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PROLOGUE: JUSTICE AT NINEVEH
 
The morning sun crept along the plains of Nineveh, dispelling the blanket of night, and bringing the parched landscape into view. The city walls stood proudly against the cloudless sky, cutting an imposing profile over any who approached. The damaged gate was freshly repaired, and twice as many guards stood on the ramparts, keeping a steady watch on the horizon for the return of Tobias and his armies.
Sunlight crawled along the interior of the city, giving a golden pallor to the structures that still stood, and signaling the start of another work day for the slaves tasked with repairing the damage from months before. Guards, engineers, and other minders directed the movements of the slaves to their work assignments, and in short order, the damage eroded a little further, as stones and other rubble were hauled away and replaced with new construction. 
Light poked through a thin vertical slit in a high wall, striking a long-haired woman in the eye, rousing her awake. She held up her hand and squinted. She rolled onto her side and looked at her cell door while scrunching her nose as bits of straw irritated her cheek. Her breakfast, such as it was, had been slid through a small opening that had been cut into the door. She cursed and crawled to the bowl, shooing flies away from the gruel that lined the bottom, and little more. Justice in Nineveh was swift and terrible, to her recollection. It was not common practice to starve prisoners to death slowly.
She gulped down her gruel and curled her lips in disgust as she tried to keep it down. She wiped her mouth with her forearm, as always. She set the bowl down beside the door and sat on the floor with her back against the opposite wall. Moments later, she heard footsteps approach the cell door and come to an abrupt halt. A bolt was thrown aside, the cutout was opened, and the bowl removed. It was replaced with a small earthen vessel. The cutout door slammed shut, and the bolt was thrown once more. The woman sighed and rose from the floor. She picked up the vessel carefully by the sides and set it down in the center of her nearly empty cell. She lifted her prison dress and squatted over the vessel. 
“The king did not treat his slaves in this way,” she said, in hopes a guard was near. She heard no reply and completed her morning ritual. She carefully carried the vessel back to the cell door and set it down gently. 
She took her seat once more and closed her eyes. There was nothing to see in her cell except for her straw bedding and a vessel full of waste. She ignored the scent and concentrated on taking deep breaths. She had made a connection with a strange man the day before who spoke a strange language and arrived naked outside of the city gates. She felt herself walk through the gates and approach the man, lured by his intense desire for her. He was a welcome distraction from the monotony of her cell. She felt the sensations of touching him, of being undressed by him, and being impressed with his tenacity and forthrightness in taking from her all that he desired. 
This is the way of Nineveh, she told him, which stoked the flames of his lust even more. After they enjoyed their virtual pleasures, he vanished, and as she sat in her dirty cell, she heard him call to her across time and space: Inanna.
She smiled to herself and licked her lips. He was a stranger to her, but she had a way of making strangers into useful servants in due time. Tobias was one such stranger. He was convinced that they were brother and sister, but they only met as adults. She told him a story about being stolen from their parents at a young age and sold into slavery, and Tobias developed false memories of the sister he once knew and loved. So blind was his love and affection for her that he took no notice that she shared the same name as the venerated Inanna: Goddess of love, beauty, sex, fertility, and war, to name just a few. She never refused credit for these attributes, as worshippers conferred status and power. More for her, less for the deserving, which suited her nicely.
Inanna’s legend had run deep, but now, as she ruminated in her cell, talk of a single god was spreading slowly and inexorably across the land. Her name was becoming mere homage, at present. Few knew Inanna yet lived and walked the Earth in a mortal guise. 
To that end, she was content to maintain the charade of a condemned woman confined to a small cell awaiting execution for the murder of the king. She could escape at will, and no mortal could stop her. But Inanna was more cunning, and content to let corruptible men serve her purposes. The strange man who summoned from beyond the city gates appeared to be her next mark.
She squeezed her eyes shut and sent a message across time and space to her exotic visitor: Death comes quickly.
She sent instructions for her deliverance. As she completed the transmission, her concentration was broken by the sound of a heavy bar being lifted from her cell door and guards marching into her cell. Two guards bent over and lifted her from the cell floor. The captain of the guard smiled as she was dragged from the cell. “Death has come today,” he said, with an air of satisfaction. He looked down and saw a tipped earthen pot leaking waste onto his sandaled foot.
Inanna was dragged roughly down the steps, out of the prison, across the city yard, and through a city gate, which was open just wide enough for the phalanx of guards to pass through. She tried to walk, but the guards moved too quickly for her to do much more than bring one leg forward, only to have it swept lamely behind her. The city walls grew smaller over her shoulder as she was led to a bare patch of dirt and dropped onto her back.
The captain of the guard stood over her. “You are the concubine that sent the king down to his death beside the River Tigris. You showed no mercy to our beloved king, as you now shall receive none. Your death shall be slow and painful. I extend only this small kindness: you shall die outdoors, but unaided by all who pass. This shall be done.”
He took two steps back, and a helmeted guard stepped forward and ran her through with a spear. He began to remove it, and the captain waved him off.
“We shall give you a new spear. This one shall mark her bones, should I ever wish to give her a proper burial. It may at least remind us where justice was done, in the name of our king.”
“In the name of the king,” repeated the guards.
Inanna coughed and spat. She struggled to remove the spear, but the pain was too great as she tried in vain to pull upward on the wooden shaft. The sun hung directly overhead, and she felt her skin burn as she laid in the dirt. The guards marched away in a group. The captain of the guard smiled over her as she suffered.
“Justice is done.”
Inanna groaned and panted as she bled. She put on a show for the captain and any who passed of her immense suffering and impending doom. When she was completely alone, she slowed her breathing and closed her eyes, searching across time and space for the stranger who desired her.



CHAPTER 1: JAMMED
 
Gracie tip-toed on her roller skate stoppers, looking for daylight. Three ample women decked out in full green and yellow derby gear clutched each other’s forearms and made a triangular pattern that she might have appreciated from the stands, but now, here at track level, were just plain pissing her off. She heard screams from the crowd egging her on, but she couldn’t break the deadlock. Fortunately, their jammer was having her own special set of problems with Gracie’s teammates. If she could just find a way past the herd, Gracie would be declared lead jammer and rake in some points. In the interim, she took an elbow to the ribs.
The crowd booed when the closest ref didn’t call the penalty. It didn’t matter if anything actually warranted a penalty… they were rabid fans and looking for any advantage, and quick to point out slights real and imagined. Especially imagined. Gracie growled and tried spinning around the largest defender. She toed the out of bounds line but managed to stay just inside it and ducked down, looking for another opportunity. She saw a yellow star on a green helmet bob up from between two of her own defenders and she felt a blast of adrenaline surge through her. Instead of picking away at the defenders, looking for a weak point, she looked down at the track and gave the trio a big grin. Their single-minded focus on keeping her hemmed in meant that they weren’t paying enough attention to their footwork. Gracie let herself drift back a step or two.
The least confident of the three clicked her skate wheels against her teammate’s skate, and she dropped to one knee. Gracie seized the initiative and jumped over her back, landing squarely on her chunky skate wheels and smiling broadly as the closest referee held up his thumb and index finger. She waved to the cheering crowd as the PA announcer said the magic words: Blazin’ Gracie is your leaaaaaad jammer! Another ref gave her a stern glare and shook a warning finger as if to say, the crowds may enjoy that, but that’s how the collection skate gets passed around. Gracie smiled and shrugged.
After the jam, Gracie skated to the bench and the team captain gave her double high-fives. “That’s rookie of the year stuff right there, Grace,” she beamed. Gracie nodded and scanned the crowd for familiar faces, then took her seat on the bench.  She felt an elbow nudge her ribs, and her teammate Rosie Cheex nodded toward the track. Gracie nodded back and cupped her hands to her mouth. “Come on, Nina!” Rosie smiled approvingly.
Gracie felt a thrill as the fans seated directly behind her started up a chant just for her: “Grac-ie! Grac-ie!”  Gracie smiled, and wanted to turn around to soak up the adulation but thought better of it. Rosie was always going on about how the Downtown Dolls were a team, and no one skater was the show. Gracie cheered on her teammates, showing how supportive she could be when she wasn’t on the track. She felt someone shake her shoulder. She turned to Rosie, who gave her a puzzled look. She looked to her left and was shocked to see a familiar face. Trixie winked and bit her lip. “That was amazing.”
Gracie felt her cheeks burn. “You’re amazing.” She leaned over and kissed Trixie full on the lips, inviting catcalls from the stands.
Something dribbled down her chin. “What the hell?”
Gracie sat up as a woman in street clothes held a bottle of water inches away from her mouth. “Ready for more water? Stay still, we’re still checking you out.”
Gracie blinked. “What?”
Miss Beretta, the team captain of the Downtown Dolls crouched down to her right. “Now do you get why we don’t do idiotic stunts like that? If all you did was get knocked out, you’re as lucky as you are stupid.”
Patty Cakes was stretching out her right side, grimacing as she tried to work through the pain. Gracie dimly recalled seeing her trip on a loose skate lace and jumping over her. She made it, right? Her signature move was ready for prime time… well, once she made the roster for one of the four competitive squads. This was her chance to show it off and dazzle the Meat Squad.
Miss Beretta waved somebody over from the side of the rink, who clutched a cell phone close to his Downtown Dolls shirt. “Let’s see the replay. Grace, can you sit up?”
Gracie groaned, but managed to prop herself up on her elbows. The acne-faced assistant held the phone screen at an angle and pressed the play button. Gracie skated up to Patty, who fell flat on her stomach. Gracie rolled into her side, tried to pull her legs up into a jump, fell forward, screamed, managed to pirouette a half-turn, and came down hard on her back, knocking the wind out of her. Apparently, per the video, she passed out seconds later, amid yelps and gasps from her fellow Meaters.
Gracie slid onto her back and groaned. 
“Yeah, and the best part is, you wouldn’t be lead jammer. If the blocker goes down without your involvement, you hang back.” Miss Beretta extended her hand and helped Gracie up from the floor. “Sit out practice for the rest of the night. We don’t need any trips to the hospital, huh?” 
Gracie skated painfully to a bench and plopped down. She pulled off her helmet and slammed it down beside her.



CHAPTER 2: DAMAGES
 
In Martha Morris’s estimation, the Morris Family was a well-oiled machine: Jacqueline was always busy and living in New York, Marc was busy and living in Chicago, and up until a few months ago, Agnes was quiet and living at home, as was Gracie, minus the quiet. Now three out of the four kids were living in Chicago and rarely checking in, which suited Martha fine. It was strange to have the nest empty at last, but she and her husband got used to it. He had his own bathroom, which Martha very much enjoyed. She would sooner take out a second or third mortgage for that perk alone, if it kept any of the kids from moving back home.
She had hoped to be thinking that purely hypothetically when she opened an ominous-looking letter from a law office in Chicago. The letter was short but packed a punch. Mother sat on the sofa mechanically as she read and re-read its contents, then she reached for the phone handset on the coffee table and dialed Marc’s cell number.
As she inhaled to lay into him, she was instead greeted with a series of shrill beeps and an electronic message: The number you have reached… has been disconnected. No further information is available. Please check the number you are dialing and try again.
Martha put on a pair of reading glasses and pressed the phone keys one at a time, slowly and deliberately. After a moment, the shrill beeps sounded again. Martha disconnected the call. “Hmph.” She began to dial Jacqueline’s cell number, then aborted the attempt. She’s probably busy, she assumed. She sighed and looked at the letter once more, then she wandered off to the kitchen to look at a new phone number scrawled on a piece of scrap paper affixed to the refrigerator with a ladybug magnet. She dialed the number and waited. The phone rang.
“Hello, this is Agnes Morris speaking.”
“Agnes? It’s your mother.”
“Hello, Mother.”
“Agnes, honey, have you spoken to your brother lately?”
The was a pause on the line. “Not lately, no. Why do you ask?”
“Have you tried calling him?”
Another pause. “I have not. Why?”
“He’s being sued. Something about his apartment burning down. His landlord claims that he was negligent and left a candle burning, or something. Have you heard anything about this? Is he okay?”
Martha heard static on the line, which may have been Agnes breathing into the receiver. “I haven’t… heard… anything, no. Gracie might have… they usually talk once a week, as I recall.”
“Is she home?”
“No, Mother. She’s out for the evening.”
“Out doing what?”
“She didn’t tell me. I think she made some new friends and they’re downtown tonight.”
“Oh.” Martha glanced at the letter in her left hand. “Well, that’s good. Glad to hear she’s getting out and meeting people. How are you?”
“I’m well, Mother. I have some solid leads on a job. I’m hoping I can get a yes by next Friday.”
“That sounds good. I’m sure Gracie would appreciate the help with the rent.”
“We’re getting by okay.”
“Well, don’t keep your standards too high. It’s a blessing that your sister makes enough for the two of you, but you need to pitch in too, and I don’t mean by doing all the housework.”
“Yes, Mother.”
“Well, if you hear from your brother, have him call me right away.”
“I will.”
“Okay then. Goodbye, Agnes.”
“Goodbye, Mother. I lo— “
Martha terminated the call. She set the phone handset on the kitchen island and made her way to the TV room. Her husband was stretched out on a leather recliner, snoring loudly. Martha sighed, rolled her eyes, and set the letter on his lap.



CHAPTER 3: SMOTHERED
 
Agnes set the phone handset back in its cradle and frowned. She had expected there would be some sort of fallout from Marc’s apartment fire, but more of his personal affairs were apparently beginning to unravel. She hadn’t returned to the warehouse where she encountered Inanna and the mysterious factory that once housed piles of clay bricks, which were transformed into gold bars by Marc’s traveling companion: a man she only knew as Tobias.
Image had been putting her through intensive training and information sessions. It had taken her years to come close to filling a single spiral notebook with notes, now she was starting a fifth, and going strong. These days, Image was especially focused on “the illusion of privacy” as it applied to physical reality. We were all conditioned, she said, to accept a baseline concept either by way of Santa Claus, or God. We assigned this ability externally to a single person or entity and didn’t consider that we were using this as shorthand for a much larger, fundamental truth: nothing could truly be hidden from anyone else. We conditioned ourselves and each other, she said, to discourage any lines of inquiry into this truth. We would entertain ourselves with stories about mind-readers, for example, then tell each other that it was just fiction and play-acting. Conversely, we told each other of impenetrable fortresses or secret bases, like Fort Knox or Area 51, then conditioned each other to believe that such places could never be breached.
Agnes had felt a chill as she began to realize the ramifications of this truth. “Then Inanna knows where I am.”
Yes, she does. And of greater concern to you, she knows she does.
“Why isn’t she coming to get me, to hurt me?”
You aren’t interfering with her or her associates. If you keep a respectable distance, she is content to ignore you.
That line reverberated in Agnes’s head as she knelt on her bedroom floor, slowed her breathing, and closed her eyes. She wouldn’t be a minute. Inanna would be none the wiser.
Warehouse.
Black smoke swirled around her, and she felt her spirit form float out of the apartment. She saw the Chicago skyline illuminated against the night sky as the smoke cleared, and she headed toward the building where she last saw her brother alive. In seconds, she found herself hovering over the building, which appeared to stand idle. She landed on the street and moved slowly toward the nearest bay door on the side of the warehouse. She glanced around for signs of anyone loitering around the building. To her knowledge, Inanna was her chief threat, but perhaps others had similar abilities. She just needed to confirm that Marc was okay.
It took a moment, but she realized something was wrong. The street-facing building struck an imposing figure at any time of the day, but especially at night. Normally, a blend of street and interior lights lit up its façade, but tonight it was darker. Agnes looked up and didn’t see overhead lighting of any sort; not even stars, or the full moon.
She was enveloped in utter and complete blackness. Not simply “darkness”, as this was darker than any night, and blacker than the deepest black. She felt a sensation like suffocation, which in turn inspired a jolt of panic. She tried to float up and away from the strange blanketing veil, but she was held in place. She dropped to her knees and tried to crawl away from it. She felt herself crawling but couldn’t see anything. She curled up into a fetal position, and felt the blackness settle over her ethereal form. As a last resort, she broke the connection, forcing a return to her physical self.
Agnes’s eyes snapped open. She put her hand to her cheek, checking to make sure she had returned successfully. As far as she knew, she was back in her body and fully focused in physical reality. But a sick feeling spread in the pit of her stomach. She tried to rise from the floor but lacked the strength to do anything but lay down and press her cheek against the scratchy carpeting. She pulled her knees up and curled into a fetal position.
Three black forms passed through the wall behind her and slipped silently through her clothing, and under her skin. Agnes writhed and trembled with sensations of utter hopelessness as each form entered her. With each passing moment, she felt her inner light grow dimmer, leaving only pain and darkness in its absence. 
Five forms in total took up residence inside of her. After the last shape disappeared through her shirt, a single tear slid down Agnes’s nose.



CHAPTER 4: CHECKING IN
 
Jacqueline’s eyes snapped open in the darkness. She rolled onto her right side and checked the time: 10:38 P.M. She scrunched up her face as her phone blasted blue light against her retinas. Well, I was asleep, she thought. She rolled onto her back and rubbed her eyes. The dream that jolted her awake was fading quickly from her memory, but she still remembered enough of it to be disturbed by its content.
She dreamt she was in her office, tending to various matters when her email displayed a new incoming message. She opened it instinctively, expecting a meeting invite or technical white paper. Instead she was greeted with a jittery graphic that said something like, “They’ve got her, what are you going to do about it?” The details were unclear now. 
She remembered cocking her head and sliding her mouse to the top of the message to delete it, when the graphic changed to a picture of her sister Agnes, beaten and battered. This image stuck with her after all other details faded away. She vividly recalled her black eye, split lip, and blood-streaked cheek. She recalled the outrage and disgust that she felt at the sight of it. Who would do such a thing to anyone, let alone Agnes? She forced herself to awaken from the dream rather than spend one minute more confronted with such imagery.
She took a deep breath and tried to focus on something else. She felt her fingers twitch, anxious to pick up her phone and check on Agnes. That was silly, she thought, just a bad dream. Besides, she reasoned, Agnes was home with their parents and if anything was wrong, Mother would take care of it. She took another deep breath and tried an affirmation that she read about in an in-flight magazine she flipped through on a recent business trip: I am in control of my destiny.
She exhaled slowly, whispering the affirmation softly as the breath passed through her lips. She inhaled slowly, placing her hands on her abdomen as she did, feeling it sink as her lungs filled with air. She held her breath for a few seconds, then breathed out slowly once more.
Her cell phone rang. Jacqueline’s breath left her in an instant as she rolled onto her side and snapped on her reading lamp. She squinted at the phone and saw that her mother was calling. She brushed her hair away from her right ear and answered the call.
“What is it, Mother?”
“Jackie? Sorry to call so late, but something strange has happened.”
Jacqueline sucked in her breath. “What’s wrong? Is it Agnes?”
There was a pause at the other end. “What? Agnes? Heavens no. It’s your brother.”
“Marc? What happened?”
“Well, I’m not really sure. We got a weird thing in the mail that says he’s being sued. Something about his apartment burning down, and they’re blaming him. I tried calling him, and it says his number is disconnected. So, I know you’re busy and this is a long shot, but by any chance have you spoken with him lately? Do you know if he has a new phone number?”
Jacqueline rolled onto her back and pressed her left hand to her forehead. This was not the sort of conversation she was anticipating. She hadn’t spoken to Marc in months—since Christmas, to be exact. She had seen him, or at least pictures of him in Dubai a few days afterward. She wasn’t sure how to explain that to Mother. Or that Phillip, her former business associate blamed Marc for far worse things than arson.
“I… I haven’t spoken with him, no. Can you send me whatever you received, and I can have my attorney look it over?”
“I suppose I could.”
“Mother… is Agnes okay?”
“I suppose so, why?”
“It’s… nothing. I just had a strange… feeling about her and wondered if she was alright.”
“She seemed fine when I called her earlier.”
Jacqueline cocked an eyebrow. “Called? Isn’t she at home with you?”
“Heavens no, dear! She and her sister live in Chicago now.”
Jacqueline sat bolt upright. “She what?”
“Oh, I guess we forgot to mention it. Yes, a few months ago. They got an apartment together. Gracie even got a job, doing something in an office. Agnes is still job hunting, but it sounds like Gracie makes enough to clear the rent and utilities, at least, so that’s something.”
“Huh. Yes, I suppose it is.” Jacqueline couldn’t imagine what sort of office would hire her youngest sister.
“I’ll send you their new address and home phone number when I mail this blurb from the law office, or whatever this is.”
“Yes, please.”
“Is everything okay with you? How’s Richardson?”
Jacqueline rolled slightly to her left and stared wistfully at the empty space on the bed where he normally slept. “Richardson’s fine.”



CHAPTER 5: STAKEOUT
 
Gracie cut her used car’s engine and turned off the headlights, leaving her in near darkness. The closest streetlights bathed the ground in yellow light, but avoided her parking spot, which suited her fine. She didn’t want to be seen by anyone, especially by a certain someone who had a hair salon across the street from her vantage point. 
Gracie sighed and looked out the side window wistfully. An approaching car on the other side of the street lit up the storefront, and the familiar lettering of the Hands-On Hair Salon flashed briefly into clear view before fading into illegibility. 
Gracie rubbed her nose. This wasn’t the plan. None of her life was going according to any sort of plan: She stumbled upon her job at Modern Roofing Supply as a data entry clerk, she moved to Chicago at Agnes’s urging—and with her seed money—and now her attempt at living up to her crush’s expectations were looking grim indeed. Trixie went for derby girls, and unless a miracle occurred, she wasn’t going to make the cut with the Downtown Dolls. Gracie glanced over at the sparsely lit Green Submarine sandwich shop and thought back to the one and only time she had eaten there, and the first time she laid eyes on Trixie.
Despite Agnes’s encouragement, Gracie remained convinced that Trixie was far and away out of her league. She ran her fingers through her hair and flipped the sun visor down to check herself in the mirror. She thought she could use a haircut, but she wasn’t ready to face Trixie again. Even though her circumstances had improved considerably since the last time they met, there were other complications. Yes, she lived nearby and had a full-time job, and even an apartment. But her name wasn’t “Marcie”, and she wasn’t a derby girl. They could flirt and make lusty eyes at each other as much as they pleased in the time it took to run clippers and scissors over her head, but nothing was going to happen as far as Gracie could tell. She flipped the sun visor up and sank back into her seat.
She crossed her arms tightly across her chest. She really needed to let Trixie go. She needed to stop driving out here late at night and staring longingly at the hair salon, trying to work up the nerve and the scripting to start over, and get onto solid footing. She imagined the scene, as she entered the salon and caught Trixie in-between customers, sweeping up a pile of black hair, and looking up to see Gracie walk in, alone. She’d say something like, “Well, hello Marcie,” and Gracie would say something like, “Can I talk to you?” Trixie would reply with something like, “Is that all you want to do, is talk?” She’d start unbuttoning her top and then Gracie would…
She yanked her right hand away from her waistband and crossed her arms tightly once more. Dude, not in public, sheeze, she admonished herself. This was the other major issue Gracie was dealing with: was Trixie just a fantasy? Or did she want to have a real relationship?
After breaking up abruptly with Aimee (formerly Lacey), Gracie found herself longing for a long list of attributes and scenarios in her next serious relationship. She hated thinking this, but the thought that she would be rebounding too quickly with Trixie, let alone placing massive expectations on her to be all the things that Aimee wasn’t did cross her mind more often than she cared to admit.
And yet, their chance meeting felt right. Gracie wanted Trixie, Trixie wanted her, and maybe that was enough.
A pair of oncoming headlights flashed across her face and panned left as a car pulled up to the curb across the street from Gracie’s parking spot. She watched as its headlights turned off, and she sucked in her breath as she got a good look at the vehicle: A black hearse, with a vanity plate on the front that read HANDS ON.
She saw a woman remove her seat belt and push open the driver’s side door. Gracie anticipated a stilettoed heel and a sleek calf to drop down onto the street, but instead observed a black low-top sneaker drop down from behind the door, with a denim pant leg directly above it. A woman got out of the car, with short spiky black hair and a white t-shirt with black sleeves. This was not at all like the image that Trixie had projected. Was it one of her friends? Or had she… met somebody? Was Gracie too slow, and Trixie had given up on her? Gracie tried to get a good look at her, but she also didn’t want to attract any attention by gawking.
The woman slammed the car door and jogged a bit toward the salon door. She fumbled with her keys and sorted them out to find the salon key, which she inserted into the door and gave a vigorous twist. This had to be Trixie, she thought. She assumed the woman had done this often, whereas a new hire or new fling wouldn’t be so deliberate. Gracie watched the woman pull the door closed and twist the locking knob before walking quickly out of view.
Gracie considered pulling her car forward a bit to get a better view. The streetlight was going to shine directly down onto her and she wasn’t ready for that degree of exposure. She hated not seeing everything that was happening, but her best option was to stay put, and wait.
Moments later, the woman emerged from the salon, clutching a vinyl pouch. Gracie had seen Warren use something similar when he would total up the bank deposit at the skating rink. She wanted to hop out of the car and say something, anything, but she didn’t feel as though the timing was right. Trixie, or whoever this woman was, might be spooked by somebody approaching her late at night while she held a bag full of cash, or whatever she might be carrying. The woman spun the salon key around the opposite direction and pulled it out of the door. She looked around nervously and jogged back to her car. Gracie felt her stomach churn as she watched the woman get into the car, pull the seat belt across her chest and pull the door shut.
Gracie wasn’t sure what to think. On the one hand, the woman with the black heels and Bettie Page hair didn’t just make a pit stop at the salon, but on the other, she got a good look at the woman’s face, and if she wasn’t Trixie she was practically her twin. The hearse snapped on its headlights and the engine rumbled to life. The hearse rolled past her car, and the woman stared straight ahead as she passed by. Gracie gulped and sat back a little so as not to be recognized. 
She flipped her cell phone over on the passenger seat and checked the time. She had work in the morning. Stakeout time was over.



CHAPTER 6: HAMILTON
 
Gene Swolski was a wanted man—or so he believed. The truth was, he had no window into his former life as a supervisor for the Chicago Streets and Sanitation department. Circumstances were such that he left town with approximately $450 in stolen cash and hopped a one-way bus to Bennington Vermont. When pressed for a destination, he heard that word on a loudspeaker behind him and we went with it. He meandered his way westward to Albany, New York, then out to a town called Altamont.
Circumstances further required a name change. He stuck with Eugene as his first name, figuring it was easy to remember and sounded like a name that might be reasonably common out east. For his last name, he needed something a bit more regional. An overheard conversation on the bus provided the answer, when a woman was telling her seat-mate all about a musical her daughter wanted to take her to called Hamilton. And so, Eugene Hamilton was born.
From a certain point of view, Gene Swolski was a murderer. That point of view was shared by everyone who witnessed him gun down an unarmed man in cold blood in a warehouse that he and his late associate Sharon Meier had snuck into to snoop around and get answers as to why a small army of homeless people were gathering up trash and bringing it to the warehouse. Now Sharon was dead, though to this day Gene wasn’t exactly sure how. Her head had been rendered in clay, and he awoke many nights afterward in a cold sweat recalling the sickening splat it made on the cement floor of his makeshift cell when he was caught by the warehouse staff. Maybe it was carved to scare him, and she was being held prisoner somewhere. Maybe she was killed some other way. Maybe they let her go, and she went back to work, puzzled over Gene’s whereabouts.
Whatever the case may be, he was done with that life. Now he worked as a groundskeeper for a stately manor somewhere in rural upstate New York. He had done a few odd jobs for the proprietor, gaining his trust. As spring began to set in, he offered Gene a full-time position complete with room and board. Gene said he hadn’t applied for his New York driver’s license yet.  The proprietor waved him off.
“You seem like the honest type,” he said. “My driver will take you into town, as often as you may require. My chief concern is reliable help. Are you reliable, Eugene?”
Gene recalled nodding to this, and based on some shoveling and minor electrical repairs, he found himself gainfully employed and safely under the radar. 
He didn’t concern himself with the goings-on at the manor itself. It seemed like an airy New Age-y retreat of some sort. He overheard lots of talk about meditation and spirit guides. A boy of not more than 18 tried to strike up small talk with Gene, which he squelched. The less people stuck their nose into his business, the better, he thought. He’d replace light bulbs and rake leaves in exchange for complete privacy.
Gene found himself at the main dining table at the proprietor’s request this morning. He sat at the far end of the table, hoping to be left alone. He had a fence to repair out on the edge of the property and he much preferred to be out there alone rather than in the manor, amongst the staff and students. His hopes of leaving a chair to his right as a buffer were dashed when that awkward kid sat beside him, adjusted his glasses, and said, “Good morning.” Gene sipped his coffee and grunted.
As breakfast progressed, the table became chattier. Students talked amongst themselves, staff sat admiringly as the proprietor held court at the head of the table, and the awkward kid to Gene’s right hunched over his plate and ate in silence. Gene did the same and did nothing to encourage conversation. The proprietor called down to him at one point to get him to acknowledge the praise he’d been given on his attention to the grounds, but Gene just grunted and took a bite out of a piece of wheat toast. 
“Oh my, a man of few words, few words indeed,” roared the proprietor, merrily. “He reminds me so much of a man I met on a journey through Peru. We were five days in the mountains, when…” His story droned on amid oohs and aahs from the enthralled staff. Gene blew a puff of air up through his mustache and refilled his coffee mug.
The boy to his right had finished his breakfast. He turned to the nearest staffer and asked to be excused. She gave her approval, and the boy pushed his chair back and stepped away from the table. Before leaving, he put his dark-skinned hand on Gene’s shoulder and leaned in to whisper, “You weren’t wrong to let her in.”
Gene’s face reddened, and his eyes widened in fury. A young girl seated across from him stared at him sternly and shook her head.
Gene took a swig of coffee and fumed in silence.



CHAPTER 7: MODERN MESSENGER SERVICE
 
As usual, morning came too soon for Gracie. Despite being on Central Time for a few months, she hadn’t broken free of her bad habits from a lifetime back home, especially the late starts afforded by a part-time work schedule. Staying out late on a work night had consequences now, even with Agnes’s help with rent and utilities. Gracie finally had a real job and she was determined to hang on to it. Her immediate co-workers were laid back to a point, but Cathy was quick to let her know when she was slacking off. Gracie found her to be easier to get along with than Warren. Maybe it was the new surroundings, or maybe Warren really was an ass.
Gracie munched her cereal and slurped coffee, making sure to hit her marks to ensure an on-time departure. The route to work was fairly straightforward, but life in the big city meant coping with big city traffic, and whatever new and improved ways it could wreck your best-laid plans. She figured she had about ten more minutes before she had to be behind the wheel and revving up the engine. Fortunately, winter was officially over, as best as she could tell, and her passable used car required much less time to warm up, which she greatly appreciated.
After rinsing out her cereal bowl and coffee mug and setting them both in the dishwasher, she grabbed her car keys and headed for the front door. She paused and doubled back to Agnes’s bedroom door. She rapped at the door a couple of times. “Agnes? I’m leaving. Do you need anything?”
There was no reply.
Gracie glanced at her cell phone. Time was up. “I’ll check in with you later, okay Ag? I’ve got to go.”
Agnes did not answer.
Gracie shrugged and stuffed her cell phone into her back pocket. She turned the lock in the front door knob on her way out and grasped the knob. It held firm. It was minimum security, but at least nobody would be walking in on Agnes while she was in the bathroom or something.
Traffic was uncharacteristically light, which Gracie appreciated. Once she figured out her average travel time to and from work, she tried to give herself ten extra minutes. Her one variable was a set of train tracks that could delay her for well over ten minutes; One evening she slammed her car into Park while three commuter trains and two freights clogged up the crossing. She hoped today was not that day. When she cleared the tracks, she pumped her fist triumphantly and turned up her car stereo. She banged her palms happily on her steering wheel as she sped toward the office.
No sooner had she slung her jacket over the back of her chair and started logging in to her work computer, when Jaime came around the corner with a concerned look, clutching a large envelope.
“Hi. Hey, remember that time we said that there might be ‘other duties as necessary’ during your interview?”
“Um, yeah, why?”
“Normally I’d have one of the guys do this, but nobody is available right now. Could you possibly drop something off at a job site? One of the GCs needs this stuff, and somebody forgot to send it out yesterday.”
Cathy emerged from the restroom. “I said it was an accident.”
Gracie made a face that apparently asked this, but being new, she didn’t feel comfortable saying it aloud. Jaime picked up on it and waved the folder at Cathy. “Yeah, why don’t you take this crap out there? Why is the new girl cleaning up your mess?”
“Bobby’s takin’ the car in a couple hours. I won’t be back in time.” She gestured to Gracie. “Besides, she don’t want to answer phones, she wants to get out of the office, don’t ya?”
Gracie nodded, hesitantly. Jaime rolled her eyes and dropped the folder on her desk. “Whatever. This place is in Bellwood. Do you know where that is?”
“I think I’ve heard of it, but maybe that was back home.”
Jaime gestured to her cell phone. “Use your GPS. Here, put this address in there.”
Gracie punched in the address. The estimated travel time was 30 minutes. Gracie held up the screen so Jaime could confirm she did it right, and to privately note the estimated round trip. It wasn’t going to take any two hours to run the errand. Gracie shrugged and put her jacket back on. She scooped up the envelope and headed for the door. Cathy called out to her.
“Take a coffee for the road, at least. You just got here.”
Gracie shot her a grin and served up a quick coffee to go, which she regretted minutes later when she remembered that her car’s cup holders could barely contain a thimble. She set the coffee down awkwardly and got situated with both hands before driving one-handed, clutching her hot coffee cup and swearing.
As advertised, the job site was less than 30 minutes away. She pulled up to the curb along a strip of stores that seemed familiar, but many of the streets and buildings looked the same to her nearly everywhere she went. Things weren’t spaced apart like they were back home. She heard voices overhead, and she stepped away from the building to try to spot somebody on the roof. She just made out a white construction hat and she waved the envelope over her head and called out.
“Come around the back,” someone replied. Gracie nodded and turned around. She turned left and headed into the alleyway. A ladder was propped against the building and a utility van was parked nearby, advertising FRANKLIN AND SONS, GENERAL CONTRACTOR. Gracie was greeted by a grizzled man with a red nose, decked out in work wear. He was straight out of the home improvement shows her mother always watched.
“Thanks, kid.” The man nodded as he took the envelope. “Tell them I’ll let Steve know when I get back to the office.” 
Gracie waved and started to re-trace her steps, then decided the other end of the building was closer. She turned left once more and stepped out onto the sidewalk. She looked down the street and spotted her car. Then she did a double-take, as she spotted a familiar landmark across the street: The Green Submarine sandwich shop. Gracie gulped, and turned to her left. A woman with a Bettie Page hairdo wearing a black dress looked up from a sign that now read SORRY, WE’RE OPEN and put her hand to her mouth in surprise.



