a vacant desk. “To tell ya the truth, we could probably just stick a watermelon there with a face painted on it and save ourselves a lot of hassle.”
“That’s what I’m saying,” said a voice from around the corner, in the back of the office.
Cathy led Gracie to a small conference room and snapped on the lights. She motioned for Gracie to sit. “You got a resume?”
Gracie reached into her coat and pulled out a rolled-up sheet of paper. She laid it flat on the table and pushed it over to Cathy. “Yeah.”
Cathy looked over the document quickly. “Oh, out east, huh? You’re not from around here?”
Gracie shook her head. “Nope. I’m trying this adult thing out.”
Cathy laughed, and coughed. She held up a finger. “Jame, do you want in on this?”
A long-haired woman wearing a fleece pullover embroidered with ARCTURUS INDUSTREX SHINGLES and tan pants entered the room and sat beside Cathy. “Sure, beats working.” She reached across the table and shook Gracie’s hand. “Hi, I’m Jaime.”
“Gracie.”
“Oh? I thought I saw something else on here,” Cathy said, looking over the document again. “She’s from out east, she says.”
“Do people show up to work out east?” Jaime smirked. Cathy coughed a laugh.
Gracie gulped, hoping they didn’t call Warren for a reference. “Yeah, totally.”
 
 
A slender dark-skinned youth, no more than eighteen years of age entered a room, dressed in earth tones: brown dress shoes, khaki pants, white long-sleeved dress shirt, and a tan-and-brown argyle sweater vest. He pushed his glasses up his nose and stood before a wooden desk. A bearded man with salt-and-pepper hair wearing a tweed suit motioned for him to sit.
“Well, James. The countess and I have been very impressed with your development. Oh my, yes indeed! Very impressive progress. I haven’t seen anything like it since Sri Lanka. You should be proud.”
The boy pushed his glasses up his nose and looked nervously at his lap. “Thank you, sir. But enlightenment should not lead to pride.”
The bearded man’s eyes lit up, and he stroked his beard jovially with a boisterous laugh. “Indeed, pride is not a virtue! Certainly not. Poor word choice, my boy, you must excuse the error.”
The boy nodded. “Of course, sir.”
The bearded man leaned forward and spoke in hushed tones. “But, as you say, enlightenment. Hum, yes! Enlightenment, that’s the thing. Many have searched, but nearly all have failed.”
The boy nodded. “The journey matters more than the destination, I think.”
The bearded man held his breath, then smiled widely and let out a huge belly laugh. “My, my, indeed, wisdom from the mouths of babes! Wonderful! Splendid.”
After steadying himself in his seat, he leaned forward again. “James, it is time for you to meet the countess. She has taken a keen interest in your spiritual development. You would do well to learn everything she has to teach you. Ah, here she comes now. I will excuse myself.”
A woman dressed in all black swayed slowly into the room. Her arms were covered in bracelets and bangles that clanked and jingled as she moved. She stopped in the center of the room, and the bearded man gave her a peck on the cheek. “How nice, Horace.” She looked at the boy sitting nervously at the desk. “This is our star student, then?”
The bearded man nodded and left the room.
The countess swished over to his chair and sat down awkwardly. “My, this reminds why we don’t normally share seats.” She smiled congenially across the table. The boy pushed his glasses up his nose and swallowed hard. “Now, then, James, Horace has told me all about you. You seem to be well on your way to enlightenment, which is no small feat! My heavens, you’re exceptional.”
The boy looked away, embarrassed. “I’m nothing special, madam countess.”
The countess waved him off. “Pish and tosh, my child. I know exceptional when I see it.” She looked side to side, as if to share a secret. “Not everyone has the stomach for this. Some sacrifice so much for the good of others but gain so little in return.” She shook her head mournfully.
The boy nodded sheepishly. “I live only to serve.”
The countess smiled broadly. “Yes, yes, I believe you do.” She clapped her hands, amid clanks and jingles. A frail old man in a brown suit entered the room carrying a metal tray with a metal pitcher on it, and something covered in black silk. She gestured to the man, and he set the tray down on the table before the boy.
“Will that be all, madam?”
“Yes, Chauncey, that will do nicely.”
The man bowed. “Very good, madam.” He shuffled slowly out of the room. The boy pushed his glasses up his nose and gave the countess a curious nod.
“Now then, James, I have a certain matter to discuss with you. Horace and I have traveled far and wide, learning as many of the universal secrets as possible. In fact, I was on my way to Nepal when Horace phoned me and spoke highly of your progress. We inch ever closer to enlightenment, but you, why, well, my heavens, you surpass us by leaps and bounds! Now, normally you’d have to spend dozens of years in Tibet to acquire this knowledge, but I have faith in you.” She pulled the silk cloth away from the tray, revealing a red brick on a white plate. “I don’t expect miracles, James. Not now. Not yet. But it is time you knew that ancient scrolls speak of those who had such, well, purity of heart that they could turn stone into gold with only a pitcher of water. Have you ever heard of such a thing?”
The boy shook his head nervously and stared at the brick.
“Well, put that on your list of things to contemplate while you meditate. Maybe the answer will be revealed to you. Who knows?”
The boy nodded, then swallowed hard. He reached for the pitcher and held it uncertainly over the brick. The countess smiled beatifically. 
 