CHAPTER 8: DISCONNECTED
 
Agnes heard Gracie rap on her bedroom door. In fact, she heard Gracie get out of bed, get dressed, make coffee, pour a bowl of cereal, get ready for work, rinse her dishes, and place them in the dishwasher. All the while, Agnes laid on the floor with her face pressed into the scratchy carpeting. She felt her hip rise and fall with each breath. She watched the room slowly brighten as the morning progressed, and she felt the urgency to visit the bathroom rise incrementally as the hours ticked away. But despite this internal prodding, she couldn’t move. Not because she was physically restrained or paralyzed. She just didn’t want to.
Nothing mattered anymore, Agnes decided. Marc could carry on doing whatever it was he was up to with Inanna and Tobias. She had zero interest in ever laying eyes on the warehouse, or factory, or whatever they had set up in the city. Agnes listened to her slow breaths in and out, and occasionally blinked while watching flecks of dust swirl above the carpeting and come down to land at rare intervals.
A single tear slid down her nose. She didn’t understand why—she didn’t feel sad about anything. In fact, she didn’t feel at all. She felt disconnected, internally and externally. She glanced up at the door and observed how the painted door nearly met the painted door frame, leaving a thin dark line in-between. The door did not meet the frame, and Agnes didn’t care. Nothing mattered.
She felt herself nearly give in to the urge to pee, which prompted her to attempt to get up from the floor. She got as far as onto her hands and knees, and she drooped her head down. Her hair hung down in a brown mop in front of her face and she couldn’t work up the energy to brush it aside. Agnes began to slide forward onto her stomach, when she forced herself up onto one knee, then up onto her feet, and staggered toward the bedroom door. She shuffled into the bathroom and managed to make it to the bathtub. Agnes stripped from the waist down and lowered herself into the tub. She slid along the wall until the back of her head was cradled by the edge of the tub and relieved herself. She heard the drain begin to gurgle and she closed her eyes. She didn’t have the energy to clean up after.
Agnes looked around the blackness behind her eyelids. As her training with Image had progressed, she learned to do all sorts of things after closing her eyes. She sent a portion of her consciousness out to different places on Earth in the present, then in the past, and then out to nearby places in the solar system. Not requiring comforts like air and food, let alone gravity, she enjoyed the sight of Jupiter from Ganymede, and Saturn from Tethys. She couldn’t interact with her surroundings on Earth or anywhere else when she projected, but she found the experience enriching and at times, exhilarating. Scientists argued about the best path forward to Mars, and the cost of a manned mission. She stood upon the “face” of Mars and observed the lethal landscape as a diver would view the Mariana trench through a porthole. She sent a part of herself there as well, once, but preferred above-ground locales.
Now the blackness behind her eyelids was simply that. No tugs from somewhere beyond requesting her to make contact. No possible destinations to explore. No visions to decipher. Nothing.
In fact, the thought that there ever was a thing called “Image” began to seep from her mind. Agnes clutched at random scraps of memory, of the day when she first made contact, or the time when she successfully turned a plastic button into gold. Now these memories were shrouded in a dreamy haze, and try as she might, she could not cling to the specifics. “Image” as a name, more accurately, a placeholder for a much more complex concept that the layman might reduce simply to “God”, completely inaccurately but perhaps forgivably, became harder to recall. As Agnes sat in the tub, she found it increasingly difficult to recall the name at all, or its significance.
She nearly forgot that she had a brother named Marc, but that memory was not so easily blotted out. She did think his name was “Mike”, or “Neil”, but after giving up trying to remember his name, it would rush forward from the darkness and she would recall a memory. Agnes remembered waking up on the floor in the front room of her family home, and seeing Marc digging through the contents of her knit bag, looking for something urgently. She found her tea mug lying beside her, and she set it aside on a shelf after she got up from the floor. 
Marc was holding… something… something flat, something important to her, something she didn’t want him to… something flat, something important. She couldn’t remember the detail. It irritated her, and she prided herself on being highly resistant to emotional responses of any sort. She smacked her palm to her forehead. Hot tears slid down her cheeks as she strained to remember. Flat… important… take from him. What was it?
Girlfriend. Marc had a girlfriend. Maybe she knew. Agnes shook her head. Secret girlfriend. Never met… friend. Friend of Neil’s. Neil Patrick Harris? Harrison Ford. Ford Fairlane. Fairlight Bowling Alley. Gracie worked there in high school. At least, Agnes thought she did. She worked the skate rental counter there. No, didn’t make sense. Maybe a movie about bowling starring Harrison Ford. Agnes didn’t watch movies. Maybe Gracie saw it with… girlfriend. Secret girlfriend. 
Agnes smiled with relief. Yes, Gracie’s secret girlfriend. They thought nobody knew about them. Agnes knew. Agnes minded her own business. Agnes had secrets too. Nobody knew about… flat thing. Important. Agnes pulled a fistful of hair, trying to force herself to remember the nagging detail. Fresh tears tricked down her cheeks.
She let go and banged her fist down on the floor of the bathtub. She sniffed and choked back the urge to cry uncontrollably. 
“Remember!”
She opened her eyes and looked at the shower head. Calcium deposits were caked up around some of the holes. She stared intently at the holes. Water. Water was important. Water and gold. Water washed away the gold. She shifted her gaze to the faucet. Wash away the gold. 
She closed her eyes and slept, instead.



CHAPTER 9: REUNION
 
Trixie pushed the salon door open. “Hey, stranger.”
Gracie looked her up and down, trying to think of something clever to say. She managed a simple, “Hey.”
Trixie ran her fingers through her own hair and gave Gracie a thin smile. “Quick cut?”
Gracie looked over at her car, and back at Trixie. “I… I can’t. I’m working.”
Trixie raised an eyebrow. “Working?”
“I was dropping something off at a job site.” She jerked her thumb upward. “Roofing contractor needed something.”
“Oh… you work for a messenger service?”
“Um, no. I actually work in an office. They just sent me on an errand. And I… uh, have to get back.”
Trixie pouted. “Not even a few minutes to come inside?”
Gracie struggled to decide. On the one hand, Trixie was right there, talking to her, and inviting her inside. On the other, she really wanted to hold down this job and show everyone how responsible she was.
Trixie slid her fingers through her hair, and let her arm drop to her side. “I see. Too busy. Got it.”
Gracie’s heart sank. Trixie turned on one foot and stepped toward the salon door. As she grasped the handle, Gracie made her decision. “Trixie, wait.”
Trixie trembled and froze. “So, that was you, calling from a blocked number.”
Gracie looked down sheepishly. “Yeah, that was me.”
Trixie looked over her shoulder. “Nothing to say to me? Just wanting to hear the sound of my voice?”
Gracie scratched the back of her head. “Yeah… I mean, no… I mean… Trixie, I lied.”
Trixie turned to face her. “Lied? About what, Marcie?”
“Gracie.” She shook her head and took a deep breath. “Lauren. My real name is Lauren. My friends call me Gracie, but it’s okay if you don’t want to.”
Trixie raised her eyebrows again, then gave her a devious smile. “Well, if your friends call you Gracie, I can too, yes?”
Gracie smiled and nodded. “Uh huh, yeah.”
Trixie waved her over. “Let’s go inside. Just a few minutes, working girl. Okay?”
“Okay.”
Trixie flipped the sign to the YES! WE’RE CLOSED side and turned the door lock. She led Gracie to the back of the salon, to a black door with a placard that read PRIVATE. She hesitated, smiled, then pushed the door open. She snapped on the light switch, revealing a black vinyl sofa covered in throw fabrics and assorted pillows. Trixie gestured for her to sit. Gracie obeyed. Trixie reached over and turned on a lamp that was covered with a piece of thin red lacy fabric. She snapped the wall switch back off and sat down beside Gracie.
“Okay, liar, what else would you like to tell me?”
Gracie gulped. “I just moved here. I was only visiting when I came in last time. And I don’t skate for any derby clubs.”
Trixie frowned. “Tch. That’s too bad. I really have a thing for derby girls.”
“I’m sorry, Trixie.”
Trixie smiled. “Annabella.”
Gracie cocked her head. “Huh?”
“My real name is Annabella. Trixie is my play name.”
“Huh. I wouldn’t have guessed.”
“If it’s all the same to you, you didn’t look like a ‘Marcie’ to me, either.”
Gracie flushed. “Oh God, the card didn’t bounce, did it? Listen, I can make it up to you. I can—"
Annabella put her finger to Gracie’s lips. “Shhhh. The card was fine. The tip was generous too. I like generous people.”
“Um, me too.”
“Give me your phone.”
Gracie shot her a questioning glance, but decided it was okay. She pulled her phone from her jacket pocket and handed it to Annabella. She swiped the screen and tapped intently with her thumbs. “Tch, no password. You need to tighten that up.” She tapped once more and gazed intently at Gracie. She heard a ringing sound. A phone vibrated on the desk across the room. She tapped the screen again, and the noises stopped. She handed the phone back to Gracie.
“Now I have your number.”
Gracie felt herself dampen. “Uh-huh.”
“Now you have mine.”
Gracie sucked in her breath. “Uh-huh.”
“Maybe you’ll call me later and ask me out.”
Gracie nodded. “Uh-huh.”
Annabella pointed at the phone. “Seriously, use protection on that thing.”
Gracie shook her head. “What for?”
Annabella leaned in and kissed her on the lips. She held it there for a few seconds, then pulled back. Gracie met her eyes, and Annabella leaned forward to whisper in her ear. “Because I’m going to text you all day with messages you won’t want anyone else to read.”
Gracie nodded dumbly. “Uh-huh.” She hated to break the spell. “Oh crap, I have to get back. My boss is going to kill me.”
Annabella sat back and smiled. “Kill you? Now, why would he do that?”
“She, and because this wasn’t supposed to take more than an hour, round-trip.”
Annabella leaned forward and took Gracie’s hand. “I want to show you something.”
She led Gracie out of her private room, and through the back door of the salon. As they stepped outside, Gracie flinched when she saw the ladder leaning against the building to her right. Annabella led her around the corner and out onto the sidewalk. Gracie turned to look at her car but was pulled forward to face the opposite direction. Annabella stood in front of her and held both of her hands in hers.
“You’re going to ask me out, right?”
“Yes I am.”
“Dinner tonight?”
“Yes.”
“Around 7 o’clock? You’ll pick me up?”
“Yes.”
“You know a nice romantic place where we can get to know each other better?”
“I think so…” Annabella raised her eyebrow. “Yes, I know a great little place.”
“Then it sounds like you’ve got a solid plan for asking me out. I like a confident woman who takes charge.”
“Great.”
“Now, listen. I’m going to show you how to have fun on the job and make your boss happy too. Ready?”
“Okay.”
“It’s all about the kind of person you are. You’re a nice person, right?” Gracie nodded. “A thoughtful person?” Nod. “A generous person?” Nod. “Then the choice is up to you. You can either be the new girl that screws around on company time and annoys her boss by coming back late from a simple errand…”
She stepped aside, revealing a sign a few blocks away.
“…or you can be the new girl that everybody likes because she brought back donuts.”
Gracie’s jaw dropped as she read the donut shop sign that she never noticed before. “You’re a genius.”
Annabella smiled and bent forward to kiss Gracie’s cheek. “No, just more experienced.”
She walked Gracie back to her car, which Gracie had to point out when they got close. Gracie took a deep breath, looked at her shoes, and then looked up at Annabella.
“How about I pick you up tonight around seven, and we go to a nice little place where we can get to know each other better?”
Annabella smiled. “I’d love to.”
Gracie stepped around her car and unlocked the door. As she was about to get behind the wheel, she paused for a moment.
“Wait, pick you up where, here?”
Annabella winked. “I’ll text you.”



CHAPTER 10: PRIVATE LESSON
 
Water splashed into a saucer that contained a smooth stone, suitable for skipping across a pond. The stone remained its present form, and a woman known to James only as the Countess shook her head disapprovingly. James set the pitcher down and adjusted his glasses.
“James, that isn’t going to do. You have done so well with your lessons. Why isn’t this working?”
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said with a small voice.
“I’m afraid that ‘sorry’ isn’t producing the desired result. Have you been doing your exercises like I asked?”
James nodded and looked down at his lap.
The countess gave the boy a sympathetic smile. “I know this is a difficult assignment. Difficult, but not impossible. You just need to be in the right frame of mind. Perhaps you have a fear of succeeding. Perhaps you’re afraid of being able to do something only my brightest students have ever done.”
James looked up at the countess. “Who?”
“That’s not important, dear heart. In fact, it is best that you put such questions out of your mind entirely. The urge to compare one’s self to others is another great barrier to individual achievement.”
“How so?”
The countess seemed taken aback by this but smiled warmly as she spoke. “Why, it happens all the time. A runner is capable of breaking records and winning awards, but fritters the opportunity away by thinking, ‘I am fast, but not as fast as my rival.’ A scientist could discover a life-saving cure but focuses on how to be more like her role model, and not concentrating on the task at hand.”
“So, you think that I am comparing myself to someone else? But if I don’t know who else can change stones into gold, how can I be intimidated by him… or her?”
“The knowledge that there are others is enough, I’m afraid.”
James pushed his glasses up his nose. “Perhaps Mister Steele might have some techniques I can try.”
The countess blanched. “No, absolutely not, I forbid it.” She felt her features harden, and she struggled to maintain her composure. “That is… Mister Steele is committed to your education, of course. And you mustn’t feel as though you cannot turn to him for support as the need arises. But this… this is a more delicate operation, and I need you to find the part within yourself that will bring you to the desired results. Looking elsewhere, even to Mister Steele won’t provide the answer.” She reached across the table and pressed two fingers to his forehead. “The answer is in here.”
James nodded, and looked at the pitcher. The countess sat back and shook her head.
“That’s enough for today. Meditate on it. In time, the answer will come.”
James stood up and nodded. “I am sorry to disappoint you.”
The countess beamed. “No, no, no, dear heart. You’d only disappoint me if you weren’t giving this your best effort. And I know you want to succeed at this challenge, don’t you?”
“Yes, I do.”
“There’s the winning attitude I’m talking about. Off with you.”
James walked stiffly out of the room. The countess waited until the door closed and reached over to pick up the stone from the saucer. She turned it around in her fingers and set it onto the table. She sat back and heaved a heavy sigh. “Damned incompetence.”
 
 
James marched off to the library and found a wingback chair to sink into. He removed his glasses and held them in his hands, which rested on his lap. He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing. 
A young girl with brown curly hair walked up to James and tapped him on the shoulder. He muttered something under his breath. She tapped his shoulder more intently. He snapped his eyes open and stuck his glasses back in place. “What?”
The girl put her hands behind her back and twisted from side to side. James gave her an annoyed look and closed his eyes again. The girl tapped his shoulder twice, sharply.
“Seriously, what?”
“Agnes.”
James cocked his head. “Agnes? Who is that?”
The girl gave him a penetrating stare but said nothing. After a moment, she tapped her forehead, and walked away, wordlessly mouthing the words to a song that only she could hear. James watched her as she disappeared through the doorway, and sat back once more, removed his glasses, and concentrated on his breathing.
Agnes, he thought to himself.
Black smoke swirled in his mind’s eye. He felt a part of himself rise from his physical form, which still sat upright in his chair.



CHAPTER 11: LOVE AND DONUTS
 
As predicted, Gracie was the office hero upon her return, bearing two dozen assorted donuts. She set them down in the break room, and word spread like wildfire throughout the building. She made sure her immediate co-workers were the first to know, then soaked up the adulation of her associates as they all found their way to the donut boxes before they were reduced to crumbs inside of fifteen minutes. Sean and Matt in the warehouse were dealt out by way of being outside on a smoke break, and not finding out until the last donut wafted by. Gracie gave them an apologetic shrug. Jaime was more forthright.
“Ya snooze, ya lose.” She dabbed the corners of her mouth with a paper napkin.
After the excitement died down, Gracie tried to focus on work. In addition to answering the phone, she had to enter purchase orders into the computer. She made every effort to keep the calls brief, as she was tasked with routing the calls to the right department, or on occasion, the correct person, however some of the chattier callers made this difficult. If she couldn’t get a word in edgewise, she would enter purchase orders while waiting for the caller to take a breath, then announce where the call would be heading. She preferred handling calls to face-to-face interactions. If all else failed, she could have a phone problem and accidentally lose the call. That wasn’t as easy to pull off in person.
Gracie neatened up a stack of purchase orders and began to enter the first one. The phone rang immediately. She began to reach for the telephone handset and realized that none of the lights were flashing. She turned her cell phone over and realized she had received a new text message, not a call. The preview pane said Image: 1 Attachment (900kb) from a number she didn’t recognize. She glanced around furtively, and determined that the coast was clear, or clear enough, as Cathy was on the phone and arguing with somebody about an invoice. 
Gracie set her phone down on her lap and opened the message, which after a moment or two was revealed as a photo of Annabella—she was still getting used to that name, as she would if somebody repeatedly called her Lauren—who gave a sultry stare into the camera. Gracie felt a thrill shoot through her. A second message followed, which was text only:
 
9:58 AM:      Are you using protection?
 
Gracie swiveled her head left and right, and quickly tapped a reply.
 
9:59 AM:      Yes
 
She entered the first purchase order from the stack into the computer, making sure not to make any mistakes. She caught herself typing “sex” instead of “section” for one of the line items and hoped that was the worst of it. The phone buzzed on her lap. Gracie reached down and tapped the screen.
 
10:05 AM:      Want to see my panties?
 
Gracie sucked in her breath. Lacey was never this forward. To be fair, she thought, Warren would have flipped out if he caught her messing around texting instead of organizing the rental skates or something. Cathy continued her argument, and Gracie tapped out another reply.
 
10:06 AM:      Hell yeah!
 
She took a few deep breaths and tried to focus once more. The office handset rang, and Gracie spoke slowly so as not to slip up when talking to customers.
“Modern Roofing Supply, how may I direct your call?” (Pause.) “Pant… Purchasing? One moment please.” She pressed a few buttons on the phone and sent the call on its way. She set the handset back onto the cradle and went back to her purchase order in progress. She proofed the entry, fixed some typos, and completed the first order. She slipped the finished order into the appropriate tray on the edge of her desk and moved on to the next one. Her phone buzzed.
 
10:10 AM:      Then dinner had better be *very* good.
 
Gracie groaned. Dinner! She had no idea where to go, and what Trix—Annabella was into. “Small and romantic” were the only words she had to go on. She looked around the office and tried to think of somebody who might have a suggestion. After drawing a blank, she threw open a browser window and searched for “small and romantic restaurants Chicago”. At the bottom of the initial results screen, she clicked on a tempting search refinement: “Small and romantic affordable restaurants Chicago”. After scrolling through the first page of results, clicking a promising lead, and scrolling through a top-ten list with single photos for each entry, she made a gut decision. She tapped the restaurant’s phone number into her phone and waited for her first available opportunity to call for a reservation.
 
10:18 AM:       Dinner *will* be very good, yes?
 
Gracie gulped.
 
10:18 AM:      Yes it will - sorry, boss right here
 
She entered another purchase order as quickly as she could, without making mistakes. Somebody would catch them and let her know, and Gracie would apologize and make the necessary fixes, but today of all days, the lower under the radar she was, the better.
 
10:20 AM:      (Photo of cleavage)
10:20 AM:      Then you probably shouldn’t be looking down my dress. ;-)
 
Gracie felt her ears redden as she turned off the screen on her cell phone. Jaime came around the corner and stood at her desk.
“How’s it going?”
“Great. Just getting these, um, POs done.”
“I’ll take what you have so far.”
“I just started, so there’s, like, one?”
Jaime shot her a questioning glance, then gestured toward Cathy. “She’s still on the phone with RevCon? Sheesh! It’s probably hard to concentrate with all that racket.”
Gracie shrugged. “I can handle it. Actually, I hate asking this, but can you cover the phone for like, five minutes?”
“Sure, I guess so… why?”
“I kinda have a date tonight, and I need to try to get a dinner reservation.”
Jaime’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh? Well, alright…” She began to walk around Gracie’s desk, but stopped halfway. “Wait, why isn’t he doing that? How does this fall to you all of a sudden?”
“I don’t mind. I asked, actually, so it kinda does fall to me.”
Jaime waved her out of her seat. “Okay, fine, make it quick.”
Gracie stepped out front and called the restaurant. She lucked out and snagged an 8:30 P.M. reservation for two. She concluded the call and sent Annabella a text message.
 
Dinner is set for 8:30… can’t wait!
 
She deleted the message without sending it. She re-typed the entry and sent it off.
 
10:28 AM:      Need address for tonight please
 
Gracie re-claimed her chair and went back to work. She routed three calls in a row, then continued her data entry. She tried not to think about the phone on her lap and tried to complete as many purchase orders as possible, to avoid being called out as the office bottleneck.
Her phone buzzed. She waited until the purchase order she had just entered was proofed and after fielding two more phone calls before peeking at her messages.
 
10:39 AM:   Fun first. Tell me what you think about this dress.
10:40 AM:   (Photo of a white sun dress with a purple flower pattern)
 
Gracie smiled, and tapped out a reply.
 
10:42 AM:      It’s ok, I guess
 
Jaime stopped by and picked up a stack of ten completed purchase orders. She riffled through the stack and gave Gracie an approving smile. “You’re just on fire today, aren’t you?”
Gracie smiled and shrugged. “Yeah, today is good.”
Jaime returned to her desk, and Gracie’s phone buzzed. She looked down at the screen and suppressed a yelp. Cathy peered over at Gracie, who flipped the phone over on her lap before she could see the screen. The phone glowed between her legs, and anyone who would have flipped the phone back over would have been presented with a photo of a woman making a pouty face against a pair of bare breasts with the caption, I’d better take it off, then.
“What happened?” Cathy tried to get a glimpse of what set Gracie off.
“Nothing, just thought I dropped my phone.”
“Well, put it in your desk. You shouldn’t have that thing out anyway.”
Gracie nodded sheepishly. She set the phone into her top desk drawer and did all she could to ignore the buzzing sounds it made up until lunchtime.



CHAPTER 12: PROJECTION
 
James felt his skin burning. He didn’t see any flames, or anything that would provide such a sensation. He couldn’t see anything at all. He was surrounded by the deepest darkness, an inkier black than he had ever known. He felt something—or someone—was on the other side of the void, but the closer he traveled to it, the more intense the burning sensation became. He reached out and touched something on the other side of the darkness, something soft. He felt as though his skin were melting, and he recoiled from it.
Whatever was causing these feelings was too close, and he couldn’t observe its essence. James had only been studying for just over a year at Eddington Manor, and Mister Steele constantly praised his progress through his lessons. Now the countess had made a special trip to the manor just to work with him one-on-one, which he felt was a tremendous honor. He wondered why he couldn’t tell Mister Steele about their lessons. He didn’t feel as though they were doing anything wrong. He decided that perhaps she wanted to surprise Mister Steele with a demonstration of his new-found ability to change stones into gold, that is, whenever he succeeded. 
She mentioned that others had succeeded before him. He wasn’t to ask about them, but the mention of a single name brought him here. His experience suggested that this was no coincidence. The young girl who spoke the name was called Aubra. She had only recently come to the manor. Mister Steele spoke highly of her as well, in hushed tones. James felt pangs of envy from time to time when he would hear him lavish praise upon her and wondered how he might regain his status as the favorite. Then the demonstration of how to change stone into gold came into sharp focus: this was the way. The countess was looking out for him.
He floated backward, in hopes of breaking free from the absolute darkness that enveloped him.  The darkness was replaced by incandescent light, and James looked down at a half-naked woman sleeping in a bathtub. When he registered her state of undress, he averted his gaze, and found the bathroom door. He passed through the opening and floated around the corner into a sparsely furnished bedroom. There was a twin bed against the wall, a white desk with a chair pushed in and a knit bag slung over the back, and a nightstand. The walls were bare. A pair of plain white curtains hung over the only window.
James contrasted this with the well-appointed manor. In his physical form, he nestled his back into a padded leather wingback chair. Such a chair would have been quite luxurious in contrast with the painted white wooden chair he hovered beside in his astral form.
James decided to check out the rest of the apartment. He floated into the second bedroom and was surprised to see such a marked change. The bed was larger, with a nightstand on either side but only one lamp, with a black sheet kicked off beside a lumpy red comforter. Clothes were strewn across the floor, and pictures were tacked up around the room. A small television stood on top of a 5-drawer dresser, from which two of the drawers were pulled out slightly, with clothing spilling over the sides. 
He floated out into the living room. It was sparse like the first bedroom he examined, but eclectic enough to give him the impression that the occupants were roommates. Why one of them was half-naked in the bathtub remained a mystery, at present. Was she Agnes? He decided to return to the bathroom and investigate further.
He floated into the small bathroom and bent over the tub. He reached an ethereal hand out to the sleeping woman’s forehead and felt an intense burning sensation. He yanked his hand away and shook it vigorously. In his physical state, he winced and rubbed his palm on his pant leg.
Why is she like this? James hoped to be shown an answer, when instead, a shapeless black form emerged from the woman’s forehead. It rose like a wisp of smoke and began to stretch toward him. He floated backward, trying to maintain a respectable distance. The black form spread out across the bathroom floor and continued to feel around for him, like an amoeba. 
James was unsure of what to do. He backed himself against the wall outside of the bathroom, and a second black shape rose behind the first, as if seeking out a fresh host. He had never experienced this phenomenon before and wasn’t sure what would happen if either of them touched his astral form.
In his physical form, James began to tense up. His hands dropped his glasses and clutched the arms of his wingback chair. He squeezed his eyes shut. Perspiration spread across his forehead. Aubra wandered into the library and noticed his distress. She approached James and placed her palm on his forehead. She whispered in his ear, “I can help you.”
The black shapes crept closer to James as he floated into the sparsely furnished bedroom. It was airier, and more to his liking. He felt the need to be around things that made him happy. He glanced down at the desk, and saw a spiral notebook labeled IMAGE FIVE.  He frowned at the notebook, unsure of its purpose, and unable to touch it. A black shape rounded the corner from the bathroom and felt around for something. He assumed it was looking for him.
What is Image?
The shape froze for a moment. James’s physical form tensed up again. Aubra kept her hand pressed to his forehead and whispered in his ear again. “Tell me where you are.”
James squeezed his eyes shut. He said through gritted teeth, “Bedroom. Black shape. Trying to touch me. Burns.”
Aubra spoke louder in his ear. “Come home.”
James shook his head. Aubra persisted.
James watched the second black shape emerge from the bathroom. The first shape crept steadily toward him. Despite his desire for answers, he didn’t feel safe anymore. He’d have to try again another time. 
Return to the manor.
James opened his eyes and sucked in a deep breath. He clutched the arms of his chair and squinted at Aubra, who pulled her hand away.
“Did it touch you?”
James shook his head and gasped for air. “What was that thing?”
Aubra stuck out her bottom lip. “Bad.”



CHAPTER 13: NEW HABITS
 
Agnes rubbed the back of her neck and looked around the bathroom with one eye open. She felt as though a weight had been lifted as she sat upright in the bathtub. She looked down at the faint trail of urine that pooled beside the bathtub drain. Agnes reached out and turned on the faucet. The water progressively warmed up and washed away the offending liquid. Agnes stood up, removed her shirt, and tossed it into the center of the room. She pulled the shower curtain closed and washed up. 
A few minutes later, Agnes turned off the faucet with a series of noisy squeaks. She patted herself dry with a towel, and looked at her pale, wan features in the mirror. Her eyes had a reddish tint around her pupils, and dark circles around her eyes. She figured a nap in her bed would do wonders after laying awkwardly in the bathtub for any length of time. Agnes wrapped a towel around her head and squeezed out as much moisture as she could. She craved a nap, but also felt hungry. She padded into the kitchen. She pulled the refrigerator door open and reviewed its contents. 
Anything plain or pragmatic was hers. Anything remotely interesting or unhealthy was Gracie’s. Agnes closed the door and moved on to their modest pantry. A package of chocolate bars had been torn open and left on one of the shelves. Agnes avoided any sugary snacks, or junk food in general. She cocked her head and reached for one of the chocolate bars. She peeled away the wrapper and took a bite. Her eyes widened as the chocolatey, sugary thrill awoke her senses. Agnes took breaths through her nose but struggled to get enough air. She gasped for air through the morsel she caressed with her tongue, exploring every surface, enjoying the flavors. She looked at the partially wrapped candy bar in her hand and felt a wave of guilt.
Her eyes began to mist as she considered what she had done. She didn’t steal food from people, not even her siblings. Agnes adhered to a strict code of austerity: plain clothing, plain foods, few desires. Her stomach began to turn at the thought of her theft, and what she had stolen. This wasn’t her. This wasn’t something she did. She peeled the wrapper back and took another bite. And another. And another.
Agnes fought to breathe now, as she had crammed an entire candy bar in her mouth. She dropped the wrapper and returned to the refrigerator. She pulled a handful of hair out of her eyes and looked over the shelves. Agnes pulled a can of Blast Extra cola from a case of twelve and popped it open. She glugged the can and felt relief as the candy bar broke apart and slid down her throat in a fizzy gulp. She took another swig and wandered back to the pantry. The refrigerator door slammed shut as she grabbed another candy bar and peeled off another wrapper. She took a satisfying bite of the bar and chased it with more cola. She felt the sugary jolt course through her neck veins as she gulped down the cola and candy bar.
Agnes had a funny feeling in her throat. She tossed her head back and produced a loud belch. She put the back of her hand to her mouth, still clutching the soda can, and giggled. “Excuse me,” she said, and then erupted in laughter. Agnes took another swig of cola, and another bite of candy. 
After she finished her second candy bar, she washed it down with the last of her soda. She set the empty can down on the counter and let the candy wrapper flutter down to the kitchen floor. Agnes wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and then paused to emit a short series of burps. She giggled through them and wandered into the living room.
She flopped down onto their sofa and looked across the room at the idle television. Agnes normally did not partake of television or radio. She had other interests, although now she couldn’t remember what they were. She dimly recalled something about reading, but she didn’t feel up for slogging through a book. She reached for the TV remote and pressed the power button. The large black screen displayed a logo, then a show about extreme surfing. Agnes sank back into the sofa and watched as surfers tried to conquer giant waves, with mixed results, and lots of slow-motion replays and excited announcers.
She changed the channel and saw an infomercial for the Ab Lifter. Promises of a washboard body in 30 days were made earnestly by models wearing sports bras and lycra bottoms. Agnes peeled her towel away and observed her pale tummy. She shrugged and changed the channel. She found herself getting irritable that there wasn’t anything good to eat. A few channels later provided the answer: Rodney’s Pizza Delivers! Call now! Home of the Works! Agnes nodded along as she remembered the number, then dashed off to her bedroom. She picked up her phone and dialed the number. After two rings, a young male voice came over the line.
“Hello, Rodney’s.”
Agnes paused, unsure of what to say. The person at the other end of the line blew a sigh into the phone and greeted her again.
“Yes, sorry, I would like to order a pizza. For delivery.”
“Okay, sure, what can we get for you?”
Agnes frowned. “I’m not sure. I’ve never ordered a pizza before. What do you recommend?”
Another sigh blew into the phone. “Well, if you go on our web site, you can see everything we make, and you can place your order—"
“Give me the works.”
“Uh, okay, the works, sure, I can do that. Small, medium, or large?”
Agnes felt her stomach turn. She squeezed her eyes shut and continued. “Large.”
“Okay, a large works pizza. Would you like to add a 2-liter soft drink to your order for two extra dollars?”
“Yes, yes, please.”
“And what kind?”
“Blast.”
“We have Blast One. Is that okay?”
“Yes, that’s fine.” Agnes paced back and forth, tethered to the base by the phone cord. Once the total was read out, she reached into her knit bag and rustled around for loose bills. She found two $20 bills and heaved a sigh of relief. She gave her address and phone number to confirm the order due to paying in cash.
“Okay, that’ll be about an hour.”
“Thank you.”
Agnes set the phone handset back into its cradle. She sat down numbly on the edge of her bed. She looked around the bare room, buried her face in her palms, and wept.



CHAPTER 14: WORK AND PLAY
 
Gracie struggled to stay focused on the work day. She had a date with Trixie tonight and… she caught herself using her nickname. Or “play name”, as she called it. Was that a stage name like celebrities used? Or… her mind reeled through a litany of possibilities. Annabella seemed wild, but also mature. She had her own business, but she also drove a hearse. Did she hang out with vampires or something after work? Was she into blood? Her salon décor was somewhat gothic, to Gracie’s eyes, but was it all an act? She wondered if they’d dash out of the restaurant and off to graveyard or something. Or, maybe she’d teach her how to do cross-stich. Or, they’d hop right into the sack.
That last thought found ways to cloud up any other ones, and often at the worst time. More than a handful of her phone calls were tainted with Freudian slips that she did her best to catch in time, but a few got awkward. One customer asked for Frank in Billing, who was out for the rest of the day at a doctor’s appointment. Gracie meant to say, “I’m sorry, he’s not in the office today,” but instead said, “She’s not into him.” She tried to recover by making throat clearing sounds and saying, “Sorry, he’s not in today, would you like his voice mail?” The customer didn’t sound convinced and declined after an uncomfortable pause. 
Annabella continued her assault on Gracie’s phone all afternoon. Gracie took great pains to ignore it and keep it in her desk drawer, but she would occasionally root around for paper clips or other items and sneak a peek at her phone, only to instantly regret it, in that she couldn’t act on any of the suggestions or attract unwanted attention by reacting to her photos. Trixie sent her a cheesecake photo of her laying on her vinyl sofa, with her legs straight up and crossed, and an arm bent behind her head. Gracie meant to correct herself and use her actual name and try to break herself of using the other name, but came to a realization: in the salon, she was Trixie. Tonight, when Gracie picked her up for dinner, she would be Annabella. 
Gracie closed her desk drawer and sat back in her chair. She was very much intrigued and enamored with Annabella, but she felt pangs of concern about Trixie. She was excited about all the possibilities and freshness of a new relationship—well, she wanted it to become a relationship, but didn’t want to ruin it by being too needy or pushy—but wondered about this play name. What was she playing, exactly, and how? And who with? 
She thought back darkly to her strange nightmare from months ago. She knew that the specters called Lucie and Marti were imaginary, and yet, their words still stung her. What did Gracie have to offer her? She caught her reflection in a picture frame on her desk of she and Marc from years ago standing beside a rushing river. She used her fingers to tease her hair a bit and swiveled around in her chair to examine her surroundings. She had moved to Chicago and gotten an apartment, a full-time job, and a car. And now, she had a date with the woman of her dreams. She wasn’t going to let the women of her nightmares take this from her.
Besides, she thought, unlike them, she was invited in to her private room. Suck on that, bitches, she thought with a wry smile.
Or… she meant to think that. She had said it in just over a whisper, causing Cathy to look up over a handful of invoices. She tipped her reading glasses down and gave Gracie a stern look. “Are you done with all those POs?”
Gracie reached over to the small pile beside her computer and thumbed through them. “I’ve got… five more.”
“Five, huh? How about you finish those before patting yourself on the back?”
Gracie felt her ears redden. “What? Oh, sorry… I was just thinking about a fight I had with someone.”
Cathy looked skeptical. “What, today?”
Gracie shook her head. “No, it was a while ago. It’s stupid. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to… I’ll get these done.” She rolled her chair back into position and started entering the next purchase order into the computer.
A few moments later, Cathy sighed and set her pile of invoices down. “Are the girls in Billing giving you any hassles? Because I’ll say something to them, if you want.”
“No, really, it’s nothing. It’s nobody you know… they just, they just told me I wasn’t good enough for somebody, and I’m going to shove it all back in their faces.”
Cathy laughed. “What? Not good enough for who?”
Gracie kept at her data entry. “Nobody… it’s nothing.”
“Okay, seriously? Fine, let’s fix this.” She leaned toward the back of the office. “Jaime, come here.”
Gracie heard rustling from around the corner, then Jaime appeared beside her desk. “Yeah?”
“She’s having problems with somebody. You’re good at this stuff… help her out, wouldja?”
Jaime put her hand on her hip. “What’s going on?”
Gracie shrugged. “It’s nothing, really.”
Jaime smirked. “Well, if it’s nothing, why aren’t these POs done?”
“I’m working on them… almost done.” She picked up the last four and waved them at Jaime.
Jaime gestured at her inbox. “No, you’re not… I put another stack in there an hour ago. Quit goofing around and get these done already!” 
Gracie gulped. “Oh, crap!”
Jaime nodded vigorously. “Yeah! Uh-huh! Crap! Let’s go!” She turned on her heel and disappeared around the corner. Gracie heard her plop down on her chair followed by papers rustling, followed by the sound of her cell phone buzzing in her desk drawer.
Quitting time wasn’t going to come fast enough today, she thought.



CHAPTER 15: DARK THOUGHTS
 
James sat bolt upright in his chair, trying to comprehend what he had just experienced in his ethereal form, and how Aubra knew what he had done and seen. She stood beside him, maintaining a stern gaze but saying nothing. James looked upward, wondering what the black shapes were that emanated from the half-naked woman he found lying in a bathtub. She didn’t seem to be on drugs, as best as he could tell, but she was incapacitated by something. Was it strictly those dark shapes? Or were they symptomatic of something far more serious?
He put his hand to his forehead, and Aubra leaned forward. “Did it touch you?”
James shook his head, and grimaced. “I told you, no.”
Aubra scowled. “You touched it.”
James lowered his hand and turned sharply to the girl. “I didn’t touch anything. Well, there was this woman, and she was asleep, but I couldn’t touch her anyway because I was projecting.”
“It hurt you.”
“What? Oh, well, yes… I felt a burning sensation, but it was a psychic pain, not physical. It was like a burst of negative energy or something.”
Aubra stamped her foot and scrunched her face up tighter. Instead of speaking, she raised her hands and waved them slowly over his head. James felt a tingling sensation despite the lack of physical contact. He sat stiffly in his chair, then felt himself softening up, and becoming more relaxed. She snapped her fingers and clapped her hands once, then dropped her arms to her side.
James tilted his head. “What was all that about?”
“I healed you.”
“I wasn’t hurt, I told you. See? I’m fine.”
Aubra seethed a bit, then waved him along. “Follow me.”
James watched her march toward the opposite end of the library and hoisted himself out of his seat. He walked a few paces behind her and noted that she never stopped or looked back. She pushed the door open with a bang and led him down a hallway to a window that looked out upon the rear of Eddington Manor. Gene was stacking pieces of lumber with his back to the building. She stopped at the window and gestured for James to observe. He looked through the wavy glass and shuddered a bit. He had tried a few times to make small talk with Gene, but he wasn’t very friendly, and if anything, it didn’t take much to upset him.
Aubra looked up at James. “He is not a nice person.”
James pushed his glasses up his nose. “Well, he seems like a, uh, private person. And he’s new here… maybe he just takes a while to get used to other people.”
Aubra shook her head, then sat down with her back against the wall. She signaled to James to follow her lead. He shrugged, and lowered himself to the floor, then leaned back. She reached for his hand and gave him a stern glare. She slowed her breathing and waited for James to pick up on her nonverbal cues. James slowed his breathing as well, and they closed their eyes. A moment later, their ethereal forms stood over their physical bodies. Aubra waved him along, and they passed through the wall to observe Gene as he performed his labors. 
James watched for a few minutes, then turned to Aubra. “Why are we doing this? What’s wrong with using the window like normal people?”
Aubra’s stern glare persisted in her ethereal state. “We’re not normal people. And you won’t see what I want to show you by looking through a window.”
James put his hand to his mouth. “Um, Aubra, you’re naked.”
Aubra shrugged. “So are you.”
James looked down in fright. She was right! He hadn’t given it a moment of consideration from the moment they projected together, but now it felt… wrong. He wasn’t attracted to young girls, or anything like that, and up until now, were strictly observing a man working outdoors. Now he felt ashamed and wanted to avoid further embarrassment. “Could you… cover up with something?”
“You didn’t. And what difference does it make? I told you to look at him, not at me.”
James turned away from Aubra and tried to fix his gaze firmly upon Gene. “Okay, okay, fine. What am I looking at?”
“A bad person.”
“Says you.”
At that moment, a Gene muttered something under his breath and a black shape emerged from his forehead. It floated away like a wisp of smoke, and lowered to the ground, creeping around as if searching for something. It turned sharply and headed for Aubra. She crossed her arms and stood stiffly before the approaching the shape. When it was less than three feet away, she spoke firmly. “Go away.”
The black shape stopped and turned toward James. Aubra called out to him to follow her lead, and he did his best to speak firmly. “Go away.” His voice and outstretched arm trembled.
The shape paused, then continued its advance. James stepped backward, and the shape followed him. It moved faster as he increased his pace. He started to panic and called out to Aubra. “Uh, little help here?”
“Don’t touch it. Tell it to go away, and not to bother you anymore.”
James swiveled his head and tried to ignore Aubra’s nakedness. “Oh, simple as that, huh? Can’t you do something to it?”
Aubra shook her head. “He made it for you. It will follow you until it does its job.”
“It’s job? What’s that supposed to mean?” He floated across the yard, and the shape stretched itself out to encircle him and prevent any path of escape. Once the ring was complete, it began to form a sphere to cut him off completely.
“Tell it to go away, now! Don’t let it touch you!”
James calmed himself in the face of certain disaster and summoned up the strength to speak firmly and forcefully to the shape as it blotted out the afternoon sky. Go away, and never come back. You are not wanted here.
The shape completely blotted out the sky. James felt as though he was being suffocated as an intense wave of depression and punishing lack of self-worth closing in on him. He had few friends prior to being sent off to Eddington Manor by his well-meaning parents, who were sold on the idea by Horace Steele, who spoke highly of their son’s intelligence and gifts, which he would harness to produce a future leader, one the world sorely lacked. 
Flattered at the description of their remarkable child, they took out a second mortgage to further his education. He found it difficult to make friends at the manor. Other than Mr. Steele’s tutelage and the mysterious Countess taking an interest in him, Aubra was the closest thing he had to a peer-level friend, and she was nine years younger than he was, and in his estimation as the darkness closed in around him, doing precious little to come to his aid.
 
 
Upon seeing the dire predicament that befell James, Aubra cried out skyward in an act of desperation. It had become clear to her in recent days that she knew things that James did not, but the limits to that knowledge left her helpless in his time of greatest need. She called out a single name: Ajax. A bright light appeared, and a man dressed in Greek warrior garb emerged from it. He was a towering vision in flowing robes and shining armor. His eyes peered out from under a great helmet, and he looked from side to side.
Who calls for Ajax?
Aubra waved to him, and he rushed to her side. “Please help my friend. I don’t know what to do.”
Ajax marched over to James, who laid on the ground in a fetal position. A black shape covered him completely. Ajax crouched down beside him and held a hand out just above his incapacitated form. He took care not to touch him in his present state. He pulled his hand back, and waved Aubra over. He looked up at her sadly and shook his head slowly. I cannot help this one.
Aubra gasped and began to cry. “But you’ve taught me so much. There isn’t anything you can’t do.”
Ajax patted her shoulder. Oh, little one, you have learned much, and there is much more to teach you. This will serve as a lesson, then, as you must understand the limits we all have, and why. Who is responsible for this attack on your friend?
Aubra stuck out her bottom lip and pointed at Gene, who hauled a pile of lumber away toward the tool shed. 
Ajax nodded. Then it is he who must make amends. 
Aubra brightened up. “Are you going to punish him?”
Ajax laughed and shook his head. No, but you might teach him the error of his ways, and the harm it is causing to your friend. It is he who created this problem, and it is he who must set it right.
“What should I do?”
It is best to understand the problem. What afflicts your friend? A black thought-form. And from where did it come? From that man, there. Your friend was not able to overcome its power. He shall not perish, which is good news to you… and to him, but the man who issued the thought-form must undo the damage it is causing.
“And if he doesn’t?”
Ajax smiled. Love is always the best answer. He reached down and took Aubra by the hand. They walked back to her physical form, which sat beside James, who had a troubled look upon his face. Take care of your friend.
“Thank you, Ajax.”
I am always at your service. A white light appeared, and Ajax vanished inside of it, leaving Aubra alone beside her listless body. She returned to it, and her eyes snapped open.
She squeezed James’s hand, and talked softly into his ear. “James, come back.”
James kept his eyes closed, and mumbled, “Why should I? It’s hopeless. I’m just going to mess everything up and everyone is going to laugh at me.”
“I won’t laugh at you, and it’s not hopeless.”
“What do you care, anyway?”
“You’re my friend. Come back and sit with me.”
James opened his eyes and looked down at Aubra, relieved to see her fully clothed. He noticed that he was in his usual school attire as well. “Wait, we’re friends? Since when?”
Aubra’s mouth curved into a smile and she kissed his cheek. “Why not now?”
James felt a load lift from his shoulders, and a tingling sensation in his midsection. It felt strange, but somehow comforting. He looked at Aubra’s smiling face, which normally was impassive at best or glaring intently at worst. “Yeah, okay, sure.” This was not what he expected when he shipped off to boarding school.
Aubra leaned against James as they sat on the floor, realizing the lesson that her spirit guide Ajax had imparted. She had other plans for Gene.



CHAPTER 16: STANDBY
 
Jacqueline returned to her office from the executive conference room and set her leather organizer on the edge of her desk. She stepped around to her comfortable high-backed chair and tapped a key on her desktop computer. Her monitor slowly returned to full brightness, and after unlocking the screen saver, she sat on the edge of her chair and let her eyes dart around the screen in hopes of spotting anything of interest. Her new email indicator was all but lodged permanently on her taskbar. She had looked at all her relevant emails an hour ago, but she dutifully launched her email program to review the new arrivals.
The messages were varied in size and scope, but overall nothing grabbed her attention. She slid her cursor up to the top right-hand corner of the window to close the program, when a message caught her eye. It was from J. Robert Caldwell, Esquire, her personal attorney. The subject line read, in part, “Privileged and Confidential.” Well, that’s Rob for you, she thought. But why was he sending an email to her business address? She opened the message and read it with great interest. She sat back in her chair after the first read-through.
The message concerned a legal matter in Chicago, involving her brother Marc. He was being sued for damages relating to an apartment fire, his car had been impounded after being found in a private towing company lot, and he was leaving a trail of unpaid bills in his wake, without the benefit of being seen or heard from by any known personal or professional associates.
Robert recommended that Jacqueline arrange for a consultation with himself and his team to discuss options, including mitigation of potential exposure. She rubbed her temples as she contemplated that part of the message. Exposure, how, exactly? By being a blood relative? Possibly. Perhaps the landlord would list her as a responsible party in a lawsuit, casting about for money wherever he might find it. But she came to an unsettling conclusion as she read an ominous phrase toward the end of the message: Other serious charges have come to light and you may be compromised. 
Did this mean Phillip was blaming her for what happened to his parents and their condo in Dubai? He never returned any of her calls after initially reaching out to her for assistance with identifying Marc and his strange associates. Word got back to her that Phillip had spent weeks in Dubai afterward chasing down leads but coming up with precious little that pointed to hard answers or evidence. Perhaps now he was lashing out and airing out his frustrations through litigation. She shuddered at the thought.
She leaned back in her chair and swiveled toward her oversized window. She tapped her fingers on her lap as she observed a row of skyscrapers against a backdrop of a dimming sky. Her silent contemplation soon led her to a resolute path forward. She swiveled back to her desk and dialed an extension on her desk phone. A young female voice answered over speakerphone.
“Yes, Ms. Winstead?”
“Chelsea, I need you to book air fare, lodging, and a rental car for me. I’m going to Chicago this weekend, leaving Friday, returning Sunday.”
“Right away, Ms. Winstead. Anything else?”
Jacqueline paused. “Yes, make it refundable. I’m not 100% on this yet, but I want a solid baseline. Send the confirmations to my personal email as well.”
“Will do.”
“Thank you, Chelsea.” Jacqueline disconnected the call and stepped away from her desk. She walked over to the window and looked out upon the city. More arrangements would need to be made, and Richardson wouldn’t like it, but she believed Lauren very well could have some critical information that could locate Marc, or, as her attorney would certainly appreciate, mitigate her exposure.
No, Richardson wouldn’t like it, but he’d respect her reasoning. She never was one for sitting idly by waiting for things to happen; She preferred to happen to things. She’d get answers, no doubt about that. Including one that nagged at her all day: what sort of office would hire Lauren?



CHAPTER 17: RUSH HOUR
 
Though she had some challenges with the learning curve that accompanied her change in locale and employment, Gracie liked her job at Modern Roofing Supply. Unlike her time at the skating rink, which faded further into her memory as the whirlwind of changes kept her largely focused on the present, she didn’t perpetually have one foot out the door during business hours. It was strange working in an office, but her co-workers were easy-going and took the time to help her acclimate. With each passing day, she thought about Warren less and less. Some days she considered sending some sort of message rubbing it in that she was in a big city now and doing great, but others, like today, she barely remembered his name.
However, after her morning meetup with Annabella, and her spur of the moment dinner date that she had no idea how to prepare for, she felt antsy for quitting time. She needed time to figure some things out, like what to wear. She also wanted some time alone to read through the barrage of texts—and photos—that Annabella (as Trixie) has sent her throughout the day. Gracie was relieved that she managed to keep herself together in the face of overwhelming lust and temptation, but her libido needed attention and simply would not be ignored.
She declined an invitation to stop by Claddagh’s for a drink with some of her co-workers, especially Hal from Service, who seemed interested in a bit more than just a friendly drink. She ran her fingers through her hair. I should have taken Trixie up on the haircut, she lamented. Maybe he’d take the hint, but then again, maybe he’d become more determined. She shuddered and walked quickly to her car.
She was just about to put the car into gear and speed down the street when Cathy flagged her down. Gracie pressed down harder on the brake and lowered her window. “Hey.”
Cathy coughed, and looked concerned. “Hey, are you sure you don’t wanna come have a drink with us? They got good drink specials, if you’re worried about money.”
Gracie gave her a wave. “Sorry, hot date tonight.”
“Okay, well, I wanna hear about it tomorrow.”
“Um, yeah, sure,” Gracie said, closing her window. Cathy coughed once more and watched Gracie drive off.
Gracie felt bad about not sparing a half hour with her co-workers for a friendly drink. They took a chance on hiring her with barely enough experience to answer the phone, let alone everything else they were teaching her to do. And the money was good. She looked at her phone and considered pulling over and looking up the bar. She saw a blue indicator light blinking, and when she slid her thumb down the screen to check, she saw a notification that she had five unread messages from Annabella. Gracie glanced up in time to see the car ahead of her pulling away through the intersection, leaving her behind and looking foolish for not paying attention. She gunned the engine and made it through just as the stoplight turned red. She exhaled with relief and resolved to leave the phone alone until she got home.
As she drove along, she smirked at the realization that the best way to hit every green light in town was to have a competing interest that could not be acted upon. She had hoped for a fresh red light so she’d have a moment to catch up on her messages, when the light would turn green at that instant if it wasn’t already, or some other fluke would aid her travel time. An ambulance provided one such anomaly as it blared past her from behind, giving her fellow commuters a chance to clear a few intersections until it turned right and headed down to a nearby hospital. 
Gracie had less than five miles to go. Her co-workers seemed to measure everything in minutes. She laughed to herself as she remembered the confusion that ensued when she said she lived 15 miles from work. When she gave the town name, Linda in Customer Service brightened and determined that she lived “40 minutes away.” Gracie shrugged and didn’t think so, but much depended on the train crossing, which she now approached just in time to see the warning lights flash and the barriers lower. Normally she would have sworn and pouted as she waited for any number of trains to pass by. Now she hoped for a slow freight train loaded with cement, for all she cared. She slid the car into park and scooped her phone up from her passenger seat.
Annabella had been busy. The texts ranged from tame and innocent, such as asking for assurances that the place Gracie had picked out for dinner was going to be quiet and intimate, to much racier stuff, such as Annabelle posing suggestively around the salon.
Gracie felt herself ache, desperate for some relief before her big night. Waiting at the train crossing was not the best option, though she surmised that a young man in a delivery van beside her with a prime viewing angle might not agree. She angled her phone away from the window, unsure of what he could—or did—see.
She typed a few messages back of her own, starting with:
 
4:45 PM:       NICE!
 
And ending with:
 
4:46 PM:      Still need to know where to pick you up
 
The train finally cleared the crossing and Gracie tossed her phone aside. She put her car into gear and did her best to be part of the fortunate ones that made it through. As she rolled over the second set of tracks, she felt a thrill shoot through her, knowing it wouldn’t be long until she was back home. Gracie looked up in the rear-view mirror and let out a relieved laugh as she saw the warning lights flash once more and the barriers come down.
Ten minutes later, she was parked beside her apartment building. She picked up her phone and checked the time: 5:53 P.M. She figured she had just over an hour before she had to be ready to leave for her date. Gracie slammed her car door shut and hurried into the apartment building, then took the stairs two at a time. She reached for her front door and slammed her arm into it. She swore and shook the knob. Agnes never locked the door when she was home, and she knew Gracie’s weekday routine. She fumbled around for her keys and pushed the door open in a huff. 
She found Agnes stretched on the sofa, wearing a tan t-shirt and baggy sweatpants, with a pizza box on the floor with a slice left and a half-empty 2-liter bottle of cola. Gracie put her hands to her head and tried to reconcile what she was seeing with her predictable, boring sister. “What the hell, Agnes? What happened?”
Agnes looked up sleepily and shrugged. “I got hungry.”
“You think?” Gracie stumbled toward the kitchen, then stopped abruptly. “You ate my candy?”
Agnes belched, causing Gracie to wonder if she had entered the wrong apartment. “Sorry. Got hungry.”
Gracie pulled the refrigerator door open and let out an exasperated sigh. “And you drank my soda?” She marched back into the living room and glowered at Agnes. “What is wrong with you?”
Tears streamed down Agnes’s face, and she turned away, burying it in the sofa cushion. She mumbled something into the sofa.
Gracie took a step forward. “What was that?”
Agnes heaved a sob and raised her head slightly from the cushion. “I don’t know.”
Gracie looked at her pathetic sister and felt a blend of rage and pity. Agnes had no business eating her food, but she wouldn’t normally do that. What changed? She tried to tamp down the urge to tear her sister’s head off. She walked over to the sofa and crouched down beside Agnes. Gracie put her hand on her sister’s shoulder, which shuddered while she wept. “Hey… hey, I’m… sorry. I didn’t know there was anything wrong. I wish you would use a cell phone like the rest of the world and give me a heads up, you know?” She looked over at the pizza box. “I’ll clean this up.” She picked up the pizza and the soda bottle and carried them into the kitchen, setting them beside the sink. 
Gracie got the urge to check her phone: 6:10 P.M. She didn’t have lots of time before she had to be out the door, and she really wanted “alone” time. She looked at her bedroom door, then over at Agnes. She slumped her shoulders and walked back over to Agnes. She crouched down beside her once more. She did this for me, she thought. I can’t bail on her.
Gracie rubbed Agnes’s shoulder gently for a few minutes before speaking again. “So… what happened? Did that vet clinic turn you down? I mean, it was just part-time, but you really wanted that one.” Agnes shook her head and quietly sobbed into the sofa cushion. “Was it the dry cleaners?” Head shake.  Gracie’s eyes widened. “Not the library!” Agnes shuddered. Gracie fell into a sitting position on the floor beside the sofa. “Oh, Agnes, that sucks. I’m really sorry… what can I do to help?”
Agnes heaved another sob, then rolled onto her back, wiping tears from her cheek. “Nothing.”
Gracie put her hand on Agnes’s forehead. “Holy crap, Agnes, you’re burning up!”
Agnes waved her off. “It’s nothing. I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”
Gracie rose to her feet and walked quickly to the bathroom and returned with a thermometer. She held it up to Agnes’s lips. “Open up, we’ll see how ‘fine’ you are.” She jammed the thermometer under her sister’s tongue and told her to close her mouth. She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and tried not to swear when she saw the time: 6:27 P.M. “You keep that there. I’ll be right back.”
Gracie rushed to her bedroom and started to pick out possible outfits. She favored comfort over fashion, but she wanted to look nice for her date, which wasn’t looking promising. She didn’t want to leave Agnes home alone with a fever, but she didn’t want to cancel on Annabella either, especially after all the build-up throughout the day as she assaulted her phone. She tossed a few things on her bed and returned to check up on Agnes. Gracie pulled the thermometer out and squinted at the reading. “99. Not great, but close to normal. Huh.” She flicked her wrist a few times and put the thermometer back in the medicine cabinet.
Gracie looked in the bathroom mirror afterward and ran her fingers through her hair. She wondered if she needed a full-on shower, or if she could get by with a wet washcloth and maybe a quick hair brushing. She checked her teeth and leaned in to examine her pores. She shrugged and ran hot water in the sink while she returned to Agnes’s side, who had rolled back over on the sofa. Gracie leaned over and put her hand on Agnes’s shoulder once more. “Hey, uh, Ag, I have a date tonight.”
Agnes rolled onto her back. “A date?”
“Yeah,” she said sheepishly, “it was really sudden, and I had no idea it was going to happen, but… well, it’s tonight.”
Agnes frowned. “What kind of date?”
Gracie smirked. “The dreamy, holy-crap-I-can’t-believe-it kind. You know.”
Agnes shook her head slightly. “Know what? You haven’t mentioned anybody.”
“Yes, I did! And you were there when we met, Weirdness! Remember, you gave me a big pep talk about ‘rah rah, go get her’ and then we moved to Chicago partly because of that? Sheeze.”
Another tear spilled down Agnes’s cheek. “Oh.”
Gracie glanced over at the path to her bedroom door, and then down at her sister. She hated to leave her, but she didn’t want to blow her shot at a romantic dinner date with Annabella. That reminded her: “Her name is Annabella.” Agnes looked perplexed but said nothing.
Gracie returned to her bedroom and closed the door. A few minutes later, she emerged wearing different clothes. Her newest pair of jeans, black sneakers, and a buttoned down long-sleeved plaid flannel shirt. She swore and rushed into the bathroom and ran a washcloth under the faucet and shut the water off. She held the washcloth to her face for a few moments, then pulled it down to her neck. Gracie decided that was going to have to be good enough. She tossed the washcloth into the bathtub and brushed her hair a few times. She dropped her hair brush onto the counter top and turned off the lights.
Agnes was lying on her left side when Gracie walked back into the living room. “That looks nice.”
Gracie looked down and shrugged. “It’s all I’ve got.”
“It’s nice.”
Gracie ran her hands down the sides of her shirt, trying to press out any wrinkles. She sighed and looked apologetically at Agnes. “Is it going to be okay if I go out tonight? I don’t want to leave you alone if you’re sick. But… oh, man, this sucks!”
Agnes gave her a dull stare. “I’m fine.”
“Don’t say that, Agnes. Seriously, if I need to cancel I will.”
“I’m fine. You go ahead.”
Gracie inhaled to speak again, when her phone beeped. She patted her pockets, then realized she had left it on her bed. She hurried into her bedroom and scooped up her phone.
7:01 PM:      Ready?
 
Gracie felt her stomach flip, and she tapped out a reply.
 
I can’t, I’m sorry. My sister is sick and I have to take care of her. 
 
She walked slowly into the living room and found Agnes staring impassively forward. Gracie crouched down beside her and stroked her damp hair. “I’m staying home.”
Fresh tears slid down Agnes’s nose. “Don’t do that. I’ll be fine.”
“You’re not fine, Agnes.”
Agnes sat up and shook her head. “I’m just going to bed. You go have fun. I’ll be fine.”
Gracie nodded dumbly as Agnes padded softly to her bedroom and closed the door. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and tapped the screen furiously with her thumbs. She swallowed hard and tapped the screen again. After a final tap of the screen, she slipped her phone back into her pocket.
 
7:04 PM:      On my way. Where?



CHAPTER 18: PURIFICATION
 
James turned in early. Ever since the afternoon he had been feeling run down, like he was catching a cold. Aubra made him feel better, which was strange, but the thought of her kissing his cheek sent a thrill through him, which was altogether pleasant and disconcerting. Up until now, he never had feelings for underage girls. Heck, any girls. He intended to sort through his thoughts and feelings and guard against any unwelcome distractions from his studies. James had felt a sense of isolation at Eddington Manor, and having friends of any age and gender was a welcome development, but he didn’t want to cross any lines that were best left alone.
James laid on his slim bed and stared at the gray ceiling. He saw shapes glide back and forth and had a fleeting recollection of being smothered by something dark, blacker than the deepest black. He felt a sense of dread and put his glasses back on. James followed the shadows on the ceiling across the room to the window and felt foolish as he made the association that a light was casting shadows from a nearby tree into the room. He got out of bed and pulled the curtains closed, then slipped back under the covers, tossing his glasses aside on his bedside table.
James found that his thinking was clearer now, and his thoughts turned to something the countess had told him: there were others who could turn stone into gold. Aubra had given him one lead—Agnes—but he didn’t see any signs of such an ability when he found her passed out in her bathtub. Her bedroom was sparsely appointed, and overall, nothing about her apartment suggested that she had wealth of any sort. Maybe she kept her abilities hidden? But why? James rolled his eyes, answering his own question. If he ever acquired such an ability, wouldn’t people want him to make them rich? He wondered about the countess for a fleeting instant, and concluded her motives were purely aimed at his spiritual development. He mentally tucked away a question he would ask her at his next available opportunity.
James thought back to his visit to Agnes, and the notebook that sat neatly on her desk. What is Image? He remembered the question but did not recall an answer. He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing, focusing on his inquiry. Gray smoke swirled around him, and he felt weightless. He felt himself floating, then becoming heavier, and falling. He landed in darkness and felt hot sand under his palms. The smoke dissipated, and before him stood a woman wearing green robes, with long flowing purple hair that hung well below her waist. Her skin was nearly pale, smooth and lustrous. She smiled at him thinly and extended her hand.
James looked down and saw that he was naked once more. He covered himself awkwardly.
You are not normally so modest, James.
“S-sorry. I didn’t mean to…”
You have other options with respect to your appearance. For example, this is the form I have chosen, however in my natural state such forms are unnecessary. I am unconcerned with your appearance, but if it is causing you discomfort, I suggest that you dress appropriately.
“S-sure, yes, of course.” He ran his palms down along his bare chest and covered himself in dusty red robes, with modest sandals.
You take the form of a pupil.  It suits you, but you are not my pupil, though I have come to teach.
“Who are you?”
You know that already. Come, I will show you what you wish to see. She took his hand, and he caught sight of her eyes. They were not human, rather in the shape of cat’s eyes. She led him across a stretch of desert to the edge of a steep cliff, which looked out upon a sea of fog. James tilted his head and wondered what the fog was obscuring. The purple-haired woman smiled and held out her left hand invitingly. 
James frowned. “What is this?”
Whatever you desire it to be. I have provided a place for us to meet, at your urging, now you must decide what it is I am to show you.
“Agnes.”
As you wish. The fog swirled, and the desert sand became low-pile carpeting. The endless horizon was replaced with painted walls, and before them was a familiar bed, with a woman stretched out upon it wearing plain clothing and bare feet, sobbing uncontrollably into her pillow. James’s heart ached at the sight of her. He turned sharply to the purple-haired woman.
“She’s in pain. Can’t you help her?”
The woman shook her head sadly. I cannot. 
James turned once more to Agnes, and knelt beside her, trying to stroke her back. His hand felt an intense burning sensation, but he tried to ignore it. He spoke softly to her, trying to console her despite his ethereal form. “It’s going to be okay. We’re… I’m here to help you. Tell me what I can do.” His ethereal form was tinted with a thin layer of darkness, but it was replaced by a bright outline of pure white light. He stroked her back over and over, and as he did, the burning sensation lessened in his hand. He noticed that a black smoky wisp was rising from her back as he stroked it tenderly. Agnes stopped sobbing and shuddered. James felt a wave of compassion and concern surge through him as he saw her condition improve ever so slightly. He turned to the purple-haired woman imploringly. “Please tell me what to do. I’ll do anything. Please, tell me.”
The woman clasped her hands before her. Ask for guidance. She smiled and disappeared.
“I am!” James felt a rush of annoyance at being given a conundrum but no answers, and then he looked around the bedroom and came to an understanding: The stone and the gold was a conundrum without an answer. That was what the countess was teaching him, without explanation. He felt a warm sense of accomplishment and looked forward to their next session. 
He returned his attention to Agnes, who slept soundly. He tried to stroke her hair, but his hand could only pass through her in the general area of her head. A thicker black form rose from her back and spilled down the side of the bed. James leaned forward and spoke softly into her ear. “I don’t know who you are, and you don’t know who I am. I found you for a reason. Whoever you are, I want to take this pain from you. I want you to be happy and lead a full life.”
As he spoke, the black shape found his knees, and attempted to slip into his ethereal form, tinting it black like a wet paintbrush dipped into a glass of water. The white light repelled the dark thing, which crawled around on the bedroom floor, looking for something—or someone—else. 
James felt it odd, but an overwhelming sensation of love began coursing through him. Back in his bedroom at Eddington Manor, his physical body smiled and crossed his arms upon his chest, palms pressing against his shoulders. He whispered, “I’m here, I’m going to help you, and I love you.”
A dark shadow fell upon him where he laid.
In his ethereal form, James stroked Agnes’s back over and over, repeating his mantra. Despite his earlier annoyance, he took a moment and thanked Image for her assistance. He looked up and asked for guidance. A voice responded, but it didn’t seem to come from above.
“Purity of heart.”
James looked down, wondering where the voice had come from. “Uh, um, what was that?” 
Agnes sucked in a deep breath and pressed her cheek into her pillow. “Purity of heart,” she repeated, just above a whisper.
“Purity of heart,” he said, and felt a warmth surging through his midsection. “Purity of heart,” he said again, and the warm sensation continued. It was unlike anything he had felt before. He repeated this new mantra and enjoyed the new sensations as he tended to his sleeping damsel.
Back at the manor, Gene smirked as James’s right hand sat in a pan of warm water. He smelled a distinctive odor emanate from under the covers, and he stepped out into the hallway and closed the door quietly.
“That’ll teach you to stick your nose in my business, you freak.” He walked quietly down the hallway and down the stairs. He made his way back to his personal quarters and reached for the door knob. As he did, another hand came down upon his, startling him. He yelped and turned sharply to find Aubra standing there in her nightgown, arms crossed tightly, and shaking her head slowly as she glared at him with utter contempt. “What’s your fricking problem, twerp?” Gene huffed.
“You are,” she said.



CHAPTER 19: DATING BEHAVIOR
 
Gracie wouldn’t admit to this, but truthfully, she felt a pang of disappointment when she pulled up to the address that Annabella sent her. She had expected a spooky house on a hill with bare trees and a single window with a yellow-orange glow flickering behind a drawn roller shade, with a black hearse in the driveway and a black cat slinking around close to the house. Instead, the building was an unassuming cube of apartments, three stories tall. Gracie worked out that there were four units per floor. She parked her car in the lot behind the building and sent Annabella a text.
 
7:31 PM:      Finally here!
 
Gracie wasn’t sure if she should walk up to the building and find Annabella’s buzzer, or what. Her own apartment was not so fancy as to have a controlled access door. She realized that she didn’t know Annabella’s last name, so it was best to sit tight and await further instructions. Her phone beeped almost immediately after she made that decision.
 
7:32 PM:      Here I come!
 
Gracie craned her neck to check the rear-view mirror. There weren’t any spots available close to the building, so she parked across from the entrance. Her chest tightened as she saw stiletto-heeled feet appear on the stairs, followed by a shapely pair of legs. She bared her teeth and checked for any debris in the mirror. Annabella clip-clopped across the parking lot and pulled the passenger side door open. She sat down beside Gracie and gave her a bright smile. “Hey, you.”
“Um, hey.” Gracie looked her up and down. 
Annabella caught her gaze, and patted her head, checking her hair. “Sorry, had a late client. I didn’t have much time to change into anything else. So, this will have to do.”
Gracie felt her cheeks burn. “You look great.” She looked down at her own casual attire. “Sorry, this is the best stuff I’ve got.”
“Don’t apologize.”
“Well, I just feel so… underdressed. You have such… sexy clothes and I feel like a total noob.”
Annabella winked at her and leaned over. She squeezed Gracie’s chin with her thumb and forefinger and said, “Are you a total noob?”
Gracie gulped. “N-no.”
Annabella kissed her, then patted her own thighs. “Let’s get going. I’m starving.”
Gracie stared at her dumbly for a moment, struggling with the realization that her dream woman was in her car, and they were going on an actual date. She fumbled around with the steering column and found her keys. She fired up the ignition and got them on their way to the restaurant in short order.
After a few minutes, Annabella broke the silence that was amassing between them. “So. Would you like to tell me where we’re going?”
“Huh? Oh, it’s this place called Babette’s. It’s in…”
“I know where it is. Turn left at the next stoplight.”
“But the map said to take…”
Annabella gave her a patient smile. “If you want to get there on time, turn left here.”
Gracie obeyed.
Annabella acted as her personal GPS, calling out turns and instructions, mixed together with idle chit-chat. Gracie expected that they’d ask all sorts of personal questions of each other over a quiet romantic dinner, and didn’t want to burn through her informal list of topics she had thought up throughout the day.
They pulled up to the restaurant, and a valet approached her car with an expectant air. Annabella told her to wave him off, then directed her to park in the self-parking lot. “We can walk. Much more time together.” Gracie nodded.
They walked toward the restaurant, and Annabella had a bit of difficulty with the gravel section of the lot that Gracie had been relegated to, but after she hooked arms with Gracie, she was able to walk safely over to firm cement. A doorman pulled the entrance open for them, and Gracie noticed a brass plaque that read DRESS CODE IN EFFECT – APPROPRIATE ATTIRE REQUIRED. They approached the hostess stand and a pert woman with raven black hair pulled into a tight pony tail wearing a white dress shirt covered with a sharp black blazer pinned with a brass name tag looked up. 
“Good evening. Do you have a reservation?”
Gracie cleared her throat. “Yeah. Morris, party of two?”
The hostess’s face glowed blue as she scrolled through a list on a tablet. “Lauren?” Gracie figured she had to use the name on her debit card to make the reservation.
“Yeah.”
The hostess waved to a man dressed in a black suit with highly polished shoes and short, glossy black hair. He stepped over to Gracie and leaned in to speak to her discreetly. “Good evening. I must inform you that this establishment observes a formal dress code.”
Gracie’s stomach soured. Annabella stood there smiling, unaware of what the man had said. He motioned for the two of them to leave. Annabella looked confused. “What’s the problem?” The man leaned over and whispered in her ear. Annabella’s face darkened, and she whispered something back. 
He shook his head sadly. “I’m sorry, I must ask you to leave.” Annabella reached into her purse and leaned in once more to speak into the man’s ear. As she spoke, she pressed something into his hand. His expression took on a formal pallor, and he nodded stiffly. “Let me see what I can do.” He gestured for a server to follow him into the dining room.
Gracie stood close to the exit, unsure of what was happening. As she inhaled to apologize to Annabella for ruining their date and offering to drive her home, the man returned with a server laden with menus. “Miss Morris? Garrison will seat you now.”
Annabella waved for Gracie to walk in front of her. The server led them to the back of the restaurant and into a private dining room. He pulled Gracie’s seat out and pushed it in as she sat down, and performed the ritual for Annabella, who accepted a napkin across her lap once she was seated at the table. A napkin was draped across Gracie’s lap as well, then menus were placed in their hands. A stiff folder was placed upright on the table. The server announced that it was the wine list, stepped back as another server set down two wine glasses and filled them with ice water. Annabella smiled at her, then at Gracie. After the servers left the room, she flipped her menu open and beamed. “Very nice place, Gracie. I’m impressed on what you arranged on such short notice.”
Gracie was dumbfounded but managed a squeaky “uh-huh.” She opened her own menu and tried to prevent her eyes from popping out. The menu was sparse, but the cheapest item on the list was $25. Wait, she thought, wasn’t this on a list of “affordable” romantic restaurants? She was expecting something like $25 per person, with soft drinks. Panic struck when Annabella reached over and picked up the wine list. She divided her attention between the menu and the wine list, then looked up.
“I’ll probably have the steak, with mashed potatoes and green beans. What are you having?”
Gracie panicked. “Uh, I guess the shrimp.”
Annabella shook her head, trying to reconcile her pick with the offerings on the menu. “Do you mean the shrimp cocktail?” Gracie nodded, and Annabella squinted at her. “Sweetie, that only comes with four shrimp,” she held her thumb and forefinger about two inches apart, “and they’re like, this big. Here, what about the sockeye salmon? You could get it with rice pilaf and green beans as well.”
Gracie’s eyes darted down to the salmon, which was marked as $40 and didn’t mention any sides in the listing. She found a list of the sides at the bottom of the menu in smaller print: The rice was $10, and the green beans were $8. This dinner was going to completely clean her out, and that was just the food. Her eyes bulged involuntarily as Annabella looked over the wine list and announced, “Ooh, a glass of Chateau Bonne Chance sounds heavenly. Have you tried it?”
“Um, uh, no. Actually, I don’t drink wine.”
“Tch. Well, we’ll have to do something about that.”
Their server entered the room and stood stiffly beside their table with his hands behind his back. “Do you have any questions about the menu, or are you ready to order?”
“No, I’m ready,” Annabella said. “Are you ready, Gracie?”
“Um, go ahead.”
The server leaned over attentively and didn’t write anything down. Annabella ordered the strip steak medium rare with mashed potatoes and green beans, and a glass of Chateau Bonne Chance. The server shook his head apologetically. “I’m sorry, that’s only available by the bottle.” Annabella apologized and ordered the bottle. “And for you, miss?”
Gracie’s throat was bone dry, and her stomach felt sour. Never mind dinner, she prayed her debit card wouldn’t be declined after the food, wine, tax, and tip. She tried to play it cool. “Yes, the pork chop, and uh, just a side salad.” $38 all told.
“Very good, and would you like anything else to drink besides water, and the wine?”
“N-no, water is fine.”
The server nodded. “Very good. We’ll have that out shortly. My assistant Shannon will be bringing you bread in just a moment, and my name is Garrison, if you need anything.” As he turned to leave, Annabella called out to him.
“Oh, can we get a shrimp cocktail as well?” 
“Of course, right away.” He gestured to his assistant and they exited the private dining room.
Crap! Gracie was certain her debit card was going to bounce big time. She hoped maybe someday she’d be able to laugh about this with her next girlfriend.
Annabella reached across the table and motioned for Gracie to take her hands. Gracie did, and Annabella gave her a sultry stare. “Hey, big spender.”
“Uh-huh.”
“As I was saying, I’m very impressed. You really know how to make a girl feel special. I would have been happy with a hot dog and a park bench, but this… I mean, wow!”
Gracie gulped. “Uh, yeah, well, it’s our first date, and…”
Annabella glanced from side to side to make sure nobody was within earshot before she spoke. “Gracie, let me get this.”
Gracie recoiled in horror. “Uh, no, no… I’m uh, kinda old-fashioned. I believe the girl who made the date has to pay, and I insist that, uh…”
“And I would like my date to be relaxed and not crapping her pants about money. We can do the hot dog and park bench thing next time, and you can be as old-fashioned as you like. Gracie, it’s okay. I was serious about being impressed, even if you reached a bit too far.”
Gracie’s cheeks burned. “Impressed how? Look at me, I couldn’t have blown this any harder if I tried.” Her eyes began to mist.
Annabella squeezed her hands. “I’m impressed that I mean enough to you for you to go this far out of your comfort zone to take me out to dinner.” She shot a glance at the door. “The wine is coming. Let me take care of this. I want you to enjoy yourself, okay?”
Gracie nodded and pulled her hand away to wipe her eyes. “Okay, sure.”
A basket of bread was placed on the table by Shannon, and Garrison set two wine glasses on the table and pulled the cork from an expensive-looking bottle of French wine. He held the label to Annabella, who nodded her approval. He poured a small serving of the wine and waited for her to sniff it, then swirl the bit of wine around before sipping it and swishing it around in her mouth. After a moment, she exhaled and smiled at her server, then at Gracie. “Oh, my, that’s sublime.”
Garrison poured the wine into her glass, stopping about halfway. He turned to Gracie and offered to pour her some as well. She gave Annabella an uncertain look and shrugged. “Sure.” He poured wine into her glass in equal measure, then set the bottle down.
“Your shrimp cocktail will be out in just a moment.”
“Thank you.” Annabella waited for the pair to leave the room once more, then raised her glass. Gracie raised hers and held it over her place setting. “To… possibilities.” Gracie nodded, and clinked her glass against Annabella’s. They sipped their wine, and Annabella sat back with an air of supreme satisfaction. Gracie suppressed a cough.
Annabella set her glass down and smiled at Gracie. “So: tell me all about yourself.”
“Um, well, I don’t know where to start.”
“Why do you go by ‘Gracie’ and not ‘Lauren’?”