 
Horace stepped out of the side door of Eddington Manor. A middle-aged man had just finished clearing snow from the long driveway.
“Well done, Eugene. Come inside and warm up. I shall pay you as agreed.”
Gene blew a puff of air up through his mustache. “Appreciate it.”
 
 
Jacqueline sat with Monroe and Millie. Richardson was still at work. He had sent her a text message that he would be running late tonight. There was a big announcement and attendance was mandatory, he said, offering no other details. The twins had finished their homework and were being rewarded with screen time. They opted to use it on a two-player round of a virtual reality zombie invasion game. They bobbed their heads and aimed their controller in the direction of things like the lamp, or a vase, or their mother, while the view screen strapped to their faces displayed a different set of items and threats: barrels of toxic waste, discarded ammo crates, and half-clothed zombies swiping at them with bloodied fingernails. The twins shrieked and ordered each other to help fend off an attacker.
Jacqueline took the opportunity to interest herself in other—analog—pursuits. She found the adult coloring book and colored pencils that Agnes had given her for Christmas. She sat down at her desk in her home office and flipped through the pages. One of the designs caught her eye, and she shrugged and removed a red pencil from the box, then shaded in one of the segments. She felt time begin to slow down as she ran the pencil lightly back and forth, taking care to stay within the lines.
She set the red pencil down and pulled the orange pencil from the box. She found another segment that caught her fancy. It seemed like an appropriate place for that color. The pencil whispered as she shaded in the segment. She quickly switched to blue and worked on another piece of the design. She felt energized and yet relaxed all at once. Her mind began to clear, and soon she could only hear herself breathing as she applied sections of color to the page.
Marc.
She sucked in her breath. She hadn’t given much thought to him since early January. Phillip accused Marc of a litany of crimes: home invasion, theft, destruction to property, and most gravely, murder. Other than the security footage of Marc leaving the building—curiously, there was no footage of him entering, but the security chief claimed the tapes were routinely erased—there was nothing solid pinning Marc to any of the allegations. He was a person of interest, certainly, especially to Phillip. Her contacts at Mercurio-Atlan told her that he was doggedly searching for Marc and his companions and determined to follow any leads. Jacqueline agreed to let him know if he turned up, that is, after she arranged for a competent attorney. She wasn’t going to allow her brother to face Phillip’s wrath without a fight.
Jacqueline, it’s me.
Jacqueline dropped her green pencil, and it rolled across her desk and bumped into an inspirational paperweight. She felt a tug inside of her head, as though someone were trying to tap her on the shoulder, but more esoterically. She shook her head, blinked her eyes, and plucked a yellow pencil from the box and found another spot to color.
Jacqueline, it’s Agnes. I don’t have much time.
Jacqueline sat up in her chair. She tried thinking her response instead of speaking out loud.
Agnes? Where are you?
Jacqueline cupped her palms over her ears, unsure of where the voice might be coming from. Was this a trick? Was she hearing ambient sounds from the video game console and imagining they were saying something only she would understand? She reached over and closed her office door.
I can’t tell you right now. Marc’s in trouble. 
Jacqueline squeezed her eyes shut.
Have you called the police? Agnes, he’s been accused of all sorts of things. Jail isn’t ideal, but…
She felt pressure against her forehead.
We can’t go to the police. Worse, he doesn’t realize the danger that he’s in. He thinks he has found the love of his life, but she’s going to kill—I have to go. I’m sorry.
Jacqueline clenched her fists and banged them on the desk top. “Agnes! Wait!”
Millie pushed the office door open. “Mom, who are you talking to?”
Jacqueline pushed the coloring book and pencils aside. “Nobody, sweetie. Are you and your brother done saving the planet from…whatever it is?”
“Zombies, Mom.” Millie rolled her eyes and stomped away.
 
 
Agnes took deep breaths as she sat at her new writing desk, in her new two-bedroom apartment that she shared with Gracie. She sat patiently and held a pen in her right hand, hovering over the first page of a new spiral notebook. She closed her eyes and waited for Image to make contact. After a few minutes, her pen sprang to life, as she neatly wrote lines across the pages.
 
Hello, Agnes.
Hi
I trust you have acclimated to your new surroundings.
Yes, the apartment is very nice.
Image is pleased. We will continue your lesson. Start a new section: We will call this one “Gods, Goddesses, and the Power of Belief.”
Will- she- stop us again?
Possibly. We shall continue. Now: There was a man in ancient Assyria that could convert matter into other forms of matter, as we have previously discussed. He had this ability innately, but he was assisted and inspired by the goddess Inanna. She was revered for several qualities, the least of which being love and fertility, but perhaps more notably, and more accurately, war.
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