CHAPTER 20: RESTITUTION
 
Gene’s face reddened, and he hissed a warning through gritted teeth, so as not to wake up the entire manor. “Oh, you’ve got a problem with me? How about your doofus boyfriend, sticking his nose in my business? How about you crawl back into your crib, and we forget this ever happened?” He took a menacing step forward. Aubra did not flinch. Gene felt a surge of pure rage rush to his forehead, then his mouth curled into a sneer, and he turned his back on her dismissively. He pushed his door open and stepped inside, only to be followed closely by Aubra.
Gene’s eyes bulged as he closed the door. “No witnesses, just so you know.”
Aubra folded her arms tightly once more and gave him an admonishing stare. “None that you know of, and if you want to hurt me, I won’t stop you. But I am going to tell you something you deserve to hear.”
Gene blew a puff of air up into his mustache. “Oh, really? And what’s that?”
“You’re a bully.”
Gene glared at Aubra, then broke into laughter. “Oh, a bully? That’s the worst you’ve got? Fine, yeah, sure, I’m a bully. Thank you, and good night. Out.”
Aubra shook her head. “I’m not leaving until you fix what you did.”
“And what’s that? Seems to me, I’m guilty of daring to sleep in my own bed. And it also seems to me that you’re someplace that you have no right to be. So, how about you go back to your room, and I’ll do whatever I feel like doing, because I’m a fricking grown-up?”
Aubra’s voice turned to steel. “Grown-ups don’t play nasty tricks on young boys.”
Gene shrugged. “Yeah, well, he had it coming. Bye.”
“Then you leave me no choice,” Aubra said.
Gene chuckled and crouched down to look her in the eye. “Should I be afraid, little girl?”
Aubra reached out and grabbed his head. His forehead felt ablaze, and his entire body felt like he was being stabbed with thousands of white-hot needles. He tried to push her away, but she maintained her iron grip and fell on top of him when he doubled over in pain. Her voice was strong and resonant now, like the very god of judgment.
“Eugene Vernon Swolski, you are a thief and a murderer. I know about Sharon. I know about Hector. I know about the hardware store. I know about the money you stole when you came to New York. I know what name you used when Mister Steele hired you. I know what you did to James tonight, and earlier this afternoon. And tonight, you will start to make up for what you did.”
Gene howled in agony. “Help! This kid is killing me! Somebody… help!”
“Fix your mess.”
“Look… he started it. I don’t like… people in my… private business.”
Aubra leaned in, nearly touching him nose to nose. “You don’t have any private business here. Fix your mess.”
Gene raised his arms submissively. “Okay… okay… just make it stop!” Aubra let go of his head and stood over him as he laid on his back, beaten. 
 
 
James awoke to find Aubra and Gene standing over him. He had an uncomfortable feeling around his waist, and before he could pull his covers away, Aubra stopped him. “Mister Gene has something to say to you.”
James turned fearfully to Gene, who looked like a schoolboy called to the principal’s office. “I’m sorry I made you wet the bed.”
James’s face contorted into a mask of disgust. He pulled the covers away, and leapt from the bed, leaving behind a large wet spot. He looked down at his soaked pajamas and could only manage a sustained “ewwww” at the discovery of what had happened while he slept. He looked up at Gene, furious.
Aubra tugged his arm. “He said he was sorry. What do you say?”
James grimaced. “What do I say? I say, what the hell is…”
Aubra tugged his arm again and wagged her finger in admonishment. “He said he was sorry. What do you say?”
“Well, okay, fine, I accept your apology. Now, what am I going to do for a bed tonight? This is disgusting.”
Aubra looked up at Gene. “Well?”
Gene sighed and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a key ring and sorted through them until he found a long brass key. He isolated it with a pinch, and he handed the keys to James. “You can use my shower. I’ll get this bed replaced before you get back. Just don’t use my…” Aubra gave him a stern look. “I mean, use whatever you need.”
Aubra turned to James. “Is that fair?”
James looked at the key, then at the two of them. “Yeah, okay.”
“Say it.”
“Replacing the bed and letting me use your shower is fair. I accept.”
“Shake hands,” Aubra said.
Gene and James looked at Aubra in surprise and annoyance, but they obeyed. They shook hands, and James headed toward Gene’s private quarters. Aubra nodded toward the bed, and Gene began to strip the bedding under her watchful eye. He removed the top mattress and set it out in the hallway and was going to simply swap it out with another one, but she wouldn’t let him cut any corners. She made him remove the entire bed, down to the frame, and bring in a new one from one of the newly furnished dorm rooms. Two new students were arriving from India next week. Gene tried to argue this point but was voted down by Aubra’s icy stare.
“Find a replacement before they get here,” Aubra said.
“There’s nothing wrong with the fricking box spring or the frame.”
“Replace all of it.”
Gene huffed. “Fine.”
It took ten minutes to set up the replacement bed, and James returned wearing Gene’s bathrobe, pinching the key to his quarters. He handed the keys back to Gene, who looked him up and down and inhaled to complain about the bathrobe but thought better of it. Gene nodded his acceptance of the key ring. Aubra granted Gene permission to return to his quarters. After giving James a few moments to change into new bed clothes, she returned and stood beside him as he tried to acclimate to the new mattress and bedding.
“Better?”
“Yeah, thanks. How did you know? And how did you make him… do all of that?”
She gave him a strange smile, then leaned forward to kiss his forehead. “Purity of heart.”
James gave her a horrified look. “What did you just say?”
Aubra walked away and didn’t look back. She pulled the door closed with a soft click.
James laid in the darkness, clutching his new comforter and top sheet. Purity of heart. That’s what Agnes had said to him. Agnes. Purity of heart. Aubra. Who was she? Why was she here? How did she know about Agnes? Purity of heart. Agnes.
Gray smoke clouds swirled around in his head, and in an instant, he was transported back to Agnes’s room in his non-physical form. He knelt beside her, and smiled as he looked upon her sleeping face, still pressed against her pillow. He reached out and stroked her hair.
“Purity of heart,” he said softly.
“Purity of thought,” Agnes mumbled.
James pulled his hand away. Was this some sort of code? He felt as though there was something more he should say, but the words did not come. After a few moments, Agnes shifted around fitfully on her bed, reached out for a healing touch that was no longer there. James stroked her hair once more, and Agnes settled down with a contented smile. James longed to touch her physically but could not. Another dark wisp began to rise from her as he methodically moved his hand back and forth against her, ethereally.
Agnes crinkled her nose. “What’s your name?”
“James.”
“I’m Agnes.”
“I know.”
“Do we know each other?”
“I don’t think so.”
“But you love me.”
James winced. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I think I meant I have a love for you, like compassion, or empathy. I didn’t like to see you hurting, and I wanted to help you.”
“Why would you apologize for loving me?” Agnes tilted her head.
“I’m sorry. I just… I just don’t know what to do.”
Agnes’s lips widened into a broad smile, and she appeared to be on the verge of opening her eyes. “You’re doing just fine. Keep stroking my back, it feels nice.”
James nodded, and continued the motions, despite not being able to physically touch her. Another black shape spilled over the side of the bed, and joined the first one, floating close to the floor, feeling around for something in the night. A bright white aura formed around James once more as he knelt quietly and tenderly glided his hand along Agnes’s back. She gave a contented sigh, and whispered to him, “Don’t stop.”
“I won’t.”
After a few more minutes, a third black shape rose from her back, and slid down the side of the bed and onto the floor, which was now a black morass, swirling this way and that, seeking, and not finding. James’s glowing form repelled them, and they circled him like sharks around a diving cage. Agnes took a deep breath and exhaled with a blend of pleasure and relief. She opened her eyes and rolled onto her back. James raised his hand as she repositioned herself. She looked around and bit her lip nervously. “James?”
“Yes, Agnes?”
Her eyes widened in fear. She sat upright, not seeing the source of her immense feelings of gratitude and joy. “James, it’s okay. You don’t have to hide from me. Show yourself.”
James put his hand to her shoulder, or tried to, as it passed through her. “I’m here, Agnes. I didn’t leave you.”
Agnes swung her legs over the side of the bed and placed her bare feet on the floor. She put her hands to her knees, and squeezed her eyes shut. James. Her ethereal form rose from her physical body, and she saw a young man kneeling beside her. He wore modest robes and plain sandals. She put her hand to his cheek and fell to her knees. She looked at his spectral face, and he looked longingly at her own, and they touched their foreheads together.
“Thank you, James.”
“Anything. Anything for you.”
“Stay here with me.”
“I will.”
They wrapped their arms around each other and held each other tightly as black forms circled them in the darkness.



CHAPTER 21: SIGNS
 
Gracie drove Annabella home after dinner. Once the initial awkwardness of dinner was overcome—and Gracie vowed to look up the site that claimed that Babette’s was “affordable” and rip it a new one—they settled in and had a marvelous evening together. Annabella was engaging and interesting, and to Gracie’s amazement, genuinely interested in her. She had difficulty accepting that somebody like Annabella would cross the street to spend any amount of time with her, but there she was, sparkling and effervescent. Gracie did her best to reach for Annabella’s plane of existence, and only managed to feel miserable at how spectacularly she was failing. She felt this was going to be a one-and-done date, no question. At least she’d have the memory of this evening to cling to for years to come.
It didn’t help that Annabella had been drinking. She tempered her wine consumption with sips of water, but she got giggly as the night wore on, which Gracie blamed on the wine. Annabella flirted with her at intervals, provoking her with comments about “all of her broken-hearted exes” and “her stable of derby girls” but Gracie read such tweaks as she’s just not into me.
“Hey, you,” Annabella said, reaching over and swiping Gracie’s cheek with her outstretched index finger at a stoplight.
Gracie smiled and heaved a heavy sigh. “Hey… Trix.”
Annabella winked and put her finger up to Gracie’s lips in a shushing gesture. “That’s not my name, silly.”
The stoplight turned green, and Gracie stepped on the gas a bit too hard. Annabella fell backward into her seat, then laughed as she checked her wig. She slid her fingers underneath it and pulled it off, exclaiming “Whee!” as she flung it into the back seat. “Damn, that thing itches after a while. Hope I didn’t ruin the fantasy for you.”
Gracie swallowed hard. “No… it’s cool.”
Annabella ran her fingers through her short brown hair. “Thank God for that. Lots of people… they just want Trixie. I like to give them that fantasy, having a pin-up babe style their hair with my boobs in their face, but I want somebody who wants to be with me, you know?” She gave Gracie a sidelong glance.
Gracie nodded, and felt a twinge of relief. “Yeah, I know.”
“Oh, turn right at the light, then about halfway down. That’ll be my place.”
Gracie nodded. “I’ve only seen you as Trixie.”
“Yeah? Well, tonight was strange, in that I didn’t have time to dress like myself, so you got the best of both worlds.” She gave her a sly smile. “Lauren.”
Oof, Gracie thought. She made a point of telling her that her friends called her “Gracie”. She took the right turn a bit too hard and leaned into the driver’s side door. Annabella leaned into Gracie and cried out, “Whoa, take it easy!”
“Sorry.” Gracie stared straight ahead and counted down street numbers. One and done. She hated being right, tonight of all nights. She scraped her tires against the curb and pulled up to Annabella’s apartment building.
Annabella waved her on. “Go around to the parking lot.” Gracie rolled her eyes and obeyed. She pulled up to the walkway leading to the building diagonally. Annabella looked out her window, then at Gracie. “Maybe park like a normal person?” Gracie pulled the car into reverse and found a parking spot to back into. She wasn’t concerned about accuracy, just making a quick getaway. She slid the gear shifter into Park and looked down at her lap.
“Thanks for dinner. I had a good time.”
“Yeah? Why does that sound like you’re going to go find the first ramp into the lake?”
Gracie started to tear up. She hoped to hold it back until she was safely on her way home, alone. “I really blew this, bad. I’m so sorry.”
Annabella leaned over, and wiped Gracie’s cheek with her thumb. “Good grief! What kind of pedestal did you put me on, anyway? We had a lovely dinner, and a wonderful evening, and that means you blew it? Gracie, we’ve got to work on that self-esteem, because that isn’t going to work for me. And besides, if you leave now, you won’t get to meet my best friends.”
Gracie looked up into Annabella’s eyes. “Huh? Who…?”
“Are you saying you’d like to come over?”
Gracie shut off the ignition, leaned over, and kissed Annabella. “Hell yeah.”
They walked hand-in-hand to the apartment building. Gracie’s heart began to pound, and her chest tightened. The private office at the salon was one thing. This was beyond her wildest dreams. Annabella slid her key into the main entry door and led Gracie up two flights of stairs to a plain brown door marked 3D. Gracie looked down at the brown commercial-grade carpeting and Annabella’s black welcome mat, adorned with a red rose design on the right side. Annabella slipped her key into the deadbolt, then turned to Gracie. “Their names are Marti and Lucretia.” 
Gracie gasped. Annabella pushed her apartment door open, and two cats padded over to the door, meowing expectantly. “Yeah, mommy was out at dinner. No, I didn’t bring you anything. No, I ate it all up. I’m not sorry. Oh, this is Gracie.” She pointed to a black cat that rubbed up against her legs. “This is Marti. And that one,” she pointed to a gray cat with a white patch of fur around its left eye, “is Lucretia. I usually call her Lucie, though.” The gray cat meowed loudly at Gracie. “Oh, you’re saying ‘hi’ to Gracie?” The cat swished its fluffy tail around, making question-mark patterns at intervals.
Gracie bent down and let Lucie rub against her palm. “You’re not who I expected.” 
Annabella cocked her head. “Oh?”
Gracie smiled sheepishly. “Bad dream. This is much better.”
Annabella pulled off one of her heels, then the other, and let out a low moan. “Speaking of better. Ooh, that’s more than enough of those for one day.” She wiggled her toes into the carpeting.
Gracie stood up and looked around. The apartment was sparsely decorated, in sharp contrast to Annabella’s salon. She expected a haunted house decorating scheme and felt pangs of disappointment to see family photos on a cheap bookcase, and a second-hand loveseat in the living room. There was no television, and something stood in a corner covered with black fabric. Maybe a zombie king on a skull throne hid under it, she hoped.
Annabella followed Gracie’s gaze to the corner. “Curious much?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s where I get my kicks, when I’m not cutting hair.” Gracie wondered what could possibly be under the fabric cover. Annabella leaned over, and asked her breathily, “Want to see?”
Gracie shivered. “Sure…?”
“You’ll think it’s weird.”
“I don’t know, my sister is pretty weird. I think I can take it.”
Annabella padded over to the corner and grabbed the fabric with both hands, and pulled it away carefully, revealing a wooden apparatus with a large wheel on one side, and a wooden chair backed into the corner.
Gracie scrunched up her face. “What is that thing?”
Annabella beamed. “It’s my pride and joy. It’s an antique spinning wheel.”
Gracie frowned. “What’s it for?”
“Making yarn.”
“Don’t they sell that at the store?”
Annabella’s shoulders sagged. “Yes, they do, but I like to make my own. I like that personal touch.” She walked her fingers up Gracie’s arm and squeezed her shoulder.
“That’s cool.”
Annabella looked at her hopefully. “Want to see how?”
Gracie shrugged. “Sure.”
Annabella carefully placed the fabric cover on the floor, then took her place on the wooden chair behind the spinning wheel. She reached down and collected up a bunch of red puffy material onto her lap. Gracie couldn’t quite follow what she was doing, but after a few minutes the wheel began to turn, as Annabella pushed down gently on two thick wooden pedals in her stocking feet. She pulled bits of the red material away in clumps, like cotton candy.
“What is that stuff?”
“Wool.”
“I didn’t think wool was red. Isn’t it from sheep?”
Annabella glanced up and smiled. “Yes, silly. This is dyed red.”
“Neat.” Gracie watched the hypnotic movements of her love interest as she worked the wool into a spool of yarn. After a few moments, Annabella stopped the wheel and asked Gracie to sit on her lap. Gracie awkwardly made her way back behind the spinning wheel, and situated herself onto Annabella’s lap, but it became clear that she had to spread her legs to allow for the pedals to be worked. 
Annabella reached around and gave Gracie a tuft of wool to hold, and she guided her hands as the wheel resumed its rhythmic motion, making her an accomplice to the creation of her handspun yarn. Gracie enjoyed the sensations of Annabella’s legs working the pedals, and her breath in her ear. As if all of this wasn’t heady enough, Annabella sucked in a deep breath and trembled a bit as though she was about to unburden herself of a closely guarded secret. In that moment, she did.
She sang a traditional Irish folk song softly and sweetly to her as they spun the yarn together. Irish folk songs weren’t in any of Gracie’s playlists, and she was unaware that Annabella had made some tweaks to the lyrics to make them more Sapphic, in that the “true love” that the young maiden hears a-calling through the window is also a “she”. At the end of her acapella tune, she kissed Gracie on the ear, which burned bright red.
The spinning wheel stopped, and Annabella rested her hands upon Gracie’s thighs. Gracie squeezed them, enjoying the nearness of her, and being entirely present in that moment. This was nothing at all that she could have imagined, and she wasn’t at all convinced that she deserved any of it. Agnes was suffering at home with some strange malady, and Gracie was out in her dream woman’s apartment, sitting on her lap, being sung to, and bracing for the inevitable: the part where Annabella draws in another breath, leans forward, and says—
“Stay with me tonight.”
Gracie gulped. “Are you sure?”
“Would you like to?”
“Oh, God yes.”
“Then stay.” Annabella kissed Gracie’s ear again.



CHAPTER 22: SECOND KINGDOM
 
Tobias sat upon an ornate golden throne, looking out upon what was once a warehouse space devoted to the collection and temporary storage of residential garbage, with the intent of converting it into clay bricks, which in turn were changed once more into gleaming piles of gold bars, by his own hand. His kingdom was coming along slowly, but steadily. Inanna crouched beside him and rubbed his hand. She spoke softly in their shared tongue.
“Is my king not pleased? How have we failed you? Speak, and may your will be done.”
Tobias frowned, and pulled his hand away. “I am no king.”
“No? Do you not sit upon a magnificent throne? Are these not your devoted servants, who toil for you night and day? Do the walls of your kingdom not stretch further with each passing day? Why do you sulk thus?”
Tobias smiled and patted Inanna’s arm. “I am too impatient, you know me well. But I wonder, where are my armies? Where are my people? And how does this give me my revenge upon cruel Nineveh? These are different times, with different customs. What does this rabble know of my vengeance?”
“But, Tobias, these are your people! They are sworn to serve you. They shall bring glory to your name, and fear across the land, upon the walls of dread Nineveh. From here, your enemies shall not see your approach, and from here, you shall amass an army the likes of which have never been seen. All will shudder in fright at the sight of it, your golden kingdom, your golden armies, and you atop your golden throne.”
Tobias smiled once more. “Calling out all praise to Inanna, who makes all things possible.”
“Not all things. Just the best things.” She crinkled her nose and smiled.
“Yes, the best things. Together we shall remove Nineveh from the land and build a mighty temple to Ishtar upon its ashes, may she be ever just.”
Inanna winced, but feigned a sneeze. “Yes, a golden temple, worthy of the highest goddess.”
Tobias leaned back, thoughtfully. “I have not seen your Marc in many days. Is he not well?”
“He is quite well and watching over the expansion of the western walls. Shall I call for him?”
“No, leave him to his labors. Does he still wish to return to his home?”
Inanna kissed his hand. “No, my king, he desires only to stay here with us, and bring glory to the new empire of Tobias, long may it reign.”
Tobias nodded contentedly. “He serves me well. I shall make a point of rewarding him.”
“Of course, my king. I will go to him and pass along your kind words.”
Tobias raised his hand in a dismissing wave. “You may go.”
“Thank you, my king.” Inanna walked lightly down the sandstone steps and rolled her eyes. She left the throne room and passed a group of workers transferring a load of clay onto a pallet for transport across the compound, which was framed out in sandstone blocks and illuminated by torches. All electrical wiring was methodically removed and discarded in favor of an ancient Assyrian aesthetic. 
The warehouse and adjacent office building were being replaced, bit by bit. The street-facing façade was left intact so as not to attract attention, but sandstone walls butted up against the main building to seal off walk-up access to the remainder of the compound. A nearby factory building had stood abandoned for several years, and the western wall that Marc was said to be supervising would soon annex the property, without regard to who might have a claim of ownership. 
Inanna’s green dress fluttered as she walked along the sandstone halls, and she paid no mind to the workers who glanced at her as she passed by. They took care not to linger over the sight of her; One particularly vocal admirer vanished shortly after making a big show of appreciation for her form, and no satisfactory answer was given as to his whereabouts. He called himself Tex, and his name became synonymous for the consequences that faced any worker who dared deviate from his or her instructions. “You’re going to get Texed,” they admonished each other, in hushed tones.
The Assyrian aesthetic was not confined merely to the appearance of the physical structure of the compound. The workers had traded their heavy coats and black work wear for black robes and thin sandals. The men began to grow beards, and the women wrapped scarves around their heads. Concerns were raised of a forced conversion to Islam, however assurances were made that no such conversion was in effect. No prayers or Quran readings were ever mandated or practiced by any of the principal figures that oversaw the compound. 
Beards became practical in that shaving gear was not necessary to provide and trimming them involved the use of a communal knife or pair of scissors. The women wrapped their heads in scarves to keep their long hair from getting caught in anything that provided a pinch point or getting singed by the many torches that burned throughout the fledgling kingdom. Inanna wore no such scarf, but she was in no way involved in any hands-on labor.
She found Marc with his hands on his hips, monitoring the construction of a sandstone brick wall. The third layer of stones was being placed, and a rope-and-pulley system was used to hoist each brick and set it down. She was impressed with how well he had adapted to his role of overseer. She wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek into his back. He slid his hands over and rested them on her forearms.
“Hey.”
Inanna’s English had improved in a few months. She didn’t let on how much she actually knew with the right blend of rudimentary fluency and misuse. “I miss my Marc. Will he not come to bedroom?”
Marc smiled. “It’s ‘to bed.’ Give me just a few more minutes.”
“But Inanna misses her Marc now.”
“Just let me finish this row, and then we’ll all knock off for the night, okay? I haven’t forgotten about you.”
Inanna pouted. “Marc does not desire Inanna.”
She enjoyed the stifled look of frustration on his face. Quite the contrary, she observed, he desired her very much. Enough to forgo any more talk of leaving the compound and returning to his home or attempting to contact his family. His pestering sister had tried to reach out to him, and Inanna had put a stop to it. His sister would be laid low with crippling depression and anxiety for the rest of her life. She’d require a caretaker, as she would no longer be able to function normally. Marc’s family would be too occupied with caring for her to concern themselves with Marc. As for Marc, his primary focus was on Inanna and her attentions, followed closely by the construction of Tobias’s kingdom.
“Um, no, it’s not like that at all. Please, just a few more minutes, and then we’ll go to bed, okay? Please?”
His piteous look disgusted her. “More powerful than a goddess,” he told her once, in the throes of passion. He was no god, and not much of a man either. He was a useful idiot, to her. Stoking his passions took little effort and kept him firmly in thrall. She decided to demonstrate this by frowning and pulling her dress off. She stood naked before him and his platoon of workers. Marc turned pale, eyes wide, and he stepped forward to pull her against him. “Please, not here, not like this.”
“Why, is Marc ashamed of Inanna? Does another man desire Inanna more than Marc?”
The workers looked down and tended to their labors. Nobody wanted to be Texed, never mind the temptation. Marc looked over his shoulder, embarrassed. “Hey, can you finish up here? I need to get her to bed.”
A worker named Gerald looked up from the freshly placed brick and winked. “Yeah, you do. Hot damn, she’s fine.” The closest worker shushed him with a terrified look.
Marc tried to get Inanna to slip back into her dress, but she refused. “I am unashamed of my body. Let them see.” He kept her close as they marched toward the front building, which had been converted into living quarters for most of the workers. Tobias had a grand bedroom close to the throne room.
Gerald watched the pair walk away. “That ass, though.”



CHAPTER 23: FALLOUT
 
Richardson put his hands to his forehead in disbelief. “Just like that? You’re off to… where, Chicago? I can’t believe you’d just book a flight out of here without discussing it with me first.”
Jacqueline looked up from her overnight bag. She ran her fingers along the edge and said, “I recall quite clearly mentioning it on several occasions. Now was the time to trade the talk for concrete, positive action.”
Richardson let his arms fall to his sides and let off a sardonic chuckle. “Positive, right. This has nothing to do with Phillip being there now, I trust. All a big coincidence.”
“What, exactly, are you insinuating?”
“Nothing,” Richardson said with a heavy sigh. “I’m probably overreacting.”
Jacqueline walked over to her husband and put her arms around his waist. His body stiffened, and she felt a wave of sadness wash over her at his response to her embrace. She pressed her cheek against his chest and recalled the day they met. It seemed like eons ago. Now they had two children and successful careers. Richardson had recently been promoted as a result a recent merger with Mercurio-Atlan, headed by Phillip Mercer, her former business associate. She assumed Richardson was thriving in his new role, taking on new challenges and adapting his skill set accordingly.
Richardson softened and wrapped his arms around her. He patted her head tenderly and took a deep breath. She heard him say something out loud, but her ears were blocked by his chest and left arm. She pulled away slightly and looked up at his clean-shaven chin. “I’m sorry, I missed that.”
“Phillip called me into his office before he left for Chicago.”
Jacqueline tipped her head. “Oh? That’s positive, isn’t it?”
“Not really, no. It… didn’t go well.”
Jacqueline pulled away from his embrace and looked into Richardson’s eyes. He blinked and turned his gaze downward. Jacqueline felt a pang of fear. Being on Phillip’s radar normally meant favorable attention. Meatier projects. Lucrative opportunities for further advancement and bonuses. She had a flash thought he had been terminated, but she couldn’t believe he would have remained mum about it until now. She chose her words carefully to draw him out before jumping to any more conclusions without solid evidence.
“How so? My understanding has been Phillip has been quite pleased with Project Indigo.”
“Yeah, he was. Is. He, uh, reassigned it to Washington.”
Jacqueline reeled. Project Indigo was Richardson’s chance to prove himself in his new role and demonstrate his capabilities. “On what grounds?”
“Grounds?” Richardson shook his head and chuckled bitterly. “On the grounds that Phillip owns the place and can do whatever he damn well pleases.” He glared at Jacqueline. “Remind you of anybody?”
“Well, I… I suppose that is an accurate assessment,” Jacqueline sputtered. “But did he tell you why? Phillip isn’t prone to rash decisions, in my experience.”
“No, I’m well aware you know him more intimately than I do.”
Jacqueline raised her hand to slap him, outraged at the implication. Millie and Monroe, their fraternal twin children wandered into their bedroom and looked up at them. Jacqueline quickly lowered her arm and fought to compose herself. “Mommy and Daddy are having a discussion, children,” she said as sweetly as she could muster. “We will be with you shortly.”
“Monroe changed the Wi-fi password and won’t give it to me,” Millie said.
“No, I didn’t,” Monroe said. “She just can’t spell Xanthroampithicus.”
“That’s not even a word,” Millie whined. “Mommmm, make him change it back.”
Jacqueline smoothed her blouse and skirt and ushered the children from the room. “Monroe, enough of this foolishness. Change it back this instant.”
“The router won’t let me recycle passwords. I’ll have to make it something iterative. How about Xanthroampithicus001?”
Millie stamped her foot. “Mommmmm!”
Richardson stepped forward. “Monroe, change it back. You heard your mother.”
“Yes, sir,” Monroe moaned, and stomped sullenly out of the room, followed closely by Millie, who chided him for getting yelled at by their father.
Jacqueline closed the door behind them. Richardson walked stiffly to the bed and sat down beside Jacqueline’s overnight bag. He ran his fingers along the edge and huffed. 
Jacqueline rushed forward and pulled the bag aside. “Don’t touch that. You’ll make it dirty.”
“Fine. I’m sorry,” he said softly.
Jacqueline set about packing the rest of her things, checking off her packing list one item at a time. Richardson huffed louder, causing her to drop her list. “What is it, Richardson? I’ve got an early flight.”
“He called me Cornwallis.”
Jacqueline felt numb. She looked down at her husband, who in turn stared at his hands as they rested on his lap. She dropped to her knees and clutched his hands in hers. “Oh, honey, he didn’t. That was completely uncalled for.” Nobody called him by his real name, not even her, except when signing legal documents. For all intents and purposes, the C in C. Richardson Winstead was purely decorative.
“Well, he did, and the message was pretty clear. He made me surrender Project Indigo to Washington, then he told me he was re-assessing the org chart in the wake of the merger. He told me much depended on how Chicago went.”
Jacqueline struggled to speak. She said the first thing that came to her mind, despite how defensive it sounded. “Richardson, he was not referring to me. I swear I have no intention of seeing him in Chicago or anywhere else.”
“Maybe he’ll just bump into you in your hotel room.”
She squeezed his hands intently. “Richardson, look at me. Look.” He met her steely gaze. “Nothing is going to happen with him or anyone else. My trip is purely family-related. I will clean up the mess, then return home immediately. Nothing and nobody else is on my agenda.”
He sighed and nodded. “I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.”
“I gave you more than my word.” She raised her wedding ring and let the sparkle strike his eyes before continuing. “I made a vow.”
“So did Britney,” he said.
Jacqueline rose from the floor and patted his shoulder. “I’m quite certain I have no idea to whom you are referring.”
“No,” he said sadly, “you don’t.”



CHAPTER 24: BETRAYAL
 
Dawn began to break over western suburban Chicago, and James in his ethereal form had to part company with Agnes in her entirety: her physical form had fallen onto her left side on the bed, and her ethereal form laid on the floor beside James. A white glow surrounded them as inky black shapes continued to float around close to the floor languidly, and silently. Agnes looked upon her night visitor’s face and smiled as he put his hand to her cheek. “Agnes,” he said.
“Yes, James?”
“I have to return home. Can I come visit you again?”
Agnes smiled sweetly. “You may.”
James grinned widely, then paused, troubled. “Somebody sent me to you. I was having trouble figuring something out, and she gave me your name, and I found you lying in the bathtub. Two of these… things… came out of you and tried to get me.” He gestured to the black forms.
Agnes frowned, and the white light around her dimmed slightly. “What’s wrong? What couldn’t you figure out?”
James looked down. “My mentor… she wants me to turn a plain old stone into gold. She said that there were others that knew how, but she told me not to search for them. She said I had to figure it out for myself. I got upset with myself and tried to think of how to make gold, when one of my classmates said your name, and I was brought here, like this, and found you.”
The aura that surrounded Agnes dimmed again and began to change color. “Your mentor? What’s her name?”
James looked up, as if to search for the answer above them. “She doesn’t… have a name, I guess. I only know her as…”
Agnes backed away from him. “The Countess.”
James watched her float above the floor. “Yes, that’s her. Do you… know her?”
“Do you?” Her aura was a dark red now.
“Well, no, not really… I mean, Mister Steele has been really nice, and has taught me a lot, but she only came to the manor recently, and she seems to have a whole deeper layer of secret knowledge. Are you… one of the people she said could turn things into gold?” He looked up at her hopefully.
Agnes tried to float higher, but she couldn’t pass through the ceiling. She began to sink back to the floor, and the black shapes began to move around more energetically, like sharks detecting blood. Her aura turned a deeper red, bordering on black. “Oh Agnes, how could you be such a fool?” She fell into the swarm of black shapes, which enveloped her on contact.
James reached out for her and felt an intense burning sensation as he touched the black mass on the floor. He pulled his hand away, and saw a black aura begin to form around it. “Agnes, no, I’m not here to hurt you. I meant what I said before… I love you.”
Agnes did not make any sound through the black mass that smothered her, but James heard a familiar voice call to him from further away: Come home. He recognized Aubra’s near monotone and struggled with the decision to stay and attempt to break through Agnes’s dark covering or return to the manor and regroup. He stood up and looked upon the black blob in the center of the room. “I’m serious, Agnes, I love you, and I want you to be happy.” The dark aura around his hand turned light gray as the white aura that surrounded the rest of him burned a brighter white.
Come home now, James. Aubra’s voice was louder now, and more stern. James looked at the black blob once more, and then at Agnes’s trembling physical body on the bed. He rose from the floor and did his best to kiss her head before leaving. “I’m sorry.” James vanished, leaving Agnes alone in the dark.
The dark blob diminished and filled Agnes’s ethereal form. She appeared to be a shadow, but with defined facial features. Her ethereal form slipped silently back into her physical form, and Agnes shivered violently on the bed. Tears spilled down her cheeks and onto her comforter.
“Never come back,” she whispered into the darkness.



CHAPTER 25: THURSDAY
 
Gracie awoke in a strange bed, covered by a crocheted blanket, woven with thick strands of blue and violet yarn. She rubbed her eyes and looked around at the unfamiliar sights. The sparse decorating scheme from the living room continued into the bedroom, which ran completely counter to her expectations as set by Annabella’s hair salon. The realization that Trixie and Annabella were two distinctly different people struck her as she searched in vain for painted skulls or red velvet accents.
Annabella laid on her back, eyes closed, and smiling wide. Gracie rolled onto her right side and looked upon Annabella’s face. After months of fantasizing about the possibility of this moment, Gracie felt a blend of excitement and disappointment now that it had arrived. Gone was the haunted house and cadre of vampires that she assumed made up the bulk of Trixie’s entourage, replaced by a plain apartment with rustic and shabby furnishings.
Annabella wiggled her nose and fluttered her eyelids. Her left eye opened and rolled around, observing the ceiling. She sucked in a breath and turned to her left to meet Gracie’s gaze. “Hey, you.”
“Hey.”
Annabella stretched and yawned, then rolled onto her left side. “Well, that was not normally how I spend my Wednesday nights.”
“Yeah, me neither.”
Annabella reached out and ran her fingers through a crop of Gracie’s hair. “Honey, you desperately need this fixed. Let me take care of this.”
A scowl flashed across Gracie’s face. “Is that what you do, take care of things?” She was surprised at her reaction, but the dinner fiasco was still stinging her pride.
Annabella slid her finger down to Gracie’s lips, and pressed down in a shushing motion. “Just you, silly. Let me take care of you.”
Gracie took hold of her hand and kissed it before pulling it from her mouth. “You already do. I owe you so much as it is.”
Annabella shook her head slowly. “Sweetie, don’t keep score on me, okay? Dinner was marvelous. And last night,” she reached out her other hand to run her fingers through Gracie’s hair, “was incredible.”
Gracie’s eyes widened. “Seriously? I mean, you’ve got so much more experience, and I have no idea what I’m doing most of the time.”
Annabella pulled Gracie’s hand to her lips and kissed it. “You’re doing just fine.”
Gracie’s eyes began to well up with tears. After falling out with Aimee and losing any chance at reconciliation when she got a new boyfriend—the thought made Gracie’s stomach turn—she never expected to fall in with someone more, well, mature. She slid her free hand up from under the blanket and stroked Annabella’s cheek. To feel Annabella’s bare skin against her fingers was everything, in that moment. Gracie never imagined that this could happen, having a grown-up dinner date at a fancy restaurant with a beautiful woman, then spending the night at her place, and now, their futures slowly entwining. She wanted this, but doubted she deserved it.
Annabella brought her left hand down and brushed a tear from Gracie’s eye. “Sweetie, what?”
Gracie squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “I just don’t want to mess this up.”
Annabella bent forward and pressed her forehead against Gracie’s. “You won’t mess this up.”
“How do you know?”
“Because you care enough to worry about messing this up. But, sweetie, I’m serious, we’re going to have to work on that self-esteem.” She kissed her nose, then rolled onto her right side. Gracie heard clanking sounds as Annabella fumbled around for something on her nightstand. She rolled back over, and swiped her finger across her cell phone, bathing them in a blue glow. She raised her arm and tilted the phone. “Smile, hon.”
Gracie looked up into the phone screen and saw their faces stare back at her in a tightly cropped frame. Annabella pressed the photo shutter button twice in rapid succession, then she turned to face Gracie and asked for a kiss. Gracie happily obliged her, and Annabella pressed the shutter button four more times. She winked at Gracie, then looked up at her phone, swiping and tapping the screen, then tapping it one last time, triumphantly. Seconds later, Gracie’s phone buzzed.
“Is that you?”
“It’s us,” Annabella said. “Something to remember this by at work today.”
Gracie blinked. Work? At that moment, her alarm clock app jangled, ruining the mood and sending her scrambling to silence her phone. She tossed the phone aside and laid on her back. “Ugh, weekdays suck.”
Annabella smiled. “They’re not so bad sometimes.”
Gracie reached for her phone once more. “Crap, I have to figure out how to get to work from here.” She swiped and tapped her phone and searched for Modern Roofing Supply. After the top results loaded, she tapped an icon that said DIRECTIONS and mapped the route. An automated voice announced, “You are on the fastest route. You will arrive at your destination at 7:35 A.M.” Gracie groaned. “I start at 8.”
“So that gives you 25 minutes to get ready.”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“Are you ready?”
Gracie sighed. “No.”
Annabella tossed the blanket aside and pressed up against her, playfully. “Too bad.”



CHAPTER 26: BREAKFAST MEETING
 
James scrunched up his face and rubbed his eyes as he awoke in his room in Eddington Manor. He reached over for his glasses, and as he slid them up his nose, he saw Aubra standing beside the bed, arms folded tightly across her chest. James sat bolt upright. “Uh, personal space?”
Aubra scowled at him and spoke in a low monotone. “What were you doing?”
“Sleeping, obviously.”
“Don’t lie to me. It just wastes our time and makes me angry.”
James sighed. “I tried to help Agnes, but… well, I think I made things worse somehow.” Aubra squeezed her arms tighter around her chest and twisted from side to side. James hated it when she did that. He flopped back onto the mattress and pulled his bedding up to his chin. Aubra reached out and gave the blanket a sharp tug. James exhaled sharply and said to the ceiling, “Okay, what?”
“You need to learn to follow directions.” Aubra folded her arms again and continued twisting in place.
James propped himself up on his elbow. “What directions? You said, ‘Purity of something or other’ and walked out, if I remember correctly.”
“Purity of heart.”
“Right, ‘purity of heart’.” He pushed his glasses up his nose. “What’s that supposed to mean, anyway?”
“You were told to ask for guidance. Did you?”
“I… I thought I did. I can’t remember.” James shifted on the mattress. “What do you know about that, anyway? Saying ‘purity of heart’ doesn’t seem to be doing much for anybody.”
“You should have asked for guidance, instead of rushing in to save your girlfriend.” James picked up on the faint hint of jealousy, which was strange coming from a girl half his age.
“She’s not my girlfriend,” he said, looking down.
“You told her you loved her. She’s your girlfriend.”
“Uh, well… I don’t think it’s as simple as all of that. Besides, what are you doing in my room, anyway? Shouldn’t you be getting ready for breakfast?”
“It is as simple as that,” Aubra snapped. “I said we were friends, and we became friends, didn’t we?”
James sighed. “Yes.”
“I wanted to ask if you’d sit with me at breakfast.”
“We always sit together at breakfast.”
Aubra stood still and tapped the floor with the tip of her slipper. “I meant as friends.”
James scratched his head. “How is that any different?”
“It means we’d be sitting together because we want to, not just because we happened to get seats near each other,” Aubra said.
“Huh. Well, yeah… sure, I don’t see why not.”
“You need to get better at being friends.” Aubra turned on her tip-toe and marched stiffly out of his room. 
James fell back onto his pillow and pressed the heels of his palms to his forehead. “Can I do anything right today?”
A short time later, he found Aubra at the end of the main dining table. She patted the empty chair beside her, and James nodded. He set a plate of food down and took his seat. He readied a knife and fork and paused as he caught a glimpse of Aubra’s place setting. In sharp contrast to his crowded plate, hers featured a plain bowl of oatmeal.
“Is that going to be enough? Lunch won’t be for another six hours.”
Aubra poked her spoon into the bowl impassively. “It’s more than lots of people get all day.”
James frowned over his bounty. By comparison, his breakfast did seem gluttonous, but then again, by her logic, so was hers. He shrugged, stabbed a sausage link, and began to slice it in half.
Aubra lowered her spoon after taking a modest bite of oatmeal and leaned toward James. “Agnes used to eat this every day. Except she ate yogurt too. I don’t like yogurt.”
James pushed his glasses up his nose. “That’s… fascinating, I guess.”
Aubra jutted her chin toward a teapot at the center of the table. “She drank tea, also. I like some kinds of tea. Not that tea.”
James nodded. “I, uh, I’m fine with orange juice.”
“Agnes doesn’t drink orange juice.”
James tried to set his silverware down gently, but he released his grip too soon, and they clattered noisily on his plate, catching the notice of the far end of the table. He waved it off and made an apologetic gesture, then leaned in to speak to Aubra in hushed, annoyed tones. “I don’t care what Agnes eats for breakfast.”
Aubra glared at him. “You love her, you said. People who love other people should know everything about them. I’m being informative.”
James winced. “Look, I don’t know why I said that, but Agnes… doesn’t want to see me anymore, okay? The less I know about her, the better, I figure. Besides, I’ve got other things to worry about.” He stabbed a sausage link and popped it in his mouth.
Aubra stuck her spoon in her oatmeal, and pulled it out, making lumpy mounds as the oatmeal slid off her spoon. She repeated the process a few times before James interrupted. 
“Stop playing with your food. Like you said, lots of people don’t have any.”
“Why doesn’t she want to see you anymore?”
James sighed and picked at his plate. “I… don’t know.”
“Was it something you said to her?
“Yeah… I think so, but I don’t get why she was so upset. I just told her I was here at the manor, and I’m studying with the countess, and then she got really angry and she withdrew into those… shapes. I wish I knew what they were, and how I could get rid of them.”
Aubra set her spoon down and stared at James for a long time before speaking again.
“What countess?”



CHAPTER 27: FALLEN
 
Agnes awoke on her bedroom floor. She swept her scraggly hair from her eyes and looked around at her sparse room from a different vantage point. Everything looked—and felt—wrong. The furniture seemed to oppose her. Her writing desk and chair stood silently like an unanswered accusation. The carpet had pressed into her cheek overnight. Agnes felt a rash setting in as a result. Her skin was hot to the touch and the impressions left by the carpet fibers made her feel acne scarred and ugly.
A tear rolled down her nose at the thought. Ugly. Scarred. She hadn’t cared about her physical appearance previously. She was above vanity and carnal desires. Was she? Or was she alone and unwanted? Agnes pulled her knees up into a fetal position as she wrestled with these thoughts. No, she was loved. She remembered someone telling her. Someone she didn’t know. He wouldn’t have said it if he hadn’t meant it… would he? But if she didn’t know him, how could he know her?
It was a lie. Ugly. Scarred. Unloved because she was unlovable. Hot tears streamed down her face as she felt the shameful truth of her thoughts press down upon her. Shameful. Her sisters were more successful. More popular. Jacqueline was a successful businesswoman and did magazine interviews. Gracie was a hotshot in a fancy office with a big desk. Her unique marketable skills landed her the job over a raft of qualified applicants, who were all prettier, smarter, or more ambitious than Agnes. Not or… and. Agnes was nothing. She had nothing to offer.
Agnes pulled into a tighter ball and squeezed her eyes closed. Her wallow in a mud pit of self-pity morphed into anger. No, she was betrayed. Betrayed by him. The boy, the child who said he loved her. Lies, all of it. He was sent by her enemies to lie. To tempt her into accepting this paltry bribe, and for what? Control. Power. To laugh at her. Silly, stupid Agnes, believing such lies. She’d fallen for them before, so why not pile on more? The manor had found a fresh recruit. The boy probably thought Bess was his best friend. He believed Henry Steele and the Countess were actually teaching him something. Gullible fool. 
No, Agnes thought sadly, she was the gullible fool. She had fallen for the ruse first. She had put in more dues and fallen from a higher pedestal when her idols were laid bare as charlatans. The boy would learn someday. Or, he would be just like them. Maybe he already was. He wasn’t tricked into visiting Agnes and applying a thick layer of sweet talk upon her in hopes of tempting her back to the fold. Back to the manor, that den of deceit.
Agnes rubbed her nose and wiped the slick tears away. She felt her nose, paying close attention to the pattern she traced out with her fingertips. Not a pretty nose. It was ugly. Hooked, crooked, bulbous, disgusting. Who could bear to look at such a nose? She should have worn her hair down more often, as a kindness to unsuspecting onlookers. Agnes ran her fingertip up and down the bridge of her nose. Tears slid past as she continued her examination. She hadn’t thought about her nose before. Now it was prominent and obscene. Who could love anybody with a nose like hers? Surgery might have helped, but only slightly. 
Agnes traced the ridge of her brow. She was a Neanderthal. Her hand pressed against her forehead. She slid it upward in search of her hairline. All she felt was clammy skin. Her forehead was at least a foot tall, maybe more. She found her brow line again and re-checked. Her sweaty, stringy hair proved she wasn’t bald. What then? Agnes felt like Benjamin Franklin. She wanted to fish some stray bills from her knit bag and compare. She looked up at the knit bag. The bag was stupid. Why didn’t she carry a leather purse? Something expensive and stylish. Something like Jacqueline would use.
Oh, because she was successful, and Agnes was a failure, that’s why. 
Agnes returned to her fetal position. Where was her brother? He was far away, she thought. He was always busy with work and traveling to important conferences. She recalled seeing him recently, but she only saw flashes of him leading his teammates in a cheer as they kicked off a new initiative. That was Marc, always out in front, taking charge, commanding the troops. Not like shy, reclusive Agnes. Well, that was the cover story. The fact was, she didn’t have anything interesting to say. Gracie coached her to leave them guessing. Best not to be known as a dullard. Not like Marc, the life of the party.
Dubai. Agnes had a flash of that, and she shook her head. Yes, that was the sort of place Marc would take vacations. He’d fly first class and stay at the finest resorts. She stayed home and ate plain yogurt to keep from being a bother.
Worthless. Useless. Ugly. Scarred. 
Agnes reached up and pulled her comforter down on top of her. She buried herself underneath it; not for comfort or warmth. She wanted to feel closer to the grave, where she belonged. To stop being a bother, and a waste. The world would be better off without her, she thought.
Agnes sniffled and knew it already was.



CHAPTER 28: OFFICE ROMANCE
 
Gracie sat down to a fresh stack of purchase orders. The commute from Annabella’s apartment was different, but it felt right, to her. Maybe they would move in together. Gracie hated leaving Agnes in the lurch without someone to help pay the rent and utilities, but she was an adult now. They both were, and Gracie couldn’t help it if things moved fast with her new girlfriend.
She snuck a peek at her phone and brought up the photo Annabella had taken of them in her bed. How unreal it seemed, and yet, it happened. No nightmares of being cast out. No face to face rejections. They’d had an amazing evening together, followed closely by an amazing morning. Gracie felt self-conscious as she wondered if her sponge bath was enough to mask the scent of who she’d been with, and what they’d been doing together.
Cathy walked behind her, and Gracie scrambled to swipe her thumb quickly to find another photo. She fumbled her phone and dropped it under her desk, screen-down.
Cathy flopped down at her desk. “So, hot date, huh? Was it exciting?” Her eyes sparkled in anticipation of the details.
Gracie pulled the phone closer with the side of her foot. “Yeah, it was good. We had a good time.”
Cathy leaned forward. “Yeah? You went out to dinner, right? How was it? Where at?”
“Oh, no place you’ve heard of. Total hole on the wall in… Evansburg, I think.”
Cathy looked puzzled. “Evanston, maybe? Was it over by Dempster?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I wasn’t driving,” Gracie lied.
“Oh. Yeah, they got all kinds of stuff over that way. I haven’t been there in a while. I used to go to place called Carol’s, but they closed down. The owner moved to Florida, the lucky bitch, leaving the rest of us up here to freeze our butts off.” She coughed out a laugh. “Can’t say I blame her.”
Gracie struggled to scoop her phone off the floor. Her fingertips flicked against the edge, flipping it over and illuminating the screen. If Cathy leaned forward just so, she’d see the photo Annabella sent Gracie of the two of them kissing. A jolt of panic shot through her as the phone betrayed the truth about her dream date. She scrunched up her nose as she strained to pick up the phone. Wait, she thought, what was there for her to be ashamed about? Yes, she was a lesbian. Woo. Big deal. She couldn’t imagine she and Annabella were the only two in Chicago, so who cared? And why wasn’t it okay to be honest about who you were dating? She palmed her phone and pressed the power button once to blacken the screen.
Gracie sat upright and ran her fingers through her hair. “Yeah, totally, Florida, that’s hot.”
Cathy nodded and frowned. “Well. Anyway, glad you had fun.”
Gracie slipped her phone into her desk drawer furtively. She sighed and smiled. “Yeah, me too.”
To Gracie’s relief, and at times, dismay, Annabella didn’t assault her phone like she had during the run-up to their first date. She snuck peeks at her phone every so often and other than a few emoji swaps, they didn’t say much. Gracie tried to stay focused on purchase orders, but the silence was getting to her. She took a bathroom break around mid-morning and sent Annabella a text.
 
10:30AM: I miss you. I wish we didn’t have to work today.
 
Gracie set the phone on the toilet paper holder and waited for a response. She couldn’t dawdle around in the bathroom for too long; it was a one-seater and other women would be rattling the door knob at any time. She hoped to get in a minute or two of unsupervised chat time.
She peeked at the time: 10:34. She had to get back to work. She took one last look at the photo of Annabella kissing her. Even with the photo evidence, Gracie couldn’t believe she’d gotten so incredibly lucky. She not only found Annabella clear out of the blue due to Agnes and her weird teleporting or something, but to have gone on a date with her and oh, so much more… she still couldn’t wrap her head around it. She traced her finger along Annabella’s cheek and imagined the sensation of touching it for real that morning. The nearness of her, the taste of her lips, the sensation of running her fingers through her real hair and not a Bettie Page wig… it was all so—
A knock sounded at the door followed by the rattling of the door knob. “I’m not walking to the back of the warehouse again to pee. Time’s up.” Jaime’s voice cut through the door like a buzz saw.
Gracie’s daydream evaporated. She hurried to pull herself together and flush. She ran her hands under the sink and wiped them off with a wad of paper towel. She pulled the door open and Jaime gestured for Gracie to get out of the bathroom.
“You better have courtesy flushed, for as long as you were in here,” she huffed.
The door slammed before Gracie could answer. She hurried back to her desk and plucked another purchase order from her inbox. Cathy was engrossed in a call and gave her a look that conveyed her annoyance at being roped into covering the phones without fair warning. Gracie pushed down the guilt and entered the information from the top third of the form. 
“Okay, I’ll have him call you when he gets in. Is this your cell?” Cathy scribbled a note on a pink message pad.
Cell. Gracie patted her pockets. She had remembered to grab her phone before she left the bathroom? Panic struck again as the phone didn’t reveal itself. She slid her desk drawer open and peered inside. Nothing. Gracie rooted around in there in case something was covering it. No luck. She looked around her desktop in case she had tossed it aside when she sat down. Nothing there either. She looked at the area around her chair in case she dropped it. The search came up empty. Gracie sat upright to find Jaime standing beside her desk, arm outstretched, handing over her phone.
“Oh, there it is. Did I leave it in the—”
Jaime dropped it onto Gracie’s palm and rolled her eyes. She turned on her heel without saying a word and returned to her corner of the office.
Gracie slumped in her seat and checked her screen. There was the kissing photo. She felt her cheeks redden as she stowed her phone in her desk drawer and slammed it shut.



CHAPTER 29: GUIDANCE
 
James spread his prayer mat on the floor of a stuffy classroom. He felt badly about having to cut breakfast short, but he did have classes to attend. He assumed Aubra did as well. She asked about the countess. James assumed Aubra had met her. He assumed everybody knew everybody else at the manor. It was a small enough place in terms of brick-and-mortar construction to support that assumption. The grounds were spacious, featuring a placid pond punctuated by trees, attracting birds of all sorts. James enjoyed walking around the pond and admiring the beauty of creation until it was time for class—probably another lecture about physical reality being an illusion, like heat haze, for example.
He prepared himself for another such lecture. A tired-eyed woman in her late 40s with brown, straight hair and loose-fitting clothing sat cross-legged at the front of the classroom. James and three other students arranged their prayer mats and sat cross-legged facing her. She nodded and smiled to her students. “Shanti, shanti, my friends.”
James thought the greeting was a bit awkward. If an Indian woman had given it, he would have accepted it uncritically. Something seemed… off hearing it from a middle-aged white woman who seemed to have never left the country, let alone the building.
Nevertheless, he returned the greeting with his fellow students. “Shanti, master teacher.”
“Let us begin by meditating on the interconnectedness of all things,” she said.
The instructor closed her eyes and turned her palms upward. She pinched her thumb and middle finger together on each hand and took deep, slow breaths. James set his glasses aside and mimicked her actions. That is, he went through the physical motions of appearing to meditate as instructed, but internally, he was following a divergent path.
Guidance, James thought to himself. Aubra told me to ask for guidance. Tell me how to help Agnes, he implored. Show me what I did wrong, and what I can do better next time.
Black smoke encircled him. He felt a tug of concern. Was he being rude? Did the others know his head wasn’t in the game, so to speak? James didn’t hear any objections from anyone nearby. He allowed the smoke to transport him away and provide the answers he sought.
To his surprise, rather than seeing Agnes, the countess, or anyone familiar to him, the smoke thinned and revealed a massive stone wall. Guards dressed in resplendent bronze armor with red capes and tall spears watched over a walled city in the desert. James looked up at the guards, who took no notice of his arrival. He glanced down at his nakedness and shrugged. If they couldn’t see him, he was fine going commando. He was more interested in where his journey had taken him.
James passed through the wall and into the confines of the ancient city. Slaves toiled in the desert sun repairing damage to one of the interior buildings under the watchful eye of an overseer. Unlike the stories James had heard about American slavery, the overseer didn’t whip the slaves. He did, however, quietly recommend various punishments for infractions, such as reductions in daily rations. The other slaves worked harder in response and had a self-reinforcing system for keeping each other in line. James was outraged and impressed at the sight of the operation.
A man dressed in regal attire walked through him, flanked by two men dressed in fine clothing, yet not as majestic as his. James knew at the sight of him he was a king, in the way things are known in a dream. The king spoke.
“A great army! For what purpose? What are their demands?”
The man to his right smiled nervously. “Ah, but my king, they have no demands.”
The king cocked his head. “What madness is this? For what purpose is an army raised during peaceful times, if not coercion?”
The man to his left gave a submissive nod. “My king, I pray you do not strike me for this utterance, but I must tell you this army has no demands, but dreams.”
“Dreams? Explain them to me.”
“They are but the dreams of the beggar who spies fruit hanging from a high branch, my king. They are the dreams of the man who longs for a beautiful woman who stands beyond his reach, kept from him by an impassible barrier.”
“I do not understand,” the king replied. “What do they crave? Our food? Our women? The gates of Nineveh are open to all who lay in want, for I am generous.”
The man to his right nodded and pressed his palms together. He shook them in a beseeching gesture. “Yes, my king, your name is spoken throughout the land as just, wise, and generous. But… my king, if I may be so bold as to speak with candor, they dream not of your wealth or your people. They dream… of conquest.” He braced himself to receive an angry blow. He lowered his arm and was visibly relieved when the king instead stroked his own chin thoughtfully.
“Conquest. Mighty Nineveh is not so named merely by the height of its walls, or its hanging gardens I now tend as the royal gardener to the gods themselves. No, Nineveh boasts armies of its own. Fearsome, well-trained, and perhaps most importantly, loyal to the last. Who comes forth in hopes of conquest?”
The man to his left nodded and bowed. “It is the Babylonian army, my king.”
The king stopped and stared at the men incredulously. He read their faces. The men stiffened and put on a serious air, lest he receive the news in jest. Despite their efforts, the king erupted in a fit of laughter.
“The Babylonian army? They dream of conquest? Let them dream. They are as a scarab met by a stone. The scarab is impressive to behold, and as an insect, intimidating to the passive eye. But the scarab is crushed by the stone. Like the scarab, the Babylonians will make a satisfying and piteous sound when they are crushed. They are of no consequence.” He waved his hand dismissively and resumed his march toward his concubine den.
The advisers exchanged fearful glances. They walked quickly to catch up to their king. The one on the right made a pleading gesture. “Begging your pardon, my king, but they advance upon Nineveh as the sun shines.”
“They advance upon Nineveh? What inspires this lunacy?”
The man to his left swallowed hard before replying. “They sense… weakness, my king.”
The man reeled as the king angrily slapped his cheek. “Weakness! The Babylonians come to test me? Fine, let them come. I shall command my armies to rise to this challenge, and this scourge shall be as a small fig: amusing to behold, and quickly devoured.”
The men nodded in unison. “It shall be as you say, my king.”
Black smoke ringed James abruptly, and he returned to physical reality to find his classmates rolling up their prayer mats. The teacher shook his shoulder gently and smiled. “James, I’m impressed with your focus and concentration. But my 10:30 group is here, and I must ask you to leave.”
James felt around for his glasses and blinked as he slipped them on. He had asked for guidance. What on earth had he received instead?



CHAPTER 30: AIRBORNE
 
Jacqueline slipped her boarding pass into her shoulder bag and proceeded to the security checkpoint. Airport security was a nuisance, she thought, but a necessary one. She had dressed with clearing the checkpoint quickly in mind. Jacqueline kicked off her shoes and dropped them in a large gray plastic bin, followed by her shoulder bag. Her laptop was placed carefully in the bottom of a second tray, then the laptop bag was pushed along by the gray bins. She raised her arms for a full body scan, then dropped her arms to her sides with a pleasant nod to the TSA agent, who waved her through with wiggling fingers and a vacant stare. 
After collecting up her belongings, Jacqueline glanced at her boarding pass. A11. She would have about an hour to wait for boarding to begin. She knew the drill. She smiled thinly at the sound of less seasoned travelers complaining about the wait, about security, about the costly wi-fi. Jacqueline signed in to her account and took care of a few things before her flight. Down time didn’t have to be unproductive time, she thought. She frowned disapprovingly at a business traveler who read an insipid paperback a few seats away. Tch. He probably doesn’t get why he lost the sale, she thought darkly. People like her were eating his lunch.
Jacqueline shrugged and answered a few emails, edited a spreadsheet, and firmed up the details for a staff briefing planned for the end of the month. The gate announcer snapped her out of her productive groove. “Ladies and Gentlemen, flight 1701 to Chicago will be boarding in five minutes. At that time, we will begin boarding our guests with special needs, followed by our Executive Seven Diamond members.”
Jacqueline smiled at her boarding pass. She looked around for any familiar faces. She thought she’d recognized someone from a leadership summit she’d attended a few years ago but couldn’t be sure. She could find out on the plane if they sat together, she thought.
After a few passengers entered the jetway on wheelchairs and ECVs, Jacqueline marched confidently forward to produce her boarding pass to the gate attendant. The bar code reader chirped, and the attendant waved her through. When she reached the end of the jetway behind an elderly man who was being helped off his ECV by two family members, she turned around to see who else was joining her in her elite traveling class. She frowned to find nobody behind her in line. Moments later, she was strapped in to her seat in the front row of First Class. Jacqueline studied a financial magazine as the common folk were herded into coach by cordial flight attendants. She looked up in time to see the woman she thought she had recognized from the leadership summit. A name popped into her head: Patricia. She inhaled to speak it, when the woman beat her to it. “Jacqueline Winstead? Wow, it’s been years.”
Jaqueline lowered her magazine and smiled genially. “Hello, Patricia.”
The woman made a confused face. “Oh, begging your pardon, I’m Marie Kliminger. With Golding Hampton? Well… was. Things got a little kludgy there in ’09.” She talked with her hands, which Jacqueline didn’t care for. She tried to remember that company. Didn’t they get bought out? Or was it the insider trading scandal? She wished her assistant Chelsea was nearby to provide the answer.
“Yes, well, we all must adapt to changing conditions. Hopefully you had a soft landing.”
Marie made another face. “I’m heading to my last appeal hearing. If the judge dismisses my harassment suit, I’m going to be ruined.”
Jacqueline was taken aback. She tried to recover gracefully, insofar as that was possible, but the line pressed forward and swept Marie along like a riptide. The sound of bags being stuffed into overhead bins and various apologies as people took their seats filled the air behind her.
After the safety briefing, the plane took off. Jacqueline looked over at the empty seat beside her, then turned pensively to the window. The eastern seaboard shone with a golden pallor in the morning sun. She smiled at the sight of the various landmarks she could pick out. She slid the window cover down and nestled into her seat. Chicago was two hours away, and soon after, perhaps, a few answers.



CHAPTER 31: COLLECTED
 
Marc had arisen early to start another long day supervising wall construction. Inanna pouted as he got dressed. She didn’t understand his new responsibilities. She had been too idle in her old—very old—life in Nineveh, he suspected. She didn’t talk much about those times, focusing instead on the modern day. She asked lots of questions about a wide variety of topics. What land was this? Why was it called Chicago? How did the cars move without an animal to pull them? What was snow? Why did it fall in Chicago but not Nineveh?
Marc felt like the parent of a young child. So many questions, never enough answers. To answer one question was to slice the head off a hydra: two more questions took its place. He did his best to help her learn, but some days were harder than others. He didn’t have the benefit of another parent to route her to for a break. Tobias would seem to be that outlet, but he was learning as well. 
He smiled as he knotted the rope that served as a belt. Inanna had her ways of making the little annoyances vanish, along with any other thought that didn’t concern a night of wild sex. She was insatiable, and incredibly creative. Marc thought he could write a letter to skin magazines that would take paint off their tires. Inanna was his, and his alone. The memoirs could wait. He was enjoying making the memories, nightly.
He wondered for a moment why there was never any let-up. He’d had girlfriends before, even ones he slept with. Sooner or later, they’d all euphemistically close for maintenance. Things would cool down for a week or so, then get back to normal, depending on the girlfriend. With some, the break in the physical relationship revealed insurmountable shortcomings in the rest of it. Not so with Inanna. She had no off switch. That wasn’t normal. Maybe women were built differently back then? He wished he could look it up, but electronic devices had no place in the kingdom of Tobias.
Marc saw the looks on the faces of the other guys. He saw a blend of awe and terror. As construction progressed, there was churn in the ranks, so Marc didn’t always see the same faces in the crowd. He knew some of the men lusted after Inanna. Some of the women, too, which excited him. Inanna seemed to pick up on this as well. She surprised him one night with two women hand-picked by her to spend the night in their bed. He’d fantasized about having two women at once but never closed the sale, not even in college during a particularly promising party. Three women, including Inanna was enough sexual stimulation to destroy a planet. He could barely walk upright for two days afterward.
Men, however, were not invited. Marc wasn’t interested in having any men join them, and Inanna, while seeming to bask in the attention, especially when she roamed the halls of the fledgling kingdom in the nude, never suggested any. She was committed solely to Marc’s pleasure. If he wanted men in his bed, he’d have as many as he pleased, he was certain.
Despite her charms, Inanna was prone to bouts of jealousy and impetuous tantrums. Today, she begged Marc to stay in bed with her, and when he refused per his commitment to Tobias and the deadline he was under to complete the west wall, she tossed off a barb about how he preferred to play at building like a child.
“Maybe real man come to bed with Inanna,” she hissed.
“It’s not like that,” Marc said. “I have to work. It’s important.”
Inanna crossed her arms over her bare breasts. “Inanna is not important. Marc runs off and plays.”
Marc sighed and tried to contain his exasperation. “No, Inanna, I would stay here forever if I could. Right here, by your side. But I must honor my commitments. The work makes our time alone together possible.”
Inanna turned her head. “You say Inanna make all things possible.”
“Yes, yes I did. And I meant it. Mean it! Don’t be like that, Inanna, you know I love you. I’ll do anything for you. I traveled through time to save you. And you saved me.” He put his hand to her cheek. “You’ve given me all I ever dreamt of and so much more. But I also swore to help Tobias, and I’m honoring that commitment. Please, Inanna, you have to understand.”
She looked up with wide eyes that pulled him in like… well, he didn’t have the words to express that thought. He looked in her eyes and saw life itself. Lush, green, vibrant, the source of all things. He wanted to be sucked into that dimension and live out his days in paradise, naked beside his smoldering beauty who now bent forward to kiss him. Her hand slipped down to his shoulder, then his waist, then his rope belt, and—
Marc leapt from the bed and re-tied his belt. “No, Inanna, I’m sorry, I have to get back to the wall.” He didn’t wait around to receive the brunt of her displeasure. Fortunately for him, it was delivered in her native tongue which he knew very little about. Sittu meant “sleep”, that he knew. When she said it, he drifted off as if under a spell.
 
 
After Marc was away for a few minutes, Inanna composed herself and rose from their bed. She hissed and spat some more in case Marc wasn’t completely out of earshot, then she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She padded toward a wall of thick draperies and pulled a pair open, revealing a man named Gerald who came to her one evening while Marc was away, boasting of his prior conquests and the things he could do to her that Marc could only imagine. She stripped him bare and inspected his dark body, giving an impressed turn of the corners of her mouth at his pendulous member. She cupped it with one hand and cocked an inquisitive eyebrow at him.
“Does Inanna not please you?”
Gerald had smiled an easy, confident grin, responding with a faint nod. “Not my first rodeo, if you know what I’m saying. It’s obvious what impresses you. What’re you gonna show me?”
Today was the day to answer that question. She ran her hands over his hard, muscular chest. She kissed his breastbone and sucked in a breath. She looked up into his eyes, enjoying his lusty gaze. He had impeccable control. He would have her when he was ready, unlike excitable Marc and his easily manipulated passions.
This control pleased her. It meant she could hand him a spear and shield to hold. He accepted the props from her and scrunched up his face disapprovingly. “What, I’m supposed to be some Nubian warrior or something?” He watched her writhe before him and run her fingers up and down her sleek olive-skinned body. She ended her tease by letting her dark hair slide between her fingers, capping off the display with a coquettish pout.
“Because I’ll be whatever you want, baby.” He held the spear and shield in a dramatic pose.
“Yes, stand as the great warrior. Show Inanna your power.”
Gerald raised his chin and put on a noble air. Perhaps, in that moment, he was the Nubian warrior, returned from a great battle, and now first to receive the spoils of victory from a beguiling beauty, enslaved in the rout. Inanna put her finger in her mouth and sucked it suggestively, giving Gerald the necessary motivation to begin his nether display of his prowess. He would provide her with hours of entertainment, if she let him.
Her finger glowed bright orange as she removed it from her mouth. Gerald looked up and away, maintaining his pose, until the glow caught his eye. He inhaled to speak, and Inanna pressed her finger to the center of his chest where she had kissed him. He trembled but could not move. Inanna stepped backward as Gerald took his last breath as a mortal man.
Inanna pulled a series of curtains open. A golden man held a shield and dagger, also rendered in gold. Another caressed a golden woman. The center curtains revealed a blank space, followed by Gerald, and finally, Tex, who held a spear high over his head with both hands.
Inanna stepped back to admire the display she had created, piece by piece. The center place of honor would be filled by Marc.
When she tired of him.
She snapped the curtains shut and went off in search of breakfast. She didn’t bother covering up. Let them stare, she thought as she licked her teeth. They are but flies to Inanna.



CHAPTER 32: MEDITATION
 
James sat cross-legged on his prayer mat in a stuffy room, filled with decorative pillows and Persian rugs. His instructor was a thin man from Sri Lanka named Deva. He spoke softly to his students from a lotus position. James wasn’t quite able to get his ankles up over his thighs and hold the position comfortably. He hoped nobody would comment on his lesser cross-legged position.
“Now, we will meditate on the curvature of the Earth, and reach our consciousness outward to dance to the music of the spheres.” His accent was thick. James worked out his inflections and pieced the words together. He was beginning to understand that any meditation was good mediation in the eyes of the manor. Nobody was grading him on it, that was for sure.
Fortunately for James, the contents of his mind were not known to his fellow students or the instructor. A hodge-podge of thoughts swirled around in his head. How could he help Agnes? Where had Aubra come from? Why was she here? Why couldn’t he turn stone into gold? He focused his mind on that question. The countess told him it was possible. She said others had done it before. That line of inquiry led him to Agnes and a mess of trouble.
James felt uneasy. The countess had summoned him again after his previous class, and she would be expecting a successful demonstration this time. He had nothing to show for his study time but a replacement bed and a strange friendship with Aubra. Oh, and some woman named Agnes hated his guts. He wondered if he could convincingly call out sick instead.
James remembered his epiphany: the challenge to turn stone into gold was an unsolvable puzzle, and unanswerable riddle. It was a Zen koan unto itself, speaking to the quest for enlightenment rather than being intended as a display of metaphysical prowess. He would explain this, and the countess would be pleased.
Something nagged at him. She seemed sincerely disappointed in his inability to turn stone into gold. She started with a brick, and progressively shrank the target. No, this was no mere teaching tool. She wanted the gold, and if not from him, she would get it from someone who could succeed.
Aubra.
James felt queasy at the thought. She was gifted in ways he couldn’t fathom. She never explained herself, she just… knew things. He’d never seen her attend any classes, yet the staff spoke highly of her. She never meditated in his presence, but her consciousness seemed capable of running rings around the most enlightened mystic.
Would she turn stone to gold? She was stubborn. He thought back to his prior failure before the countess. Aubra came to him and spoke a single word: Agnes. What did Aubra know? Where did she learn it? He remembered hearing a name when he was incapacitated behind the manor: Ajax. Who was that? Maybe he was Aubra’s teacher. Maybe he would have answers.
He summoned him, reaching out in all directions. Ajax. Ajax?
I need you.
James.
James leaned forward intently. Contact! Yes? Yes, I am here. Where are you?
“James, I need you to concentrate on my instructions. We’re using our mantra now and you’re not contributing to the vibrations.” Deva tapped his shoulder gently. He said “contributing” like the word was a pair of sneakers in the dryer.
“Yes, yes of course. I’m sorry.”
Deva returned to his lotus pose. James hummed the mantra with his eyes closed. His inner eyes searched through time and space for Ajax. He did not reveal himself to James.
James, however, would reveal himself to be a failure once more to the countess in less than thirty minutes. He let out a frustrated sigh as he hummed.



CHAPTER 33: CATCH AND RELEASE
 
Gracie sat in her car and eagerly swiped and tapped at her phone. She couldn’t wait to read all the texts Annabella had sent her throughout the morning. After being found out by Jaime, Gracie kept the phone in her drawer and resisted the urge to so much as peek at it. Being inadvertently outed by one co-worker was bad enough. She wasn’t prepared to face Cathy’s judgment if she saw something private as well. If nothing else, Cathy would give her another stern reminder to keep her cell phone stowed away during business hours.
Now Gracie was literally in the driver’s seat. No prying eyes, no need to explain, just some personal time with Annabella. She tapped her messages icon to find… one message.
 
11:04 AM: :-*
 
Gracie scrolled up and down through Annabella’s texts in disbelief. One text in three hours, and it’s a kissing emoticon? No flippin’ way! Gracie had been thinking about her all morning. Where were the wild texts like she ones Annabella nearly melted her phone with yesterday? She put her hand to her forehead and sank into her seat.
This is awkward, she thought. Sending a text could come off as pushy and needy. Not sending one meant they didn’t have anything special after all. She thought about Trixie. She was going to be different than Lacey. Everything was going to be way better. No more sneaking around. No more stolen kisses and secret romps, risking discovery by either set of uptight parents. Trixie was going to take her to all the coolest clubs, introduce her to the coolest people, and Gracie would embrace vampire culture, which she thought was weird, but she was willing to accept it because Trixie liked it.
An epiphany struck her just then: she wasn’t dating Trixie. She was in a relationship with Annabella. Trixie sent smoking hot NSFW texts. Annabella sent kissy-face emotions.
Is this what I want? She slumped in her seat and ignored her growling stomach. Trixie was so cool, so sexy, so amazing. Annabella was… different. Good different, she thought. Or was she? Gracie felt a gnawing hole where the new relationship energy was supposed to be, driving them wild and inspiring them to have sex in public or go to a weeknight rave.
Gracie took a deep breath and tapped out a text, then deleted it. She felt butterflies collect in her otherwise empty stomach as she tapped a single word on her screen: CALL.
Gracie took a hard swallow and pressed the phone to her ear. Come on, pick up, she thought. Wait, don’t pick up, this is stupid. Maybe she’s in the back of the salon. Maybe her hands are wet. Maybe she’s talking about me. Maybe she isn’t. Oh God, Grace, hang up! She pulled the phone away from her ear in time to hear a click.
“Hey you,” Annabella cooed.
Gracie’s thumb hovered over the END CALL button. She wiped a tear from her eye with her free hand.
“Gracie, are you there? Did I lose you?”
Gracie put the phone to her ear. “No,” she said quietly. “I’m still here.”
“What’s up? I only have a minute. Big wedding party has me booked up all day.” Her voice faded a bit as she told someone playfully to behave themselves. “I miss you. Last night was fun.”
Fun. The word hit her like a gut punch. She tried to keep herself from hanging up without saying goodbye. “Yeah, it was great. I just… wondered how things were.”
“Things are just peachy, sweetie.” Her voice faded again. “No, you are not spanking me with that again. Bad girl! Use this instead.” Her voice filled her ear again. “See you at the club tomorrow night?”
Gracie cocked her head. “What club?”
“I’ll text you later with the deets. Ciao, hon.”
Gracie wiped away another tear. “Goodbye, Trixie.”
The phone line went dead. Gracie dropped the phone in her lap and folded her arms across her steering wheel and let out a cathartic cry. Trixie was an illusion. So was Annabella. No, Annabella was worse: she was all too real.



CHAPTER 34: HIS ONLY JOB
 
James set a porcelain pitcher on a metal tray and shook his head as he pushed his glasses up his nose. They slid back down again when he dipped his chin forward.
The countess shook her head disapprovingly at the glistening pebble at the center of a white saucer. Water pooled against it and had splashed onto the burgundy tablecloth. “James, this is not the result I had anticipated. Especially after the… investment your parents made in your development. Is this any way to repay their confidence in you? Or us?”
James shrugged. “No, ma’am,” he said softly.
“I couldn’t have made this much easier for you. Any smaller, and you’d be working with a grain of sand. Hardly an effective demonstration of your talent. Why have you failed?”
James stared intently at his lap. “I guess… I don’t l know, I’m afraid I’ll mess up.” His voice was just above a whisper.
The countess waved her hand as if surrounded by a cloud of gnats. “Pish and tosh, James. You mustn’t fear failure. After all, you’ve succeeded at the one thing you feared! Another in a string of failures, James. I’m wondering if you’re as gifted as we were led to believe. Perhaps your place can be filled by someone more… reliable. I have a promising student arriving soon from Laos. Perhaps she will be a quicker study.”
James squeezed his eyes shut. His parents had moved mountains to send him away to Eddington Manor. The mountains they moved now took the form of a mountain of debt. Just the same, he said what he had been rehearsing all morning in his head. “It’s a puzzle with no solution. The lesson is to accept what you cannot change.” He looked up at the countess, who sat back in her chair as if he’d slapped her. Her cheeks burned a bright red. James wondered if he’d made the right decision.
“No solution! Cannot change! James, I’m very disappointed in you. You were not given personal tutoring, an immense value as my rates are quite high, only to fail disastrously and try to assuage me with such… piffle! I shall give you one last chance to redeem yourself.”
James nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
The countess pushed her seat back and stood. She swayed to a bookcase and searched the spines for something. James spied something glinting under the table. One of her bangles had slipped from her wrist when she stood. He covered it with his shoe and slid it along the floor. He kept it pinned underfoot as she returned to her seat clutching a dusty volume.
“Ah, this might be the missing ingredient. An Alchemist’s Mind. Fine text. A fair amount of it is a bit esoteric, but perhaps it will stimulate something inside of you and fill in the gaps in your understanding.”
James nodded and accepted the offering. He rested the book on his lap. “May I be excused?”
“In a moment, James. You have something that doesn’t belong to you.”
James felt a jolt of panic. He peeked at his shoe and made sure the bangle was hidden. He didn’t see any of it protruding. He swallowed hard and looked up at the countess. “Oh?”
“Yes, James. It’s not right to keep your gifts bottled up. The universe is generous. When it gives you something so precious, it’s your responsibility to share it with the less fortunate.”
James considered her words and nodded thoughtfully. He reached down to scratch his ankle. “Huh. I hadn’t thought of it that way. You know, I think things are going to be much better from now on.”
The countess beamed. “Well, I’ll be expecting a world of improvement next time. But mark my words, James, this is your last chance to deliver before I turn my attention elsewhere.”
James stood up and smiled. “I read you, loud and clear.” He held up the book sheepishly. “Well, I’ll read this too. Right away.”
“Very good, James. You may see yourself out.”
James nodded again and pushed in his chair. He hurried out of the room and proceeded directly to his dorm room. He closed the door behind him and pressed his back to it, exhaling sharply. He looked up to see Aubra sitting on the edge of his bed, eyeing him with a stern glare.
“Were you successful?”
James smiled and opened the book. The bangle gleamed. Aubra stepped forward and reached for the bangle. “I only touched a little part of it. I hope that didn’t ruin anything,” James said.
Aubra held her hand over the bangle, as if to judge the warmth of a stovetop. “This is more than adequate for our purposes.”
James frowned. “You could just say ‘good job,’ like normal people.”
“I told you. We aren’t normal people.”
“Yeah, well, but still.” James snapped the book shut. “So, what do we do now?”
Aubra slipped the bangle into a silk pouch and placed it carefully in her dress pocket. She gave James a faint smile.
“Meditate.”



CHAPTER 35: NESTING
 
Jacqueline opted to settle in to her hotel room before making the trek to Agnes and Lauren’s apartment. She assumed Agnes was probably out interviewing, and Lauren was presumably busy doing office work of some sort. Mother hadn’t said where she was working, and in fairness to Lauren’s employer, Jacqueline wasn’t comfortable with showing up unannounced and uninvited in a business setting. There would be enough complaining at the apartment.
Tough, she thought. Things were terribly wrong with their brother, and nobody seemed to be interested in or capable of resolving the issue. Her personal attorney gave his blessing for the visit on the conditions that she didn’t go anywhere near Marc’s former apartment or his former workplace. “Let me handle the legal mumbo-jumbo,” he said. “Remember, I’m your mediator. No need to get your pretty hands dirty.”
Jacqueline sat on the edge of her bed and inspected her manicure. She made a tch sound and reached for her phone. After swiping and tapping a bit, she raised the device to her mouth. “Make appointment at Executive Polish,” she said firmly. She tapped a red icon and set the phone aside.
Jacqueline looked across the room at the business center. A television was tuned to the hotel’s marketing channel, which touted the amenities and boasted its proximity to popular downtown attractions. Jacqueline hoped to take in a few sights while she was in town, but her goals were clear, and first. She approved of the room. Chelsea had done well on short notice. A pair of wine glasses hung on a panel above the mini-fridge with a wine bottle mounted directly above them. She stepped over to inspect the bottle. Chateau Bonne Chance.
Jacqueline spun the bottle in her hands and read the label. Fruit-forward, bold, confident wine with notes of cigar box and blackcurrant. She gave the label an impressed frown. She hadn’t kept up on the vintage charts and wine scores. She carried the bottle to her phone and did some checking. 91 points from The Educated Palate. She nodded her approval. “Perhaps later,” she said to herself as she slipped the bottle back into its holder.
She stood beside the desk and felt a fit of melancholy come on. She wasn’t looking forward to arguing with Lauren about her surprise visit and scraping for the slightest bit of assistance from her youngest sister. Agnes would be amenable to whatever Jacqueline suggested, but useless. Maybe she could fill in a gap here and there as Jacqueline pieced the timeline of events together that led Marc to turn up in Dubai, of all places. Dubai! Even she and Richardson hadn’t been there yet, and they had a meticulous itinerary planned for when they could arrange the particulars. Well, that wasn’t seeming promising these days.
Richardson was an intelligent man, and an effective manager, she thought, but whoof, was he obtuse. He never made the connection between Jacqueline’s insider knowledge of Mercurio-Atlan’s interest in Richardson’s company, and his good fortune of being promoted to Regional Vice President shortly after the acquisition papers were inked. His tone and body language suggested his distrust in her… and Philip. Richardson would break off sentences when Phillip’s name was to be uttered. He’d get other barbs in as well. One night he was admiring his physique in a full-length mirror and said aloud, “I don’t get it. His BMI has easily got to be double what I’m packing.” He patted his stomach and smoothed down a few flyaway hairs on his left temple.
Cheating. Jacqueline sat down hard on the edge of the bed and laughed bitterly. As if she had the time. Or the interest. If she was guilty of cheating of any sort, she thought, it was by not telling him about the acquisition and promotion in advance. She was certain he would have done something to mess it up, no matter how well-intentioned. If he tipped Phillip off in any way that he knew it was coming, Phillip would know his source, and their relationship would be irreparably damaged.
Richardson’s accusations stung, but they could be managed. Someday, when the time was right, she’d tell him what really had gone on between her and Phillip. It involved strategy meetings and quarterly forecasts, leveraged synergies and best practices across functional units. If he’d laid a finger on her, it was accidental contact in a crowded elevator, nothing more.
Jacqueline took a deep breath and palmed her phone. Evening was creeping closer. She’d have to arrange a car to take her to someplace called Elmhurst. Lauren and Agnes probably wouldn’t have any food in their apartment, or it would be a blend of junk food and bland fare like plain oatmeal. Jacqueline stuck out her tongue at the thought. She tapped a few buttons on her phone and raised it to her ear.
“Chelsea? Yes, I need a restaurant booking for tonight. Look for places near Elmhurst that have… intimate seating, an interesting menu, and,” she glanced over at the wine glasses, “wine. Chateau Bonne Chance would be a plus.” She smiled as her assistant accommodated her request. “Oh, that sounds lovely. And they take Business Black? Excellent. 7:30? Make it for… three. I think it will just be one, but I’ll try to be positive.”
She terminated the call and tossed the phone on the bed. Dinner was arranged. Now it was time to dress for success. Something that would show Lauren she wasn’t there to argue. She wanted results.



CHAPTER 36: TRIAD
 
“I don’t think we’re supposed to be in here,” James whispered.
Aubra was unfazed. “It’s a private mediation room. We are here to meditate.”
“Yeah, okay, I get that, but… I think we’re supposed to book the room in advance. What if someone else is using it?”
Aubra gave him a stern stare. “Nobody else is using it. I need your assistance.”
James shrugged and looked around the room. “Okay, point and shoot.” Aubra directed him in her businesslike monotone. James arranged pillows and rugs to her specifications but balked at lighting incense. “Seriously, we’re supposed to ask first.”
She stamped her foot impetuously. “We are not doing anything wrong, James. Do as I ask.”
“I never heard any asking,” James muttered. He struck a match and lit a brown incense stick, then blew it out as he had seen other people do in his class sessions. The smoke looped and coiled as it rose to his nostrils. The odor was strange, but pleasant. James stuck it into a wooden holder and proceeded to light two more sticks as directed.
Aubra placed two pillows across from each other, then dimmed the lights. She gestured for James to sit on one of the pillows. She plopped down on the other one and gazed into his eyes. James felt uncomfortable receiving the full brunt of Aubra’s glare and looked away. He played it off like he was inspecting the room.
“Focus on me, James,” Aubra said. She struck a glass bell with a glass rod and held it aloft until the high ting ceased to be audible to human ears. Aubra set the bell and rod down gently and reached across to James. She wiggled her fingers expectantly. “Hold my hands.”
James squirmed. Aubra said they were here to meditate, and he believed her, but he also knew perception was reality. The incense, the dimmed lights, the two of them holding hands, looking directly into each other’s eyes… well, that seemed like the kind of thing that could get him put on a list somewhere for a long time.
Aubra’s eyes narrowed and she pursed her lips. “Do as I ask.”
James swallowed hard and cleared his throat. “Um, uh, is there maybe another way we can do this, or a book we can read, maybe? Like in separate rooms, where nobody thinks anything uncool is going on? I mean, I’m not—”
Aubra reached forward and grabbed his hands. “Focus on me, James. Nothing bad will happen.”
James cocked his head. “Oh, really? How can you be so sure? It’s not you who’s gonna have to live miles away from everyone because a judge said—”
Aubra bared her teeth. “Purity of heart.” James stammered and struggled to speak. Aubra stared intently and did not break eye contact. “Focus. Purity of heart. Focus. Say the words and focus.”
“Purity of…” James thought of Agnes laying on her bedroom floor. He thought of Agnes laying half naked in the tub. He thought of Aubra being buck naked in her spirit form behind the manor. He thought of himself being buck naked beside her. Man, he mused, this was not going to end well. If he left now, he could be far enough away to deny ever being in the room with her. Her word against his.
A black man’s word against a little white girl’s. Never mind, he thought, just hope for the best. “Purity of heart.”
After they said the mantra together a few times, Aubra altered the script. “Purity of heart. Love, and only love guides us. Love is the way, love is the light. Love is the Alpha. Love is the Omega. Purity of heart. Love is our guide.”
James thought he should say, “Amen” but stuck to his line. “Purity of heart.”
“Purity of thought. Purity of thought.” She repeated the line a few more times until James picked up on his cue. He repeated the phrase as Aubra spoke different words. “Purity of thought. Our minds are open. Our eyes are clear. Love is the way of right action. Our thoughts will guide our actions. Our hearts will be pure. Purity of thought.”
“Purity of thought,” James affirmed.
“Purity of motive.” James felt his heart leap at these new words. Agnes hadn’t said them. The room felt thick with ancient sensations. Wisdom from far away. The residue of eons of past souls and the inklings of things to come. “Purity of motive,” Aubra said evenly as James picked up his cue immediately, repeating the line before Aubra continued her incantation. “Love is the way of right action. Our hearts are pure. Our thoughts are empty of judgment. Purity of motive. We seek the truth, and only the truth. Love, and only love guides us. All secrets are known. All that is hidden shall be revealed. We shall know the truth. We shall receive it with love. Love is the way. Reveal to us now, the truth we seek.”
James felt like he was hovering. The floor ceased to exist. Physical reality was mere illusion. He felt the eternal part of him. He felt Aubra’s eternal self radiating across from him in warm waves. Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive. He saw it written across the skies. He saw it in the face of the moon. He saw it in the trees, in a blade of grass, in a speck of dust.
Aubra let go of his hands. James heard rustling sounds, then something thin and cold tapped his fingers. He pinched down on it and felt a sharp burning sensation. He sucked in a breath sharply. Aubra’s voice was firm. “Do not let go. This is our key to understanding. Show us the wearer of this bracelet.”
Black smoke swirled around them. James kept his eyes closed, but he could see the streaks of smoke thicken around him and suddenly dissipate. A heavy-set woman in a black frock spoke to the countess.
“Gold, mama. She made gold right in front of us. Henry saw it too, if you don’t believe me.”



CHAPTER 37: DEBRIEF
 
The countess sat back in her seat, stunned. She rubbed her hands together nervously and leaned forward. She relaxed her tight accent when she spoke. “Bess, darling, I know you’d never fib to your mama. But I need to understand what you’re saying. You’re telling me Agnes made gold just… magically appear?” James was shocked at the change in her tone and demeanor. She was coarser now; nothing like the refined, worldly image she presented to everyone at the manor.
“No, it ain’t like that. She used a pitcher of water. I can’t figure how she done it, mama. She just said something first, then poured the water, then the eraser turned to gold, just like that. Like it was the most normal thing.”
The countess rubbed her temples, trying to comprehend what she was being told. James and Aubra watched the scene unfold like silent audience members at a play. They had no access to the innermost thoughts of Bess or the countess, but James felt he was seeing enough without the extra insight. He looked over at Aubra, who watched the scene wordlessly. She stared intently forward.
“Bess, I need you to tell mama what she said. Was it a spell? Was it something in another language?”
“No, mama, it wasn’t like that. She just said, ‘give me gold,’ or something like that. Honestly, me and Henry were so surprised at what we were seeing, I didn’t mem’rize what she said.”
“Well, you drove her home, didn’t you? Did you ask her how she did it? Did you find out if she’d teach you how?”
Bess lowered her head. “I brought it up, mama, but I’m ashamed to say, I… was jealous. I got mad at her and she said sorry. But she didn’t offer to teach me, now that I think back on it.”
The countess turned pink. “Oh, that evil bitch. After all we’ve done for her! I see how it is. It’s all take, take, take, and no give. Alright, if that’s how she wants to be, we can say ‘so long’. We don’t need her around here.”
Bess turned pale and dropped to one knee beside her mother. She pressed her hand between both of her mother’s. Tears welled up in Bess’s dark eyes. “Oh, no, mama, don’t do nothing rash. Maybe there’s a better way to handle this. Maybe this is all a big misunderstanding.”
The countess raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Oh, I understand just fine. She’s crapping gold while we struggle to make ends meet.”
“Why don’t you have her show you how she does it? She’s not like how you say, mama. She does everything Henry says. She’ll do as you say too. Just call her up and give her a second chance.”
The countess smiled down at Bess. She slipped her hand away from Bess’s grasp and patted her hair, regaining her composure. Her accent tightened up as she spoke. “Well, now there’s some thinking. Okay honey, we’ll try it your way. Maybe I’m being too quick to throw her out with the bathwater. I’ll call her in at once and ask for a demonstration of her… unusual talents.”
Bess brightened up, then shook her head. “No, mama, she don’t know you. She’s used to me and Henry. I’ll have Henry call her. She’ll say yes to whatever he says to do.”
The countess smiled. “No, Bess, let’s not, and say we did.”
Bess cocked her head. “Huh? It’s not a big deal. Henry won’t care.”
“I have a better idea. You’re the one who calls Agnes before you pick her up, right? Tell her Henry is sending a car to fetch her. Henry doesn’t need to know about this; not yet. I’ll get a personal demonstration, and I’ll get a feel for how cooperative Agnes is going to be.”
“She’ll do it, mama,” Bess said. “I’ll give her a little push, if she don’t think she can trust you. She’ll take my word for it that everything is a-okay.”
The countess tapped her finger to her lips pensively. “I like it. Most of it. But I want you to hang back. Leave her to me. If she doesn’t play along and give me an effective demonstration, you come in and give her that little bit of encouragement to put her over.”
“Sure mama, I can do that. I’ll tell her she can trust you.”
Her mother’s features hardened. “More talk isn’t what I had in mind. You’ll find a way to be more… persuasive.”
“Like what, mama, pull a knife on her or something?” Bess looked puzzled.
“I’m just making suggestions, darling. I leave it up to you how you want to persuade her to give me what I want.”
Black smoke swirled around James and Aubra. The pair found themselves back in their meditation chamber at the manor. James let go of the bangle. Aubra let it drop on the floor between them.
“Oh, Agnes, I had no idea,” James said. “I never would have… I’ve got to… I’m… I have no clue what to do next.”
Aubra held his hands. “What everybody keeps telling you to do. Ask for guidance.”



CHAPTER 38: THE UNINVITED
 
Jacqueline looked up at Agnes and Lauren’s two-story apartment building. She wrinkled her nose at the paltry shrubs that lined the front of the building to either side of the front entrance. She approached the front door and looked for a buzzer panel. Mother said Agnes had been job-hunting, but Jacqueline took a chance on her being home. Past experience suggested the odds were in her favor.
Jacqueline tugged at the door handle, expecting it to be locked. What sort of rental unit wouldn’t have at least rudimentary access control? Her residence featured a doorman and 24-hour security, but she and Richardson paid handsomely for them. This building appeared to be lacking in any sort of amenities. Jacqueline let out a scandalized gasp when the front door swung open.
She stepped gingerly up the stairs, not trusting them to remain intact as she advanced toward her siblings’ apartment. One of the stairs creaked and Jacqueline gripped the handrail nervously, only to have the railing creak and bend in response. She yelped and marched briskly up the stairs. Jacqueline found the correct apartment and put her ear to the door. She heard a television. Maybe Lauren was home, she thought. Or maybe both girls were out, and they were trying to fool potential burglars. Jacqueline let off a derisive snort. Anybody stealing from this place had to be truly desperate, she thought darkly.
She rapped at the door. It had a peephole installed. Jacqueline tried to peek into the bright spot of light in hopes of catching a glimpse of who would be answering her summons. The bright pinpoint dimmed as footsteps approached, then darkened completely. The occupant lingered at the door for a moment, then padded away.
Jacqueline relaxed her tight posture and said, “Hmph!” She rapped harder and shook her head before assuming her formal pose once more. The footsteps did not return. The bright pinpoint of light shined through the peephole unabated. She beat her fist against the door.
“Lauren, I would appreciate it if you would answer the door.”
Hesitant footsteps sounded beyond the scratched and well-worn door. The scrape of a chain lock sliding across the door greeted her ears next, and the door opened a crack, stopped short by a thin brass chain. Jacqueline stepped forward, expecting to be let in, only to be greeted by Agnes’s sallow cheek and sunken eye. “Morris residence.”
“Agnes, open the door. This is no way to greet me after I’ve come all this way.”
“You said you were here to see Lauren. There’s nobody by that name here. We don’t accept solicitation,” Agnes said simply, and closed the door. A deadbolt flicked shut and Agnes walked away.
Jacqueline was thunderstruck. Fine, so she didn’t refer to her youngest sister as “Gracie”. Did she ever? And since when was Agnes such a stickler for semantics? She fished her phone from her purse and dialed the number Mother had passed along. A phone rang deep within the apartment. Footsteps faded from the door, then the line clicked as Agnes answered.
“Morris residence.”
“Agnes, this isn’t funny. Let me in this instant!”
“May I ask who is calling?”
Jacqueline stamped her foot impatiently. “Agnes, I’m in no mood for—”
The line went dead. A door slammed from the rear of the apartment and Jacqueline squeezed her phone in disgust. She scrolled through her contact list and selected the entry marked MOTHER. The phone rang three times, then she answered just as Jacqueline was about to terminate the call.
“Jackie, I’m in the middle of something, here. Can I call you back later?”
Had the world gone completely insane? Jacqueline wanted results, and she would have them. “Mother, Agnes refuses to let me in to her apartment.”
There was a pause on the line. “Did you ask if you could come over?”
“What sort of question is that? I’m family, and I expect to be welcomed as such. Tell Agnes to open the door.”
“Oh, Jackie, I really don’t have time for this. You’re both adults now. Figure it out yourselves. Goodbye.”
The line went dead once more, and Jacqueline was left dumbfounded. She scrolled through her contact list again and hovered over an entry marked LAUREN – CELL. She took a deep breath and rolled her eyes. The phone rang once and went straight to voice mail. Typical passive-aggressive games, she thought. She tapped the entry again. Voice mail. Again. Voice mail.
Jacqueline took one last look at the door, then walked down the stairs. She sat on the third step from the bottom and shook her head. Jacqueline Morris-Winstead was a name that opened doors where she came from. She picked up her phone and stared at the blank screen. She would not be humiliated like this. Certainly not by Agnes, of all people.
She tapped a search phrase into her phone’s home screen: LOCKSMITHS NEAR ME.



CHAPTER 39: WALKOUT
 
The afternoon didn’t go well for Gracie. She didn’t want to talk to anybody, therefore the work phone was exceptionally active. She didn’t want to do anything, therefore Jaime loaded her up with purchase orders and rode her like Warren once did. After Gracie routed her sixth straight phone call to Purchasing, Jaime was beside her desk, riffling through the stack of orders.
“Have you done any of these?”
Gracie checked her outbox. She picked up a sheaf of papers and handed them to Jaime, who rolled her eyes at the offering. “You sure these are done? Nothing is stamped. And… hey! I gave you this one ten minutes ago. Why would this be done before all of these?”
Gracie felt her cheeks burn. I need this job, she reminded herself. I’m grateful for this job. I’m just having a bad day.
“Look, I’m doing the best I effing can, okay? How about some help?”
Jaime’s eyes widened, and she took a step back and crossed her arms. She was still holding the wad of purchase orders Gracie hadn’t entered. Her eyes narrowed, and her lips tightened. “Fine, I can do your job. Guess somebody lied when she said she could multi-task.”
Gracie lowered her head, ashamed of her outburst. “I’m sorry. I’m just… it’s personal stuff. I didn’t mean—”
Jaime had returned to her desk. Gracie looked over at Cathy who shook her head sternly. The phone rang on Gracie’s desk, making her jump. “Get that,” Cathy ordered.
“Modern Roofing Supply, Gracie speaking, how may I direct your call?”
“Gracie, it’s your mother. Stop whatever nonsense you’re doing to Jackie and let her in to your apartment. For heaven’s sakes, you’re grown adults.”
Gracie fumbled the phone and stammered. “Um, what? Jackie who? What about my apartment?”
“You know damn well Jackie who. I don’t want to hear another word of this. She’s gone a long way to see you. Be a good hostess and knock off… whatever you’re doing.”
Gracie sat upright. “I’m working, Mom. Fortune never said anything about—”
The phone line clicked and went dead. Gracie slammed the receiver down and rubbed her temples. She couldn’t deal with this. Any of this. She expected to have a normal day at work and ended up with a total disaster on her hands.
She looked over at Cathy, who was deep in a conversation about an unpaid invoice. Gracie weakly signaled for permission to interrupt, then thought better of it. She walked over to Jaime’s desk and found her entering purchase orders with ruthless efficiency. She looked up at Gracie and said simply, “What?”
“I… I don’t feel well. Can I take sick time?”
Jaime sat back in her chair. “Do you have any sick time?”
“I… don’t remember. Please, I really can’t do this.”
“So, you’re quitting?”
Gracie gulped. “N-no… no, not quitting. I just need to go home and lie down. I’m having a really crappy day.”
Jaime rolled her eyes. “What about the crappy day I’m having? Maybe I should go home and lie down too.” She leaned forward. “How about you, Cath? Nap sound good right about now?”
Gracie wilted. “Please, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t an emergency.”
Jaime folded her arms. “A nap emergency?” The phone rang. Jaime looked at it, then up at Gracie. When she didn’t budge, Jaime reached for the phone. “No, that’s okay, I’ve got this. Go home. It’s fine. Whatever.”
Gracie felt ill. “I’ll stay. I’m just… I’m sorry.” Jaime waved her off and shook her head as she answered the phone in an upbeat tone.
Gracie shut down her computer and fished her cell phone out of her desk drawer. She slinked out of the office and trudged to her car. Tears welled up in her eyes. Today was supposed to be a good day, she thought bitterly. How much worse could it get?



CHAPTER 40: THE GUIDE
 
James shifted uncomfortably on his pillow. “Guidance. I tried that. Some weird lady with cat’s eyes told me to ask for guidance too, when I thought she was supposed to give me guidance, being from the spirit world or something.”
Aubra was unamused. “Have you reached out to your spirit guide?”
James looked confused. “My spirit what? No. Why, what’s that going to accomplish? Why can’t I just get a straight answer once in a while?”
Aubra’s gaze hardened, which James didn’t think was possible. “You don’t know your spirit guide? How did you get here without one?”
“My parents paid a boatload of money to send me here,” he said stiffly.
“Mine didn’t,” Aubra said. “We can use this room a little while longer.” She reached for James’s hands, and he pulled away.
“Hey, uh, this was interesting and everything, but for real, we should probably split up and do something else.”
Aubra grasped his hands. “This is for your own good, James. You’re too worried about what other people think, instead of doing the work you’re supposed to be doing.”
James smirked. “You mean, meditating?”
Aubra’s gaze penetrated bone. “Yes.”
She commanded him to meditate, and after his initial resistance to being cooped up alone with Aubra and inviting trouble, he soon found himself on another spiritual plane. Aubra stood beside him wearing a robe and simple sandals. James looked down to find himself similarly dressed.
“Do you like it? I made it for you.” Aubra smiled faintly.
James was relieved to not be naked again, and especially relieved to see her wearing clothes in this strange and ethereal setting.
“Now what?”
“Now you ask for guidance.”
James looked around at the all but featureless plane upon which they stood. Though nothing was visible except for the most rudimentary details, everything felt strangely possible. He could construct entire cities with a thought. Flight required the mere intention. But that wasn’t his task here. Asking for guidance was, and he couldn’t imagine where it would come from. There was only Aubra and himself, standing on a bare floor.
“May I have guidance, please?” James put his hands together as if to pray and looked upward.
Aubra folded her arms and stamped her foot impatiently. “You should know better, James. You can’t get what you want if you don’t ask for it.”
“What? I asked for guidance. Where’s it at?”
“Purity of thought, James. If you want guidance, ask for it. Let your heart speak the words. Don’t let your brain ruin this for you.”
“I happen to like using my brain,” James said. Aubra stamped her foot again. James stepped backward in fear, then composed himself. “Okay, fine. You win. My name is James, and I’m here to ask for guidance.”
Aubra huffed. James could feel something resonant deep within himself. He knew what to say, but he’d been blocking the words. He stood silently for a few moments, then began to speak in a more reverent, respectful tone.
“I am here to speak to my spirit guide. I am ready to receive your wisdom. I am an empty vessel. Purity of heart. Purity of thought. Purity of motive. I am yours to teach.”
A giant doorway formed to his right. Aubra gasped, then resumed her stoic appearance. The door swung open, and a giant man dressed in fine robes stepped through the opening. “Hello, James. We meet at last.”
James looked up at the giant, unsure what to make of him. He flowed with the energies and knew the man’s name. “Chilvar,” he said.
“Yes, I was known by that name once. If it pleases you to call me by that name, I will not object. In turn, I shall call you Men Tet.”
James cocked his head. “That’s a weird name.”
“It is the name I knew you by when we were focused in physical reality together. That connection inspired you to choose me as your guide during this manifestation of your lower self.”
“I chose you? How? I had no idea you existed.”
Chilvar smiled. “Not for nothing do we call this your lower self. It’s not accurate, of course, but a useful abbreviation. Now: how may I be of service?”
“I need to save Agnes.”



CHAPTER 41: GOODBYE KISS
 
Syed Hassan bowed to Tobias and ascended the steps to his golden throne. Tobias nodded genially to the man and gestured for him to sit on a stool to his right. Syed sat down, frowning. Tobias stiffened his posture to appear kingly.
“What news do you bring me?”
Syed touched two fingers two his forehead and looked down. “By the gods, and by the will of Tobias, the west wall is nearly complete.”
Tobias nodded. “Marc serves me well. I am pleased.”
“Yes… he has worked tirelessly to bring forth your glorious kingdom. A more loyal servant you could not find,” Syed said, with a hint of envy.
“Yet you do not seem pleased at this. Speak. Tell me of your troubles.”
Syed bowed in servitude once more. “Your highness, I mean no offense when I say this, but I have examined the kingdom the people are building, and it does not appear to be… correct.”
Tobias cocked his head. “What do you mean? Do not the walls measure in length, width and stature as I have instructed? Are they not in the shape I wished them to form? I too have examined the progress of this kingdom and have found no fault in it.”
“By the gods, your highness, all appears to be as you say. And yet… forgive my asking this, your majesty, have you seen it from afar?”
Tobias snorted. “Afar? Is not my perch upon this throne not a lofty enough perch to oversee all I command?”
Syed looked out at the visible expanse of territory Tobias commanded. Much could be seen. Inanna’s bedroom could not. “I have been out beyond the walls of your kingdom, your highness, and something struck me as odd. The walls do not suggest a great kingdom lies within.”
“Pah. The armies of Nineveh shall not see our approach. This shall be a fine home while I prepare to lay siege upon hated Nineveh. If it appears plain to the common man, let it be so. It is of no consequence.”
“S-sire, forgive me for saying this, but I must speak truth to my king. Nineveh has fallen. There is no kingdom to conquer. It lies in ruins. No armies have occupied that land for centuries.”
Tobias sat back, stunned. This was not in accordance with Inanna’s assurances that Nineveh was ripe for slaughter, their armies lusty and waiting for battle with a worthy adversary. This was not the revenge he was promised. “What treachery is this?”
Syed slipped a cell phone from his suit coat. Tobias leaned forward. Syed held up the device. “Your highness, see as I produce the evidence. You will see Nineveh lies in ruin, never to rise again.” He swiped his finger across the screen and intently tapped buttons.
Tobias slapped the phone out of his hand. His eyes flashed with fury. “Lies! Betrayal! Inanna has shown me glorious Nineveh, filled with armies, laden with riches, and unaware of my plans. Am I to believe you over the word of my own blood? Go, and live your days in exile.” He thrust a finger toward the far end of the kingdom in progress.
Syed knelt and pleaded with Tobias. He pressed his palms together as he beseeched his king. “Please, your majesty, I have spoken only the truth. My family has been loyal to you for thousands of years, to the last of us. I swear to you I have not broken our holy oath to serve you faithfully and with honor. Please, your excellency, let me prove the truth of my words.”
Inanna stepped out from behind a red drape that hung behind the throne. She wore a green dress and chunky copper adornments.  Her eyes pierced Syed. He trembled at the sight of her. She flashed a wicked smile before crouching beside Tobias.
“Hush, traitor! Tobias does not hear your venomous words. Go, now, while he gives you life. Go.”
Syed shook his head and bared his teeth. Tears streamed down his cheeks. Fury burned in his eyes. “I know what you are. I know what this is. This is no kingdom. I will devote my life to ending you.”
Inanna showed a flash of fear, then her features hardened. “Does Tobias stand for such treachery? Does Tobias show this dog mercy? Make an example of him, brother. Show the world your justice comes swift and terrible!”
Tobias flinched. “No, exile is enough. There is no place for him here. He is cursed, now and forever. Go. Leave us at once.”
Syed staggered to his feet. He took heavy steps down the stairs that led to the throne. When he reached the bottom, Inanna ran her fingers through Tobias’s hair. “You are a wise and merciful king. May your kingdom stand as a testament to your kind heart. I will see him out. He will trouble you no more.”
Tobias nodded gravely. “As you wish, though my guards shall support you.”
Inanna smiled. “Thank you, my king. This insect shall never buzz in your ears again.” She walked quickly down the steps and two guards flanked her as she approached Syed, who stumbled toward the exit. She hooked arms with him and pressed her free hand to his bicep. “Your service will be missed.”
Syed scoffed. “Not by you. And my service compels me to tell the others the truth. They have a right to know what they’re really building, and who they truly serve.”
“The others need only to know Tobias is good and just. He gives them food, shelter, and work, as he promised. Your words are but poison to them.”
Syed tugged to free his arm from Inanna’s grip, but he couldn’t shake it loose. “I’ll go quietly, but I swear to the heavens, I shall always work to free Tobias from your clutches.”
Inanna looked over her shoulder at the guards. “Your work is done here. But let us not part as enemies. Let us part sweetly.”
Syed contorted his face. “We shall always be enemies. I will never side with you. Tobias does not know the truth about you. He believes you’re his sister. But I know better. I’m a learned man, Inanna, and I know what you are. Your legend has faded from the land. We both know why. I curse the day I brought you here. Death to Inanna, dark goddess of—”
Inanna pressed her lips to his. Syed’s eyes widened as he struggled to free himself from her iron grip. He let out a muffled scream before dissipating into a pile of ash.
The guards stepped back in horror. They looked at the sooty heap, then at her.
Inanna gazed at them intently. “Swear your loyalty to me, now. Your life for Inanna.”
The guards looked at each other and fingered their spears. “It is Tobias we serve.”
“Tobias will be saddened to hear of your treachery. He will know you ran off with the traitor when we reached the gate. He will curse your names and vow revenge upon you. Or,” she said, licking her teeth, “he will hear of your loyal service, and how you prevented the coward from slinking back in, begging for forgiveness. He will know the kingdom of Tobias is well-guarded and well-served.”
The guards looked at the ash pile once more and gulped. They knelt before Inanna and beat their fists to their hearts. “Our lives for Inanna,” they said.
Inanna smiled. “I command you to serve Tobias faithfully, as you have always done. But, not one word of what you have seen and heard shall leave your lips. Swear this to Inanna.”
“We swear. None shall know of this.”
“Return to the king. Tell him the traitor is gone, never to return. That shall be truth enough for his ears.”
The guards bowed and rose to their feet. They marched back to the throne room while Inanna watched. She walked leisurely toward the west wall and soon found Marc directing the placement of a large sandstone brick. She put her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek against his back.
“Inanna is lonely. She misses her Marc. Come to bedroom.”



CHAPTER 42: THE LESSON OF THE BLACK TOWER
 
Chilvar laughed. “Save Agnes? What do propose to save her from?”
James frowned. “She’s in danger. Those… things got her, and they’ve taken her powers away. I need to rescue her from those… black blobs.”
Aubra shook her head, embarrassed. Chilvar nodded to her, then knelt beside James. He patted James on the back as he spoke. “This child has experience with those black blobs, as you call them. You were afflicted by them before; how did she save you?”
“Um, I don’t know. They just sort of… went away on their own.”
Aubra crossed her arms and stamped her foot. “No, they did not.”
“Okay, how did you save me?”
“I didn’t,” she said.
James reeled. “Uh, come on, Aubra. You did something to make them better. I remember shaking hands with Mister Gene, and suddenly I felt fine. Did I pass them on to him? Are they like parasites, and need someone to feed on?”
Chilvar interrupted them. “Perhaps a demonstration will illustrate your predicament.” He pointed to a tower rising in the distance, encircled by dragons at the highest spire. The gates flew open. A fearsome army marched from the tower, heading directly for Aubra. Chilvar stood aside as three soldiers clad in dark, battle-worn armor draped a chain around Aubra’s neck and gave it a tug.
James was surprised to find he didn’t feel panic or fear, rather, he was annoyed. “She’s not anybody’s prisoner. She can lift that right off.” 
The enemy commander thrust a finger toward the imposing tower. “You are helpless. Off with you to the black tower.”
Aubra shook her head. “I prefer to stand here.” She lifted the chain from her neck and let it fall to the ground with a thud.
A solider picked up the loop of chain and placed it around James’s neck. “Then you must take her place. You are helpless to resist. You will spend eternity in the black tower.”
James lifted the chain from his neck and tossed it aside. “Not going to happen. And how exactly does your stupid loose chain make anybody helpless?”
Chilvar laughed. “Yet you believe you must save Agnes.”
“Well… yeah. She’s helpless against those… blobby things. I got them away from her for a little while. But they’re back inside of her now. She’s suffering, and I need to help her.”
“Your friend was taken prisoner before you, and you did nothing to save her,” Chilvar said. Aubra crossed her arms and glared at James.
“Yeah, well, I knew she wasn’t in any real danger. I knew she was smart enough to take that stupid chain off.”
“But you don’t think your friend Agnes is smart enough to do the same.” Chilvar clapped his hands. The army and the tower vanished.
Aubra corrected him. “Girlfriend.”
James huffed. “You weren’t there. You didn’t see the way she glowed white when those blobs came out of her, or how she turned blood red before they came rushing back into her.”
Chilvar smiled. “I am your spirit guide. I am always there.”
“Then… why didn’t you help me? Why didn’t you tell me what to do to save her?”
“You didn’t ask. I must say I was very impressed with how you intuitively did the right thing… at first.”
James reeled. “Huh? What did I do? I remember stroking her back, and I said I loved her, which was weird because I don’t even know her,” he shot an admonishing glance at Aubra, “and she said she liked that… then, she got angry with me and those blobs attacked her again.”
Aubra stamped her foot. “That isn’t everything that happened.”
“No,” James said quietly, “it isn’t. But I don’t understand why she’s angry with me. I only asked her an innocent question, and—” Aubra and Chilvar laughed. James felt rage stir within him at the sight of them. “It’s not funny!”
Chilvar knelt and patted James on the back again. “Purity of motive, Men Tet. You have heard the words, but you have not taken them into your heart. When you visited your friend, was it love that led you to her? Or simply desire?”
“Well, I mean, I don’t know if it was love at first sight,” he waved dismissively to Aubra, “but yeah, I did feel a love for her.”
“Be honest, Men Tet.”
“Well, I did want to know about the gold thing. When I asked about it she asked why I wanted to know, and things… didn’t go so well.”
“Do you love Agnes?”
“I, um, I mean, by that, if you’re asking if I have a love for her as my fellow human being—”
“Answer the question: do you love Agnes?”
“I… don’t know.”
Chilvar turned to Aubra. “Do you love Men Tet?”
Aubra tightened her arms across her chest. “Yes.”
James felt ill, even in his ethereal form. Aubra was just a kid. There were laws, and lists, and things were just plain going to end badly if he barked up that tree. He needed to shut this down.
Chilvar turned to James. “Do you love Aubra?”
“No. I… like her as a friend. Just friends, that’s it.” Aubra glowered at him as the words left his mouth.
“He thinks love is bad unless we’re grown-ups.”
Chilvar shook his head sadly. “Men Tet, you have much to consider. Meditate. Truly meditate on your motives. Then meditate on the nature of love. If you do not reach this understanding, you will never succeed in any of your ambitions.”
“That’s it? Nothing about the meaning of life, while I’m at it?”
“Have you meditated on the meaning of life?”
James looked down. “Not exactly, no.”
“Then by all means, do so. You must return to your studies. Heed my instructions, Men Tet. The answers will come only if you are at peace and open your heart to receive them unconditionally.”
Yes, sir.”
“Oh, and one more thing, Men Het. Aubra loves you. Accept her love as a blessing. Do not withhold blessings out of fear or spite.”
“But—”
“Unconditionally, Men Tet. Perhaps not now, but in time.”
Aubra grabbed James by the hand. “Come on. Let’s get back to the manor.” Before James could reply, he found himself back in the meditation room. He fumbled for his glasses and put them on in time to see Aubra stomp out of the room and slam the door behind her.



CHAPTER 43: INVASION
 
“There. That did the trick.” An elderly man dressed in a plaid shirt and jeans got to his feet and pushed the apartment door open. He frowned when a chain lock impeded the door’s progress. He turned to Jacqueline, looking puzzled. “I thought you said you locked yourself out.”
Jacqueline struggled to maintain her cool demeanor. “I did. Is there a problem?”
“What, did you climb out the window? You can’t set the chain lock from the outside,” he said.
“Can you open it?”
He ran his finger along the brass chain. “I’m afraid not. This one just screws into the wall. Sometimes they have a locking mechanism, so you can pop it open if, say, your child sets it on you and won’t let you in.”
Jacqueline swallowed hard and raised her chin haughtily. “That’s what happened. My daughter locked me out. I was hoping to keep this confidential, and having said that, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t share that information with anyone else.”
The man shrugged. “Not sure who I’d tell, if it’s all the same to you. Anyway, well, if you don’t mind the inconvenience of minor repairs later, I can have this door open in a jif.”
“Yes… yes, of course. I will compensate the management for any damages. It’s only fair.” Jacqueline caressed her purse as she spoke.
“That’s good enough for me. Here goes.” The man stepped back, then drove his right shoulder into the door. The chain lock base tore away from the wall, revealing Gracie’s apartment. Candy wrappers were strewn on the floor. The sofa cushions were askew. A bottle of soda pop laid on its side, soaking a puddle into the carpeting. Jacqueline surveyed the scene, aghast. She had expected much worse from Lauren. Agnes must have been working diligently to maintain some semblance of order.
The locksmith blew a low whistle. “Someone’s gonna get it.”
“Yes, well, I intend to deal with this quickly, and with authority.” Jacqueline dug around for her wallet. “How much?”
“Fifty even,” he said. Jacqueline handed the locksmith a Business Black card without a second thought. His eyes widened. “Huh. Never seen one of these before. Not sure if the card reader will take it, but I’ll give it a shot.” He plugged a card reader attachment into his smartphone and tapped the screen slowly. A moment later, he gave the card a determined swipe and made a satisfied grunt when the screen displayed the signature pane.
Jacqueline used the tip of her finger to sign the receipt. She declined having the receipt emailed to her, then thought better of it. She gave him her professional address, then closed the door behind him. She set her purse down on the dining room table and put her hands on her hips. “Lauren, come out here this instant.”
When nobody responded to her summons, she made a tch sound and walked to the first bedroom door. She pushed it open and frowned at the sight of Lauren’s room. It was about as unkempt as usual but didn’t appear to have been occupied for several hours. That left Agnes. Jacqueline pushed her door open and gasped. Agnes was lying in a fetal position on the floor, dressed in tan pajama bottoms and a beige shirt.
The front door banged open behind her. Gracie’s voice rose shrilly as she rattled off a list of charges. “What the hell, Ag? You ate more of my candy? And… dammit, why is this on the floor? Ugh, come clean this up! And… who’s bag is this?”
Jacqueline entered the living room in time to catch Lauren going through her things. “Put that down, Lauren.”
Gracie wheeled around, stunned, then enraged. “Fortune? How did you… why are you… what the literal hell is going on?”
“That,” Jacqueline said with an air of pained indignation, “is what I intend to find out.”



CHAPTER 44: DRAMATIS PERSONAE
 
James snuffed out the last of the incense rods and set about returning the meditation room to its original state. He tossed the pillows aside and gave the room one last look before leaving. There was a sign-up sheet outside the door. He checked it to find out who he and Aubra had inconvenienced by their impromptu takeover. He frowned at the blank sheet. Nobody.
James looked both ways, then shrugged and added his name to the page. A pen swayed back and forth on a string when he let it go. After he stepped away, he doubled back and drew a line down the page under his name, capping it off with two angled lines to make an arrow. 
James took a bathroom break and returned to the room. He closed the door and locked it. He was told to meditate. He was told to ask for guidance. He decided he had all day. James was done with his scheduled classes, and even if they weren’t over, he reasoned, all they ever did was meditate about stuff anyway. He failed to see any difference between self-directed study and the official curriculum.
James pulled a pillow from the pile and set it on the floor. He produced a fresh stick of incense and ran his finger along its edge. He frowned and put it back. He didn’t need all the fancy accoutrements Eddington Manor favored to facilitate a contemplative atmosphere. James laid on his back and put the pillow under his head. The leftover incense haze gave an otherworldly atmosphere to the room anyway. He didn’t need to add to it, he decided.
James removed his glasses and set them aside. He interlocked his fingers across his waist and took slow, deep breaths. He’d need a focal point; something to start off with. He went with the first word that entered his mind: Agnes.
His body immediately writhed in pain. James seized up on the floor. His mind was awash in frenetic thoughts and sensations. He heard screaming, but a frustrated scream, not terror. Words and voices were becoming more distinct. He couldn’t see Agnes, just a black void punctuated by gray clouds swirling around him.
“Seriously, Fortune, how did you get in here? It’s not like Weirdness let you in here when she’s all zombified on the floor as usual and—what happened to the front door?”
“I’ll reimburse you for the damage. But I am completely justified when—”
The first voice was young, and angry. The second was more mature, and haughty. James began to perceive shapes and images through the dark fog. He saw candy wrappers strewn across a carpeted floor. He saw a hand bearing a yellow star tattoo and silver rings blotting up a spill with a dishcloth. He saw a pair of high heels worn by a woman with toned calves and a black skirt standing at attention beside the spill. A well-manicured finger wagged at a young woman who looked up and glared at the older one. She called the younger one Lauren. The younger one got visibly angrier when she heard that name.
James was very confused as to why he was seeing this bickering and not Agnes.
“Well, aren’t you special? She won’t lift a finger lately, and—oh, gross. Flush much?”
The heeled woman followed Lauren toward the bathroom. “I can assure you I only just walked in before you did, and I’m quite capable of flushing a toilet. I don’t appreciate the accusing tone.”
“I was talking about Zombie Girl.” Lauren crouched down and shook her sister. “Get up, Agnes. I’ve had enough of your crap. Literally.”
Agnes! James felt an electrical charge shoot through his body. He was in the right place after all. He willed his consciousness to pass into the bedroom and found Agnes balled up on the floor. Her aura was inky black. James reached out for her. His aura glowed bright white as he drew near to her. He ached to rid her of the black thought forms that rendered her virtually immobile. The signs of prior activity around the apartment suggested she wasn’t completely helpless. Seeing her now, though, curled up in a fetal position, her face contorted in a death mask, James felt his heart breaking in two.
“Agnes is not my primary concern. Where is Marc?”
“Gee, the love, Fortune. I feel almost adopted.”
Marc? Who is that? James puzzled over the name. Judging by the tiff that his name inspired as the two women paced back and forth while they argued, he must be their brother. And they’re all sisters. James was feeling caught up now. But what had happened to their brother? And did he have something to do with Agnes’s condition?
James tried to tune in on that name. Marc. Where are you? Who are you?
He floated out of the apartment building and saw a cluster of buildings glowing in the distance. James nodded to the light. Take me there. Show me Marc.
A bearded man stood with his hands on his hips as the final brick was placed in a long sandstone wall. If James hadn’t traveled directly to the glowing buildings, he would have thought he had gone back in time. Little reminders of the present day could be spotted if one looked hard enough, such as a steel girder or a clump of disconnected electrical wires. The bearded man pumped his fist as the final brick slid into position.
A woman wearing a green dress and thin sandals approached him. She wrapped her arm around his and pressed up close. “Is my Marc done with his labors? He makes time for Inanna now?”
“Well, sure, I was gonna tell Tobias the west wall is finally done, but yeah, he can wait for a little while.”
Inanna pouted. “Marc does not desire Inanna. He only gives her scraps of time, like a pitiful dog.”
Marc winced. “Come on, Inanna. That’s not remotely true. Seems to me, I had the chariot rolling real good last night.” He mimicked a driver whipping a team of horses. “Ha-chaaa!”
“You did not whip Inanna. No man whips Inanna. Only a god ever would dare.”
“Well, uh, I mean… if you’re into that stuff, we could try it, but—”
James felt something pull him backward. He threw his arms out to each side expecting to strike the bare floor. Instead, James felt hands pressing against his head. He looked up at the plain ceiling and smelled leftover incense. He spotted Aubra’s curly hair as he tipped his head back.
“What did you do that for? I was getting guidance, like you told me.”
Aubra stuck out her bottom lip and shook her head emphatically. “She is bad.”
James rolled onto his side and slipped on his glasses. He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the lenses. “So what? Lots of people are bad. That’s no reason to interrupt my meditation.”
“She can do to you what she did to Agnes. Or worse.”
“Huh? And who is she?”
Aubra glared intently at James. “A goddess.”
James scrambled to sit upright. He squinted at Aubra, then focused on the door. “Hey, that was locked. Is locked. H-how did you get in here?”
“You needed my help.”
“Huh? I never asked for any help. I wanted to be left alone. And you were mad at me.” He stood up and rushed to the door. He jiggled the doorknob. The door was locked and didn’t budge. He turned sharply to Aubra. “Seriously, how are you in here?”
Aubra folded her arms tightly across her chest and glared at James. “I should be asking you the same question. You are unprepared. Nothing you do impresses me. You are not ready for the battles to come.” Her voice had a new resonance, almost ancient. James trembled at the sound of it.
He adjusted his glasses. “What battles? I’m so confused right now. What’s going on?”
“Ask for guidance,” Aubra said, simply.
James balled his fists at his sides and stomped toward Aubra. “I am so sick of hearing that. I did ask for guidance, and you butted your fat head in my business just when things were getting good. So, here’s an idea: leave me alone. Go out the way you came in. Get out of my space.”
Aubra looked up at James and stuck her bottom lip out. Her eyes burned with a fierce intensity that filled him with dread. They were alone in a locked room. James stepped backward and unclenched his fists. The best he could hope for was a graceful exit, but Aubra’s intense gaze didn’t give him much hope.
Aubra nodded curtly and uncrossed her arms. She walked toward James and brushed him aside. He watched her lamely as she reached up for the doorknob and gave it a quick twist. She pulled the door open, then slammed it closed behind her.
James felt tears of shame and anger welling up. They were supposed to be friends, he thought. They shouldn’t be fighting like this. But Aubra was so… annoying sometimes! He sighed and reached for the doorknob. “Aubra, wait. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”
The doorknob jiggled but the door did not budge. He attempted to unlock the door, but the lock held fast.
James fell to his knees. “Great. Absolutely freaking great.”



CHAPTER 45: DINNER DATE
 
Jacqueline smiled at a doorman, then frowned at Gracie. “I would think you’d have a more… appropriate wardrobe for office work. If we’re turned away because of your far cry from the dress code, I’ll be very unhappy. I’ve been looking forward to dinner all afternoon.”
“There are other places, you know,” Gracie said. “And seriously, here? Who died and made this a hot spot?”
“Babette’s comes highly recommended. And frankly, wine will work wonders. Ah, yes. Morris-Winstead, party of two.”
The hostess smiled and punched up the reservation. “Welcome back,” she said with a nod to Gracie. “Your table will be ready in just a moment.” She gestured to the lounge. “In the meantime, relax and enjoy.”
Jacqueline strode confidently into the lounge and picked out a Windsor chair. Gracie snorted at it. Windsor. The chair looked uptight, like other Windsors she knew. No wonder Fortune liked it, she thought. Gracie plopped down on a neatly upholstered loveseat and thumbed through the drink menu. “We have food at home, you know. We shouldn’t be leaving Weirdness home alone. It’s rude.”
Jacqueline looked over the top of her drink menu. “You leave her alone all day while you work at whatever it is you do.”
“I’m an office manager for a major corporation, dummy. I thought your business shows would have told you.”
“Indeed, if office manager rose to the level of a featured profile on The Power Brokers. I presume this means you’re a data entry clerk for a small to mid-sized business.”
Gracie gritted her teeth and sulked. “Mom told you.”
Jacqueline laughed. “No, I’m keenly aware of your propensity for… embellishment.”
“Yeah, well, it’s good money. I work full time and don’t have to deal with snotty customers. Well, not in person, anyway.”
“Tch. Customers are the lifeblood of any business. You should consider them your most valuable asset. Without them, you’d be unemployed.” She looked up at a cocktail server. “A bottle of Chateau Bonne Chance. One glass will do, thank you.”
“Yes, of course. And for the lady?” She nodded to Gracie.
“Blast Maxx.”
The server wrinkled her nose. “I’m sorry, we only serve Popp products here.”
“Fine, gimme a regular Popp. Easy on the ice. No, you know what?” Gracie pointed at the wine list. “Two glasses. We can share.”
Jacqueline grimaced at Gracie, then smiled at the server. “Never too late to inspire a taste for the finer things. That will be all.”
The server nodded and flitted away. Gracie tossed the drink menu on the low table between them and slumped in her seat. “Well, this is an awesome evening.”
“Being that I’m paying for dinner, I would expect a whiff of gratitude. Sit up straight. This isn’t your living room.”
Gracie grudgingly obeyed and drummed her fingers on the armrest while she waited for the wine, a table, or both. She didn’t get to check out the lounge the night before with Annabella. Things were a blur. Her stomach sank at the thought of her. They were over before they started. Trixie got in the way, and it was clear to Gracie she’d never step aside. She would always be more important to Annabella. The lounge was nice. It was dimly lit and struck her as achingly romantic. She hated being stuck in it with her least favorite person in the world. She’d thought she’d rather French-kiss a rhino, with a huff.
A black-clad server arrived bearing an armful of menus. “Morris and Winstead? Your table is ready.”
Jacqueline seemed to want to correct her but nodded graciously. “Excellent.”
The server led them down the hall and to the rear of the restaurant, in a secluded corner. Jacqueline gave the server a perplexed look, then glared at Gracie when she removed her coat to reveal an outfit that only barely passed muster with the dress code. She gave a wan smile to the server and removed her own coat. She draped it carefully across the back of her chair and allowed the server to seat her, then accepted the menu.
“My name is Linda, and I’ll be taking care of you tonight. The wine will be out shortly. Would you like anything else to drink?”
Jacqueline shook her head. Gracie frowned at the table. “Water, please.”
“They bring that out as a matter of course,” Jacqueline said. “She is asking if you wish to drink anything besides wine or water.”
Linda smiled genially at Jacqueline. Gracie waved her off. “I’m good, then.”
“Very well,” Linda said. “I’ll check on your wine and prepare the bread service. Won’t be a moment.” She spun on her heel and marched off toward the kitchen. Gracie rolled her eyes. Jacqueline shot her a disapproving glare.
“I expect you to be on your best behavior. And my generosity is not without its limits. I’m here for answers, and you’re going to tell me everything.”
Gracie snorted. “Should I be tied up, or something? Then again, every minute with you is torture, so I’m pretty sure I’ll crack. Hurry up with that wine, Linda!”
A server peeked her head around the corner and squinted. Gracie thought she recognized her, but her attention was seized by Jacqueline, who reached across the table and squeezed Gracie’s hands. She stared intently into her eyes and spoke in a low, urgent tone. “Lauren, I need you to listen carefully. Marc is wanted for murder. He’s being sued for arson and destruction of property. Mother has a stack of his unpaid bills. Oh, don’t worry, Richardson and I will cover them in the interim. But I need to know, and I need to know now, where is Marc?”
Jacqueline’s intensity was too much to handle. Gracie looked away in time to see the server who had been checking her out from afar tapping away at her smartphone. She looked up from the screen and angled the phone to take a photo of the two of them.
Shannon, that’s her name, Gracie thought. Jacqueline squeezed harder and shook Gracie. “Now, Lauren.”
“Honestly, Fortune, I have no effing clue.”
Jacqueline’s face contorted angrily, then softened instantly as the sommelier arrived with the wine. She slid her hands back across the table and rested them on her lap with a smile. “Chateau Bonne Chance, 2007, miss,” he announced.
“Merci,” she said, eliciting another eyeroll from Gracie.
He turned to show the label to Gracie, who slid her wine glass toward him. “Awesome. Fill ‘er up.”



CHAPTER 46: REFLECTION
 
James tossed his glasses aside in a huff as he laid on the floor of a musty and silent meditation room. He wrestled with thoughts of failure: failure to change stone into gold, failure to comprehend the various scenes he was seeing when he sent his consciousness out in any given direction, and failure to stay in Aubra’s good graces. He wondered why that item in particular bothered him so much. Who was Aubra, anyway? Where did she come from? Why was she here now? She never spoke about her past, not to him, anyway. Once in a while he’d hear someone speaking in hushed tones about her, eyes wide with awe. But why?
He sighed and stared at the ceiling. It wasn’t too long ago that people spoke the same way about him. Mister Steele was especially encouraged at his progress, and his abilities. But what had he been doing? He’d been reading a book about Kundalini meditation. He found it in the library and flipped through the pages purely out of curiosity. He didn’t remember much about it, other than it being dangerous and best left to master practitioners, which was fine by him. 
Mister Steele asked him how his meditation was going, and James now realized the mix-up: he said meditation was challenging but he was on the verge of a breakthrough. He meant standard, run of the mill meditation. The breakthrough involved not falling asleep ten minutes into the session. Mister Steele must have thought James was about to revolutionize Kundalini meditation. He scoffed at the thought. He couldn’t pronounce the word, let alone attempt to meditate on it.
But he had been learning during his time at Eddington Manor. Aubra’s abilities were far more advanced than his, by orders of magnitude. Even so, he’d sent his consciousness to a woman named Agnes. He saw her lying half-naked in her bathtub, afflicted by strange black blobs that tried to attack him as well. He managed to avoid them, only to be brought down by something similar much closer to home by way of the groundskeeper. A female voice sounded in James’s ear at breakfast one day and said, “Tell him he wasn’t wrong to let me in.” He didn’t know why he was the go-between for this message, but he did as he was told, only to make the groundskeeper angry.
Nothing I do is right, he thought bitterly.
Who is Aubra? Where is she from? James turned these questions around in his mind, and soon he was enveloped by black smoke. When it dissipated, he found himself in an ancient city. He looked up and saw armies taking their positions on the ramparts, shouting commands to each other and relaying news of an approaching army.
An advisor rushed to the king’s side. James floated beside them and observed their conversation in the noonday heat. The advisor spoke.
“Our ramparts are well-fortified, my king. Three regiments of footsoldiers stand ready to defend the east gate, if it so pleases the gods.”
The king raised his hand. “They do so at my command, not the gods. I trust my archers will make short work of this pestilence.”
The advisor winced and took a hard swallow. “If I may ask, my king, have you not made offerings to Inanna? The priestess speaks of her displeasure, should she be slighted in this time of need.”
The king snorted. “Need! What need have we for gods on this day? The Babylonians come to play at war. They shall die as vermin, crushed beneath the heel of mighty Nineveh. I have made an offering to Ishtar, source of all blessings.”
“All praise to Ishtar,” agreed the advisor. “But Inanna, sire, it is unwise to deny her what is owed.”
“Owed? What blessings, pray tell, does Inanna bestow upon us? What joy, what fortune, what benefit can we trace directly to her? Look: see as her temple stands empty. I hear news from the temple as well. I am told Inanna does not speak to the faithful. In turn, the name of Inanna does not escape the lips of the masses as it once did. It is well to let her die. Ishtar is eternal, my friend. It is to her we owe, and therefore give our gratitude.”
The advisor was ashen. “Sire, it is not well to speak thus about the gods. Inanna is yet mighty, indeed, and she is vengeful. Do not forget the tale of the mountains that angered her, thus she crushed them to sand. A great desert now sweeps from horizon to horizon where once they stood. Let this not be the fate of dread Nineveh. Give offerings to Inanna, lest she be displeased.”
The king stopped and stared blankly at his advisor. With a shrug, he grabbed a passing soldier. “What say you? Do you give offerings to Inanna at this hour?”
The soldier shook his head. “Inanna? I have not heard that name said since I was a boy, my king, and only in songs. Ishtar is the source of all blessings. It is to her I give praise.”
The king smiled and waved him along. “There, you see? Inanna has no influence here. It is in respect to the once mighty goddess that I allow her temple to stand. But if I were to build Nineveh afresh, her temple would be no more.”
The advisor was visibly shaken, but he nodded in agreement and bowed. “Yes, my king. As you say.”
James floated toward the temple. As told by the king, he found it barren, save for a single priestess who knelt before a sparse altar. A bowl of olives sat on the dais. James frowned at the scene. He’d never heard these names before. He’d only learned the Greek gods, and a few of the Roman equivalents. He knelt beside the priestess and observed her prayers.
“Oh, mighty Inanna, why do you not speak to your devoted servant? It is said the gods cannot die, yet your voice has been silenced, as though death has claimed it. Will you not accept this humble offering? I have but little. I give this to you as a sign of my devotion. Speak, and let your will be known.”
James wasn’t sure what she expected to happen. The air was still. The olives glistened in a clay bowl. The priestess pressed her forehead to the floor and muttered prayers James couldn’t understand. After a short time, she rose from the floor and wiped a tear from her eye at the sight of the untouched olives. She stood and bowed to the altar, then scurried away to another room. James started to float away when he was stopped by the sound of the screech of an inky black vulture in a high window. The bird swooped down onto the dais.
A woman dressed in black robes emerged from another room in the temple and replaced the olives with a handful of luscious dates. The vulture plucked a date from the bowl. It cocked its head at James, then flew away, keeping the date firmly in its beak.
He didn’t know why, but James felt the urge to follow the bird. He passed through the temple walls and into the city. Soldiers hurried about to their assigned posts while the common folk shouted supporting words to them as they went about their daily labors. The bird flew eastward. James passed through the east gate and across the plains to a bare tree just beyond the city walls. The bird landed on the ground beside the tree and looked up at James as he arrived in time to see it drop the date on a patch of dried blood beside a long, thin wooden pole.
Spear, a voice told him, as in dreams when things are known without explanation.
He wondered why this was significant. “Whose blood is this?”
Agnes knows. Agnes has seen, said the voice.
“I’m asking you,” James said, angrily. “Whose blood is this?”
You have seen, replied the voice.
“Seen what? I don’t know what the hell I’m looking at!”
Black clouds swirled around James and he found himself back in the meditation room. Gene stood over him and nudged him with his foot. “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty. I’ve got to buff this floor tomorrow, which means it gets emptied out tonight. Seems to me, you’ve got a nice new bed you can lie in.”
James squinted up at Gene and put on his glasses. “Oh, okay. Sorry, I didn’t know.”
“You didn’t ask. Nobody is supposed to be in here. Beat it.”
James rose to his feet and nodded. “Yes sir, I’m sorry.”
Gene blew a puff of air up through his moustache. “Christ almighty.”



CHAPTER 47: INTERROGATION
 
Jacqueline topped up Gracie’s wine glass, who was on her third. Jacqueline nursed her first one, hoping to lower Gracie’s guard and finally procure answers as to Marc’s whereabouts. She leaned back in her chair and gave her sister a tight smile. “But you have seen him, is that right?”
Gracie took a long sip of wine. Jacqueline normally frowned on such behavior where wine was concerned. “It’s not orange juice. It should be sipped and savored, not glugged down without a second thought,” she’d say. Tonight, she made an exception. If the wine flowed freely, perhaps so would the words she craved to hear.
“Yeah, I saw him,” Gracie said, wiping her lips with the back of her tattooed hand.
Jacqueline resisted the urge to push. “Oh? Was he well?”
“I guess so. I only saw him for like, a minute. He has a smoking hot girlfriend. Not sure how he pulled that off. He must be hung like this, is all I can figure.” She held her index fingers far apart, eliciting a disapproving head shake from Jacqueline.
“Not at the table. And not in public. I’m happy for him. I can’t recall the last time he was in a committed relationship.”
“It was that dipwad Kellie.”
Jacqueline frowned. “She must not have reached my radar. Putting her aside, Marc seems to be running with an… unusual crowd.”
Gracie snorted. “You’re telling me.”
“Do you have any idea what they might be up to? There have been wild, unsubstantiated charges leveled against him, but honestly, and I trust you agree, they don’t align with the Marc we both know and love.”
Gracie snorted louder. “Yeah, that’s you, Fortune. Bursting with love.”
Jacqueline stiffened. “I am quite capable of loving, for your information. I care about my family, including you. Marc needs our help. I’ll concede you two have a closer relationship than I do with either of you, but I care about him. And you. We’re family, Lauren. It’s high time we acted like it.”
Gracie took another long sip of wine, and grimaced as she set the glass down. “Family just means we’re related, Fortune. You say you care and all this crap, but you can’t be bothered to call me Gracie. You didn’t even know I lived in Chicago until Mom told you.”
Jacqueline took a small sip of wine and cradled the glass in her left hand. She gave Gracie a hard stare. “She says, calling me Fortune. Frankly, I have no idea why, other than to be a pill.”
“Well, this day is turbo awesome. How about we just drive straight into hell and get it over with?” Gracie drained her glass, then set it down with a thud and sank into her chair, arms folded tightly across her chest.
Jacqueline sipped her wine once more and gave Gracie a dismissive wave. “Fine. You’ve seen Marc. You’ve seen his girlfriend. I won’t trouble you with any semblance of family bonding but to simply ask this: where did you see him?”
Gracie shrugged. “I have no friggin’ clue.”
“I don’t accept that answer. You saw them. You were there. He was there. Where was he?”
“I’m telling you. Weirdness took me there. I never saw the place from outside.”
Jacqueline glared at her sister. “Nonsense. Utter, patent nonsense. Look, I’ve given you a lovely dinner and shared a bottle of 91-point wine with you. Just this once, be honest with me… Gracie. Please, I’m desperate. It’s best for all parties concerned that we contain this issue and keep it within the family. Phillip has considerable resources at his disposal. Resources that can ruin Marc financially, certainly, if not physically. Between you and I, think he means to kill him. Do you honestly want that? Does Marc mean so little to you that you won’t help me help him?”
Gracie’s cheeks burned red. “I am being honest, Fortune. If you don’t believe me, take it up with Weirdness. I’m tired. Take me home.”
Jacqueline signaled to Linda to bring the check. After settling the bill, she escorted Gracie to her car. Dinner was an unqualified disaster. Perhaps Agnes would be more forthcoming, she thought darkly as she slid behind the wheel of her rental car after a valet pulled it up to the curb. Gracie clicked her seat belt and turned away from Jacqueline.
A black hearse followed them a moment later.



CHAPTER 48: CODE ENFORCEMENT
 
Tobias sat and brooded on his golden throne late into the evening, as was not his custom. On any other day, he would have retired to his private chamber two hours earlier and engaged in private study. These were not his times, nor his people. A new language had been spoken to him upon his arrival. Tobias took pains to learn common words and their usage quickly, lest he be thought—or made—a fool. A man named Syed Hassan was his tutor; a direct descendant from his erstwhile servant Sayed, who as ordered took a wife and sired a family with express instructions to perform a holy ritual once every lunar cycle. The light is the way, he would chant in ancient Assyrian.
Tobias considered a golden goblet near his hand. He considered the concept of probability. In this moment, he reasoned, all possibilities were his to select at his whim. Upon doing so, the possibility would swiftly move to probability, then history. He picked up the goblet. He set it down. He now resided in the timeline where he did, in fact, handle the goblet in such a manner.
Much had transpired since his time in Nineveh. There was much history to process and digest. Inanna showed him Nineveh, how it still stood, mightier than ever, and yet softened by years of complacency. The modern king was no more than a boy. He thought himself a warrior-king, without the scars of battle or the wisdom of experience. No, he, Tobias, would lead an army to victory over dread Nineveh. Revenge would be his. Tobias would wear its crown.
He absent-mindedly chewed one of his fingernails, then spat it out in disgust. Syed Hassan told him the vision was a lie. He said the kingdom his people were building him in preparation for the siege was but deception. He studied the walls of his throne room. All was as he had commanded. He rose from his throne and softly descended the steps, searching the walls for clues of this alleged deceit. The old structure had been methodically replaced with sandstone and mudbrick. The strange materials that composed the prior building were discarded. This was the way of the master stonemasons of his time. The old ways would return. He would see to it.
He brushed his hand along the rough stone. The timeline snapped into place. The probability of touching the wall gave way to certainty, and now, history. 
Such was the key to the candle-lighting ceremony. Sayed and his descendants did as they were told. Tobias followed the timeline of certainty, the one that led to the most recent ceremony. Syed Hassan had lit the candle personally. Something had gone wrong. His elder brother was tasked with lighting the candle, but he misplaced it during a trip to a city called New York. It was there that Tobias would enter the modern timeline and build his kingdom away from the sight of Nineveh and its network of spies and loyal subjects. Tobias instead arrived in a place he now knew as Chicago. Inanna assured him it was closer to Nineveh, and only a three-day march. Far enough to avoid detection, but close enough for an effective siege. Nineveh would be his.
He followed the wall to the newly completed section Marc had overseen. The mortar was still setting. Tobias tapped at it with his fingertips, then wiped them on his robe. All was as he had commanded. Syed Hassan was a traitor, a spy of Nineveh. Exile was too good for his crimes, but Inanna and his royal guards assured him he ran like a coward in the opposite direction of Nineveh. None would hear of Tobias’s plans. Tobias was saddened but satisfied with the report.
He sighed at the sight of the freshly-built wall. Marc had done well. How strange it was that his destiny should be so intertwined with this young man from this unfamiliar time. How much he owed him! He saved Inanna from sure death on the plains of Nineveh. He hailed from the land where Tobias was to build his kingdom; an unforeseen boon. They were all but brothers. Marc and Inanna would be wed. Tobias would bless the union. He smiled at the fates and how probability and possibility are but as arcane terms. Life is unpredictable, he concluded, and it is to the gods and Ishtar that he should give praise. He closed his eyes and muttered a prayer to himself.
In the still of the night, Tobias heard a strange sound that startled him from his prayer.
There, beyond the wall, he distinctly heard a brick being set. He heard a trowel scrape across the face of the wall. He heard commands being given to bring forth another. The voice was unfamiliar to him. Tobias didn’t know all the people under his roof, but he made a point of periodically mingling amongst them and taking note of any new faces. There was another voice now. He had no recollection of its origin. New arrivals? Why did they toil at building at this hour? Night-time activities were restricted to things that didn’t make much noise or attract attention in other ways. Perhaps construction was delayed, and a crew labored to meet a deadline? Nothing had been reported of the sort. He would find the source of the noise. He would command them to—
Inanna patted him on the head. “Sittu,” she said.
Tobias sucked in a sharp breath and turned, then he crumpled to the floor. Inanna issued a sharp whisper and gestured to two men to pick him up.
“Return him to his quarters. Worry has corrupted his mind. Tomorrow he shall receive news of the progress you have made on reinforcing the western wall. His mind will be at peace after you have delivered this news.”
The men nodded and hauled Tobias away.
Inanna padded over to a tapestry which concealed a pass-through to the source of the scraping noises. She found a man applying thick swaths of the material to the wall. He glanced over and smiled. “Almost done, miss.”
Inanna smiled and touched a glowing finger to his forehead. His expression changed from earnestness to shock to terror, then he dissolved into a pile of ash. His trowel clattered on the concrete floor beside her bare feet. Inanna looked over at another man who stirred a pot of mortar. “You will work quietly. You shall not disturb the king again.”
The man gulped and nodded gravely. “Anything you say. Not a sound from me.”
Inanna brushed the soot with her toes. “Dispose of this at once.”
The man hurried to a nearby broom. “Right away.”
Inanna nodded and returned to the spot where Tobias had been put to sleep. Marc had been similarly dealt with. From now until sunrise, the kingdom was hers to command.



CHAPTER 49: REVISED HISTORY
 
James patted his grumbling stomach and tried to keep his thoughts away from food. His meditation session left him empty and confused. Having it cut short by the groundskeeper added to his feelings of frustration and failure. Nothing was clicking for him. He asked for guidance, only to be shown strange scenes without context. He replayed the scene in his head of the king and his advisor, of talk of war and gods. Why were these things important? Nothing made any sense, and to top things off, Aubra was mad at him. He wasn’t looking forward to being frozen out by his only friend. The kitchen was closed for the day. He thought he might have an apple in his room, but he remembered he had eaten it days before. His stomach grumbled again, and we went off in search of distractions.
He found one in the form of the main library. The staff was done for the day as well, but the library remained open to any residents who cared to browse it, provided they kept the books neat and checked them out on the honor system. James wandered through the shelves, each filled with books on a variety of occult and metaphysical topics. Astral projection. Past lives. Assyrian mythology. Crystal healing. Tarot. James cocked his head and took a few steps backward. He felt drawn to the mythology book. He pulled it from the shelf and carried it to a study desk.
He flipped through the pages but couldn’t focus on anything. The words blended together. He turned a few more pages before opting to close the book. A single word caught his eye as he prepared to slam the book shut: ISHTAR.
Hadn’t the ancient men been discussing this name? He flipped through the book until he found the chapter devoted to the goddess. He hadn’t heard of her before. He vaguely recalled Ishtar being a bad movie, at least according to his father. 
The book claimed she was the goddess of love, fertility, beauty, the harvest, war, ambition, peace, and prosperity. This contrasted sharply with another god who was credited with representing higher learning.
Lies, a voice said inside his head.
He read the entry for another unfamiliar goddess: Inanna. She was credited with being the goddess of war, lust, passion, the harvest, fertility, and jealousy. He scratched his head. From what little he knew about mythology, the gods and goddesses tended to represent one or two things, such as war, beauty, and the sun. Everybody knew that. Ancient Assyria seemed to be into multi-tasking and redundancy. He knew nothing about ancient Assyria, but the summaries left him questioning their veracity.
Lies, the voice said again.
James snorted and closed the book. “You’re telling me,” he said aloud. Eddington Manor was certainly an earnest place, but James felt they needed a healthy dose of skepticism when curating their library. He figured they added this to the collection to seem worldly. He doubted anybody had actually read it.
I can teach you, said the voice. James sighed. He’d had enough teaching, and guidance, and impossible tasks for a lifetime. He swiveled in his seat to shelve the useless book, but he felt drawn to a stack of scratch paper and a pencil. He plucked a sheet of paper from the stack and scratched a message onto the paper from somewhere beyond.
James felt lightheaded as he dutifully scrawled the words, then pulled another page from the stack, then another. He wrote on the front and back, trying to utilize as much of the space as possible. When he was finished, he laid his pencil down and thumbed through the leaves of paper. He didn’t know where this material had come from, but he felt urgency radiate from the pages as he read each sentence. One in particular resonated with him:
In days of old, the gods built the temples. Mortals were only caretakers. I, Yata, was one, when I lived.
He turned to a blank page and wrote, When the temples fell, so did the gods.
To his amazement, he found himself writing a reply.
Some did. Others let them decay and built others. Such is the way of Inanna.
James tried to ignore the sensation of his glasses sliding down his nose and continued the dialogue.
I saw her temple fall into neglect in Nineveh. I saw the high priestess lament its fall, and the disinterest the king showed in it. If she built another temple, where is it? What became of Inanna afterward?
After a long pause, James felt a tingle in his fingers that compelled him to scrawl a reply.
There is one among you who has seen.
James hastily wrote, Aubra?
No reply came to his query. James tossed the pencil aside and stared at the page. One among you who has seen. Who? It had to be Aubra. Who else could it be? He felt queasy at the thought of patching things up with her. Nothing he did was right, he mused. Maybe it was best to put some distance between them and concentrate on their studies for a change.
James carefully arranged the pages and stuffed them into his pocket as he rose from the table. No, he told himself, he couldn’t let it go. If the woman he’d seen in a vision was bad, and if she had done something to cause Agnes to be afflicted by strange black forms that kept her in a state of near catatonia, he needed to know where she was and how to stop her. He resolved to find a way to smooth things over with Aubra.
If only for Agnes’s sake.



CHAPTER 50: CONFRONTATION
 
Gracie pushed her apartment door open with a huff. She didn’t wait for her sister to close it before heading directly for her bedroom and slamming the door behind her. She’d had all she could take of Jacqueline—or Fortune, as she preferred to call her—and decided if Fortune wanted to visit with Agnes, she was free to do so. Gracie hoped she’d leave instead. 
She heard the front door close and her sister’s voice through the wall calling out to Agnes. She heard Agnes’s bedroom door open—no initial knock, of course, Gracie fumed—and muffled words. She popped her ear buds in and cranked up some music. Skater punk filled her ears as she stared at her bedroom ceiling, brimming with annoyance.
Well, today royally sucked, Gracie thought to herself. Work was terrible, coming home to find her least favorite person on the planet was worse, dinner was a hot mess, and she was through with Trixie. Annabella. Tears welled up in her eyes at the thought. She was so sure she was the one. The one who was going to make all her dreams come true. No more sneaking around. No more uptight girlfriends. Everything was going to be new, and fresh, and exciting. And it was, for 24 hours. Then everything came crashing down. She wiped a tear away as she thought through the timeline of events.
She hadn’t broken up with Annabella yet. Well, Gracie corrected herself, she had, in that she was through with her. She’d block Annabella’s number, avoid the salon, and maybe in a week or two Annabella would get the message and move on. It wasn’t like she knew where she worked or lived. Gracie felt crappy for opting for the silent treatment, but she couldn’t bring herself to fight about it with Annabella. She wasn’t the one. There wasn’t anything to argue about. Annabella just needed to go away.
Just then, she was jolted by her bedroom door opening. Jacqueline stood in the doorway, calling out to her. Gracie yanked out one of her earbuds and covered her eyes with her other arm. “Go away, Fortune, and would it kill you to knock first?”
“Someone is here to see you.”
“The front door says no solicitors. Tell them to piss off.”
“I’m not selling anything,” said a voice over Jacqueline’s shoulder. “But I am concerned… and confused.”
Gracie sat bolt upright in bed, tossing her phone and earbuds aside. “Trixie? What? How? Why? Huh?”
Annabella brushed past Jacqueline and stood at the foot of Gracie’s bed. “Can we talk?”
Gracie felt her ears burn as she nodded gravely. “I guess.”
Jacqueline returned to Agnes’s room and Annabella closed the door behind her. She looked around the room and sighed. “There’s no place to sit.”
“You could sit there, I guess.” Gracie pointed to the foot of the bed. Annabella declined, causing Gracie’s stomach to bottom out. The silent treatment wasn’t in the cards after all. She hoped the dregs of the wine she’d had with dinner would be enough liquid courage to get her through the next ten or so minutes.
“What’s going on?”
“Nothing. Just listening to tunes.”
“I don’t get you, Lauren. I thought we had something real. We had a marvelous time together last night, an even better morning, and now it gets back to me that you’re right back out there, getting mixed up with some glossy redhead. And then I come here, and she answers the door, Lauren, like this isn’t a new thing. Like you’re playing me off her, seeing who is better. I’ll make this easy for both of us: you can have her. She’s obviously first, so don’t let me ruin anything. I’m sorry to come here like this, but you weren’t answering your phone or any of my texts. I had to see it for myself, and I’m sorry I did. But also glad, because now I see who you really are, and who you really care about.”
Gracie stammered as Annabella threw open the door and bumped into Jacqueline in the hall. Annabella stiffened and said, “I hope you two have a long, happy life together. Goodbye to both of you.”
Jacqueline looked perplexed. “I’m sorry, have we met?”
“I’ll see myself out. Goodbye,” Annabella replied.
Gracie hurried from her room and pressed her hand against the front door as Annabella began to open it. “Annabella, wait. You’ve got everything all wrong. And I do too. Let me explain.”
“I have nothing further to say to you,” Annabella said coldly.
Gracie ushered her to the sofa. “Then just sit and listen. First off, that glossy redhead is my stupid sister, who I hate with a friggin’ passion.” Jacqueline gasped at this and took a step forward, sputtering a rebuttal. Gracie raised a shushing hand and continued. “She made me have dinner with her. She picked the restaurant. She paid, thank God, so there’s that. I’m not sure what got back to you and why, but I’m not going to be accused of doing my sister. Either of them.”
Jacqueline’s jaw dropped again. “Excuse me? Why on Earth would you accuse her of… that?” She frowned in disgust, earning annoyed glares from Gracie and Annabella in return.
Gracie continued. “Second, last night was amazing. And this morning. I thought we had something special too, but… I don’t know what to think anymore. I can’t compete. I don’t want to.”
Annabella tipped her head. “Compete with who? I’m a one-woman girl. I’m old-fashioned that way.”
Gracie sighed. “Trixie. I wanted it to be just us, but Trixie just complicates everything. I don’t want her, I want you. Just you.”
“But you have me. Trixie is just for fun. My customers want it. I in turn need customers, so I give them what they want. It’s the circle of life.”
“But why can’t you be you, with me?”
Annabella slid closer to Gracie and held her hand. “I am me, with you. I’m sorry if you don’t agree with how I run my business, but unless you’ve got a winning lottery ticket or some amazing investments you’d like to share with me, I’ve got to pay bills and have money to live on.”
Gracie sniffled as tears spilled down her cheeks. “I know, I get it, and it’s cool. I just… I had a really awful day today and when I needed to hear your voice when I was down I got… her. I couldn’t deal, so I bailed.” She looked balefully into Annabella’s eyes. “I’m sorry.”
Annabella sniffled and pulled Gracie close. “I’m sorry too, sweetie. I didn’t know. I wish you would have told me and I would have moved heaven and earth to give you what you needed. That’s the key, Gracie: talk to me. Don’t shut me out. If we’re together, then include me.”
Gracie nodded. “I will. I promise.”
Annabella kissed her forehead, then looked up at Jacqueline who stood shell-shocked in the center of the room. “Oops, I’m guessing this is new information.”
Gracie looked up at her sister and wiped her cheek with her fingers. “Oh hey, Fortune, I guess this is what you get for coming over uninvited. I’m gay.” She beamed at the sight of Jacqueline’s horrified expression. “And this is my girlfriend, Annabella.”
Jacqueline’s jaw moved up and down a few times before she finally produced vocal sounds. “I… well… I was just… I can’t get your sister to wake up. She’s out cold on her bedroom floor, and I—” She turned around to gesture at Agnes’s bedroom door, and she was startled to find Agnes standing in the hallway. “Oh. You’re up.”
Agnes rubbed her eyes. “Girlfriend.”
Jacqueline grimaced and tried to regain her composure. “Well. Yes, apparently, Lauren believes she is gay and has introduced me to her girlfriend. That’s not important right now, Agnes. I have urgent matters to discuss with you.”
Agnes shuffled into the room and squinted at Annabella. “Girlfriend. You.”
Annabella cleared her throat awkwardly. “I wasn’t expecting this to cause family drama, but yes, Gracie and I are in a relationship.” She gave Agnes a wave with her free hand. “I’m Annabella. And you are…?”
Agnes did not reply. She turned around and returned robotically to her bedroom, with Jacqueline in close pursuit. The bedroom door closed behind them and Jacqueline’s urgent questioning reverberated through it.
Annabella smiled at Gracie. “Sorry for outing you.”
“Sorry for having to. I should have said something sooner, not that it’s any of her business.”
“So, you were saying: bad day today? What’s wrong?”
Gracie kissed her and sucked in a deep breath afterward. “Nothing, anymore. Just hold me, and don’t let go.”
Annabella kissed her back and held her close. “Okay, I won’t let go.”
“Sing to me,” Gracie said.
Annabella sang softly as she rocked Gracie gently in her arms.



CHAPTER 51: BAD COP
 
Agnes dropped face-first onto her bed. Jacqueline closed the bedroom door behind her and leaned over the bed, shaking Agnes by her slight shoulders.
“Agnes, it is imperative that I speak with you this instant,” Jacqueline intoned. Agnes buried her face in her pillow and did not stir. Jacqueline huffed and flicked on a light switch. A desk lamp turned on, revealing a sparsely furnished room. Agnes’s hair was damp and stringy. Her body odor was strong, which prompted Jacqueline to open the bedroom window and wave her palm disdainfully in front of her nose.
She shook Agnes again. “Agnes, this is serious. Marc is in significant legal jeopardy, and Lauren tells me you know where he is. It is vital I get to him first, so these matters can be sorted out and addressed privately.”
Agnes mumbled something into her pillow. Jacqueline huffed again and forcibly rolled her onto her side. Agnes scrunched up her face and buried it into her pillow again. “Leeme lone.”
“No, Agnes, I’ve come too far to walk away with so little to show for it. Lauren has been obstinate at every turn, and now she’s decided to identify as a homosexual, which is patently ludicrous. Neither mother nor myself have ever observed any such tendencies from her, but I do recall a strong contrarian streak from day one. She referred me to you, Agnes, claiming you alone had the answer. So, tell me, and tell me now: where is Marc?”
“Not secret girlfriend. Not her. Can’t think. Not her.”
Jacqueline groaned and shook Agnes again. “I didn’t ask about secret girlfriends. I asked where Marc is. Focus, Agnes. It’s a simple question.”
“Nuh guh duh,” Agnes mumbled. “I said leeme lone. Sick. Tired.”
Jacqueline took a step back, then pulled the desk chair over to have a seat beside Agnes. She took a long look at her sister. A large sweat stain had formed on her back. Agnes took shallow breaths and trembled as she hugged her pillow to her face. Jacqueline felt a surge of pity. If Agnes wasn’t feeling well, perhaps it was best to let her sleep and circle back once more before heading back to New York, she thought. But as Jacqueline watched Agnes take shallow breaths and tremble, she couldn’t squander this opportunity to get the answers she needed. Even one. Marc’s location would be a huge step forward. She leaned forward and patted Agnes on the back.
“I’m sorry you’re feeling poorly. If there’s something I can get you, I’d be happy to help. Because that’s what family does, Agnes, isn’t it? We help each other. Can I get you a drink of water? Is there medication you should be taking?”
Agnes shook her head but did not pull away from her pillow.
“Well, the offer still stands. Anything at all, I’ll do it for you. Having said that, I hope you can see your way clear to helping me. Because helping me really means helping Marc, Agnes. He needs my help. Our help. I need you to tell me where he is. Lauren says you took her there. I won’t ask how or why. I just want to know where, Agnes. Please, I’m desperate.”
Agnes pulled her face away from her pillow and squinted at Jacqueline. “Why?”
Jacqueline stammered and sputtered at this. “W-why? Didn’t you hear what I just said? Marc’s in a lot of trouble. It’s imperative that I find him and settle these matters at once.”
“Why?”
“How can you ask me that? If you want the unvarnished truth, Agnes, this situation is personally embarrassing. Marc’s actions reflect poorly on the rest of us. And to be quite candid, Richardson’s career is in jeopardy as a direct result. But I can fix this. I can settle this privately, and get things back to normal, or as close to normal as one might hope under the circumstances. Come on, Agnes, nobody needs to suffer any more than they already have. Personally, I think this is a huge misunderstanding, but I need to speak to Marc to be sure.”
Agnes frowned. “Do you love him?”
Jacqueline snort-laughed. “Love who? Richardson? Or Marc? As for the former, of course. We have a fulfilling life together and two wonderful children. As for the latter, well, I love all my family. Why do you ask?”
“Secret girlfriend. Bad.”
“I assume you are referring to the farce we both apparently witnessed a short time ago. I believe adults can choose who to be in a relationship with, regardless of what society at large might think about those choices. If Lauren wants to engage in a same-sex relationship, that’s not any of my business unless it directly affects me or my family, which currently it does not. Marc’s actions, insofar as the accusations that have been leveled against him, not to mention the property damage claims and unpaid bills that have fallen to Richardson and I to cover while Marc is unaccounted for, are of grave importance to me. So, I ask again: Agnes, please, where is Marc?”
“You don’t love him.”
Jacqueline let off an exasperated sigh. “Agnes, enough is enough. Tell me where he is. Now.”
Agnes buried her face in her pillow. “Tired. Sleep.”
Jacqueline stood up forcefully, sending the desk chair backward onto the floor. She shook Agnes by the shoulders, digging her nails into her pale flesh as she did. “Tell me, Agnes. Tell me now.”
The bedroom door burst open. Gracie marched up to Jacqueline and yanked her away from Agnes. “Leave Weirdness alone, you witch!” Jacqueline pushed her aside and dug her nails into Agnes’s shoulders again.
“Tell me! Tell me where he is! I’m not leaving until you tell me.”
Gracie pulled her away once more and gave Jacqueline a hard shove toward the door. “Look, she’s bleeding. Get the hell out of my house, Fortune. Nobody wants you here.”
Jacqueline lunged forward again but was held back by Annabella. Jacqueline spun around and came face to face with her. “Get your filthy hands off me. This is a Nicola Westleigh, and I won’t have you ruining it.” She slid her palms down her blazer to smooth it out.
Gracie’s face turned beet red. “Get out my effing house, Fortune. Don’t ever come back.”
Jacqueline raised her chin haughtily. “I’m family. I’ll come and go as I please.”
Gracie grabbed a handful of Jacqueline’s blazer and marched her out of Agnes’s bedroom, through the living room, and to the front door. She stood six inches shorter and was surprised at her strength as she pushed her out of the apartment. “Not anymore, Fortune. You’re dead to me.” Gracie slammed the door shut and threw the deadbolt. She stood with her back to the door, shaking from an adrenaline surge.
Annabella pulled Gracie away from the door and into her arms. She kissed the top of Gracie’s head as she cried in her arms. Annabella spied a cream-colored bag on the dining room table and pulled away from Gracie. She opened the front door and found Jacqueline standing in the hallway, dumbstruck. Annabella pulled her into the apartment and ushered her to the sofa.
“Sit down. Let’s talk,” she said.



CHAPTER 52: CONFESSION
 
James let out a long yawn and decided to call it a night. He wasn’t prepared to approach Aubra and patch things up, plus he figured she was asleep by now anyway. He hoped they could talk over breakfast. James made his way upstairs to return to his dorm room and approached an office used by the countess. The door was cracked open slightly and he lingered outside for a moment at the sound of voices. He heard her trilling society accent, and another male voice that he identified as belonging to the groundskeeper, who he knew little about, other than his short temper and gruff demeanor.
Not to mention the bed-wetting incident.
“Confession is good for the soul, Eugene. May I call you that?”
“Gene is fine.”
“Very well. Gene, I’ve had my eye on you for some time now. What I have come to understand is you are hurting, Gene. Tell me, what is it that ails you so?”
“With all due respect, lady, that’s none of your damn business.”
The countess laughed. “Please, call me Helen. And respectfully in turn, when I find one in our ranks is hurting, it behooves me to tend to his or her needs. Come now, Gene, what troubles you? Tea?”
James suppressed a sarcastic snort. This wasn’t the tone she’d been taking with him. With each failure to turn stone into gold, she became less patient with him and more disappointed, setting off a downward spiral of anxiety and eroding his self-confidence. Not that he was brimming with it normally, he noted, but he wondered why she was so conciliatory with Gene the groundskeeper.
“No thanks. I’m a scotch guy.”
“Well, I’ll see what I can scrounge up for you. Shall I ring for some refreshments? Might that set you at ease?”
James sucked in his breath. He wanted to hear more but didn’t want to be discovered by the countess or anyone else.
“I’m fine. If you don’t mind, it’s been a long day, and I’ve got floors to buff tomorrow. I’m ready to hit the sack.”
James heard rustling sounds from within the office. The countess’s tone took on a sharp edge of urgency.
“Please, please, sit for just a moment more. Please. There you go, that’s better. I understand you work hard to keep everything ship-shape here, and I for one greatly appreciate it. Of course, we all need to tend to our personal concerns as well. Healthy, wealthy, and wise, these are paramount. But, Gene, wise! To be wise is to know one’s self. Can you truly be at rest when your mind is troubled? Unburden yourself, Gene. Talk to me, and I will help you in any way I can.”
Gene heaved a heavy sigh. James drew nearer to the door.
“I, uh, lost someone.”
“Lost them how, Gene? Be specific.”
“I really don’t know how to explain it. Let’s just say she passed away suddenly, and it’s been a tough loss. I’m still working through it, trying to understand.”
“Illness. Yes, on the surface it seems opaque but beneath the surface, Gene, answers are writ large. Sickness on its own is just a symptom of another problem, but death, why, that’s the ultimate surrender. This is why we must be vigilant, and willing to speak the truth. We cannot allow ourselves to be anything less than our most perfect selves. Do you understand?”
“Not really. She wasn’t sick.”
“Ah, she. My apologies, Gene, perhaps I was a bit too hasty. Ah! Happens to the best of us. So it is—was a she, and she passed suddenly. If not from an illness, was it… tragic?”
“Yeah, you could say that. Look, I appreciate your concern, but I’ve got to turn in. I’ll give you five stars if anyone asks.”
“Sit down, Eugene. We are not finished, and you have not been excused.” James jumped at the sharp tone with which she spoke. This was more like the countess he knew. He heard a chair creak and assumed Gene sat down as ordered. “There. I can ring for scotch, if you like. It won’t take but a moment.”
“Yeah, fine. Rocks.”
James hurried away from the door and waited for an elderly man in a brown suit to push a brass cart into the office, then exit empty-handed. He closed the door behind him and walked off. James swore under his breath and tiptoed back to the door. He grasped the knob and wondered if he could crack it open without anyone noticing. The knob was tight, and he couldn’t get it to turn easily. He pressed his ear against the door but only heard muffled sounds.
James stepped away from the door again and smacked his forehead. There were other ways to eavesdrop, he reminded himself. He cursed himself for forgetting the tools he had at his disposal. The countess had a way of making him forget he was special, at least, if Mr. Steele was correct in his assessment.
James made haste to his dorm and closed the door. He laid on his bed and clasped his hands against his chest. He grimaced and removed his glasses, setting them on a table beside his bed, then clasped his hands once more.
Countess, he thought. Black smoke swirled around him and in an instant, he found himself transported to her desk. He stood beside it and watched her pour scotch into a cut crystal glass. Gene raised it and sipped. His eyes widened, and he reached for the bottle. “Fifty years? Holy smokes.”
The countess raised her glass and touched it to her lips. James wasn’t sure she drank from it at all. Gene didn’t seem to notice, or care. She set her glass down and smiled genially across the desk.
“Now then, Gene, I recall you were inching toward a breakthrough. Unburden yourself, Gene. My office is an oasis of privacy. No one will hear what you say but me.”
James laughed aloud. Neither person reacted to his amusement.
“Okay, yeah. She wasn’t sick. She was… let’s say she was murdered. I think that’s the best way to explain it.”
“That’s not very specific, Gene. I can’t draw any meaningful conclusions unless you provide me with details. The facts, more to the point.”
Gene nodded sullenly, then took a long sip from his glass. He swirled it in his hands and stared down into the brown liquid, populated with chunks of ice.
James watched and listened as Gene told the story of garbage being thoroughly collected by a group of homeless people and how the mystery led him and his coworker Sharon to a building where it was being stored. They tried to get answers directly but were turned away. They decided to sneak in later that night, which led them to a room where people made clay bricks for some reason. When they tried to sneak out after observing an all-hands meeting, Sharon slipped and injured her knee. He tried to get her to safety, he said, but they locked him in a small room and he didn’t know what they did to her.
The countess nodded along and patted his left hand empathetically. “But you said she passed away unexpectedly. You said it was murder. Did they kill her, Gene? Tell me what happened.”
“No, and that’s the crazy thing. If they would have shot her, or slashed her throat or something, I could understand that. Respect it, even, in a weird way. We were sticking our nose where it didn’t belong, and we knew there could be consequences. Not that we thought anyone was gonna die.”
“How did you learn of her death, Gene?” The countess leaned forward with great interest.
“They… they brought me her head.”
The countess looked horrified. “They… decapitated her? How horrific. Such barbarism! Truly, the evils of man know no depths.”
“Well, no, not exactly. I think she died in one piece. It just… was less to carry, I think, when they brought it to me.”
“I’m afraid I do not follow, Gene. Why on earth would they remove her head when they could just as easily have produced her body in its entirety, without resorting to such gruesome methods?”
Gene drained his glass. His face reddened, and James felt a surge of compassion at the sight of him. He didn’t know how he would respond to a woman’s head being shown to him, but he imagined it would mess him up pretty badly. He chastised himself for not taking an interest in Gene as a person. Perhaps he would have found this out on his own and helped him in some way. He resolved to do better going forward.
The countess goaded him for an answer, and Gene slammed his empty glass on the desk. “There was no blood, that’s the thing. It wasn’t sick and gruesome, it was just… I can’t explain it, okay? Just leave it there. I’ve said enough.”
The countess walked around the desk and knelt beside Gene. James floated beside them and stroked his back. Gene’s aura was dark red. Hers was an unpleasant shade of green. It reminded James of pus. His own aura glowed white, and each stroke of his hand seemed to lighten Gene’s aura ever so slightly.
“Come now, Gene, you’re so close. Don’t run from this. If you run, where will you go? You are already miles from home. Miles from all that has been safe, and comfortable, and dear. It is time to stop running, Gene, and fight! Yes, stand your ground, here, at the manor. It is within these walls you will make your stand. Face this head—er, directly. Now: there was no blood because, why, exactly? Help me understand.”
James snorted again. Seriously, where was all of this earlier, he thought darkly. His aura flashed dark red and he let the thought pass.
Gene nodded. “There was no blood because… her head was… clay.” Tears spilled down his red cheeks.
The countess leaned back on her heels. “Clay.”
“I’m not crazy. I know what I saw. I know what they did. I just… I don’t know how they did it.”
“And where was this?”
“Chicago.”
The countess suppressed a sneer, then composed herself to maintain a placid exterior. “I asked you to be specific, Gene. Where was this? Can you take me there?”
Gene glowered at her. “I’m not going back there. Not now, not ever.”
The countess patted his arm. “Of course not, dear. I should have used a better choice of words. My apologies. Trust me, I know what it’s like to have places it would be unpleasant to return to.”
“Look, I can draw you a map. I don’t know the address, per se, but I know where it is. That’s the best I can do.”
The countess strained to rise to her feet. “Very well, Gene, that will do nicely. It is important that we speak the truth, but for it to be the truth, it must be verified. I won’t ask you to go to the place,” she said as she produced a pen and paper from her desk and slid them over to Gene. “But it is imperative that I know where it is. For Sharon, you see. She must have justice, or her soul shall never be at peace. Neither will yours.”
Gene nodded and drew a rudimentary map. “That’s all I know. Can I go now?”
The countess nodded at the map. “Yes, Gene, I believe that shall be enough for this evening. Be well.”
Black smoke swirled around James and he returned to his physical body. He reached over to put on his glasses, then yelped at the sight of Aubra standing beside him.
“We need to talk,” she said.



CHAPTER 53: MEDIATION
 
When Jacqueline sat down on the sofa, Gracie popped up and tried to brush past Annabella. “I’m out of here.”
Annabella grabbed her arm and prevented her escape. She guided her back to the sofa and sat her down. “Stay,” she said firmly, then pulled a chair over from the dining room. She placed it on the other side of a cheap but functional coffee table and sat down, giving each woman a hard stare.
Jacqueline started to speak, but Annabella raised her hand to shush her, then took a deep breath. “Okay, look. I know I’m new here, and this isn’t my business, but I’m not going to sit idly by and watch a family fall apart. Especially when it’s concerning someone I care about.” She looked at Gracie as she said the last sentence, who in turn crossed her arms tightly and looked away.
Jacqueline shifted in her seat and began to stand up. “I have more productive uses of my time. I won’t stand for any further humiliation.”
Annabella cocked her head. “Talking things out with your sister isn’t productive?”
“As you’re well aware, I am not her sister anymore. And I have a business to run. I’m leaving.”
Annabella sighed and threw her hands up. “Whatever you say, quitter. I won’t keep you here.”
Jacqueline froze as she reached for the front door. She shot Annabella a scornful look and said firmly, “I’m not a quitter.”
“She says, walking out on her family. Goodbye, quitter. Safe travels home.”
Jacqueline stomped toward Annabella and raised her finger. “Firstly, I am not walking out on family. My family is back in New York. Secondly, how dare you call me a quitter when you know nothing about me. For your information, I was Magna Cum Laude at Harvard, a National Merit Scholar, and have received the prestigious—”
Annabella raised her hand. “Yes, all that is very impressive. What isn’t impressive is walking away when there’s a chance at making things right. I don’t know you, that’s true. I’ve seen enough to know I don’t like you.”
Gracie pumped her fist, prompting a scowl from Jacqueline.
Annabella continued, gesturing to the empty spot on the sofa. “That’s because I’m judging you on the past, oh, ten minutes. To be perfectly honest with you, I’m not impressed. You dismissed our relationship. You badgered your other sister for some reason and hurt her. I don’t blame Gracie for throwing you out. If someone did that to my brother, I’d be furious too.”
Gracie looked at her, surprised. “You have a brother?”
Jacqueline sat and pressed her knees together as she tugged at her skirt. “That’s quite a deep relationship you have there.”
“Bite me, Fortune.” Gracie curled her lip in disgust.
Annabella nodded. “Yes, and yes. His name is Girard. And we’re still getting fully acquainted. There’s no shame in that. We all start somewhere.” She glanced at Jacqueline’s left hand. “Did you know everything about your husband when you first met?”
Jacqueline fidgeted with her ring. “He was not unfamiliar to me. I’d read a few profiles in Forbes and Business Advantage and put out feelers to determine the feasibility of attending the same conference. A few months later, he was receiving an award for innovative excellence and I pulled as many strings as it took to be seated right up front. I caught his eye, and after the ceremony he introduced himself.” Her eyes became misty at the memory of that auspicious occasion.
“Barf city,” Gracie said, pretending to stick her finger down her throat. Annabella turned to her sharply. 
“Your sister is speaking. You’ll get your turn soon enough.” Gracie twirled her finger, rolled her eyes, and turned away again. Annabella shifted in her chair to point her knees toward Jacqueline. “I take it you’re used to getting your way. You’re always out to achieve something. Another award, another goal, another accomplishment. True?”
Jacqueline nodded. “I never wanted things to be like before.”
“Before what?”
“Before Marc was born. Lauren won’t have any memory or appreciation of this, but we used to be dirt poor. Father was only pulling down $10,000 a year for a family of three. We had a black-and-white television for years until he could finally afford color.”
Gracie snorted. “Who cares what color the TV is? Look, ours is black. Woo. Does that make me a box person?”
Annabella smiled. “She meant the screen. I haven’t seen a black-and-white TV in years.”
“I don’t think they make them anymore. I saw an ad for an ARCTURUS Realizta HD TV for $100 the other day. I don’t think televisions are as hard to come by as they were back then.”
“Well, I don’t know that $10,000 a year necessarily qualified as dirt poor in those days, but I get your point. Your family had to make sacrifices to get by. You’re older than Gracie, so it’s fair to say she came along when times weren’t so tough. Is that true as well?”
Jacqueline nodded. “She has no idea how good she had it. I didn’t want my family to suffer the way I did. Marc is fourteen years younger than I am. Do you know why? Because our parents couldn’t afford to have any more children. All my girlfriends growing up had brothers and sisters, and the fights that went along with that,” she looked over at Gracie and gave her a wan smile, “but it was just me, for years. Then I got a little brother right when I was in high school and focused on getting into the best university on a full-ride scholarship. I achieved my goal, and Mother cried for hours over the acceptance letter from Harvard. I was sixteen.”
“That’s quite an accomplishment,” Annabella said. “You worked hard.”
“You’re damned right I did. I put in the hours. I missed out on the parties and the things my friends were doing. One by one, they fell away as I focused on my goal of graduating top of my class.” Her voice began to waver. “But I missed other things as well. Before I knew it, Marc was walking and talking. He called me ‘Jee-jah’ because he couldn’t say my name properly. I think he was five or six when he finally pronounced my name correctly, but a small part of me missed Jee-jah.”
Annabella stepped aside and snatched a roll of paper towel from the closest countertop. She tore off a sheet and handed it to Jacqueline, who nodded appreciatively. She dabbed her eyes and continued.
“Agnes came along about two years after Marc. It was sometime after I got the letter from Harvard. By then, I was so focused on keeping my GPA high and piling on the extracurricular activities. I worked summer jobs to help pay for the extra tuition costs associated with filling my course load with advanced placement and honors courses. I never really saw Agnes. She was either sleeping in Mother’s arms, or in a playpen, or in her crib. Sometimes a study partner would come over and we’d look in on her, but it was like walking past an exhibit at the zoo, as I recall. Poor kid.”
Gracie snorted. “No kidding.”



CHAPTER 54: CORRECTION
 
James felt his throat turn to chalk. Despite this, he swallowed and nodded to Aubra. “Yeah, we do. Listen, Aubra, about before—”
Aubra shook her head. “I’m not here to discuss that. You have lost your way. I have come to turn you to the path.”
“Wait, what? You keep saying, ‘Ask for guidance.’ Well, I found someone who gave me some answers, finally. And unless I’m missing something major here, it seems you’ve been holding out on me. Instead of guidance, how about the truth?”
Aubra gave him a hard stare. “I always speak the truth.”
“Then tell me about Inanna.”
“She is bad,” Aubra said simply.
“I get that. Something about being the goddess of war. I asked what became of her, and I was told, ‘One among you has seen.’ I assume that means you.”
“Why?”
“Because you seem to know everything, but you never give me the full story. You just say things like, ‘Don’t,” and ‘She is bad.’ Maybe that’s the long and short of it, but for the love of God, just once, tell me what’s going on.”
Aubra crossed her arms tightly across her chest. “I will. Here’s what’s happening, James. You have come here to learn to tap into your higher self and apply those lessons to your present reality. You are failing to do so. Instead, you have become bogged down in matters far beyond your comprehension or control. When I tell you to ask for guidance, this is what I hoped you would learn on your own, without me having to tell you. The truth is within you, James. I have spoken it now, but until you find it on your own, you’ll never accept it. There.”
James laid on his bed as though he were deflated. Her words stung him. They were, as she said, the truth. He was floundering around chasing after something he didn’t understand. He wasn’t getting anything out of his class sessions except time to overthink things, or a nap. He considered his stay at Eddington Manor to be a colossal waste of money, but in this moment, he saw the situation from another perspective. He wasn’t getting anything out of it because he wasn’t investing in the experience either. He thought back to when he first learned to use a search engine. He didn’t get useful results until he learned to ask the right questions.
He felt his cheeks burn as another part of him rebelled at this rebuke. He sat bolt upright and turned sharply to Aubra. “Hold on, I’m not buying this.”
“Of course you aren’t. I expected nothing less from you.”
“Nice. But check this out: I was shown things. Strange things, sure, that I’m still trying to figure out. I think I was shown them for a reason. Maybe there’s something I’m meant to do to stop this Inanna, or help somebody, or… I don’t know. What I do know is, I won’t ever know unless I know what I’m dealing with. Why else would I have seen what I saw?”
Aubra let off a brusque snort. “You asked.”
“Wait, I’m not getting this. You’re saying I asked to be shown goddesses, some kingdom, and a temple?”
“And Agnes.”
“Yeah,” James said, adjusting his glasses. “And Agnes. Right.”
“You said you loved her.” Aubra looked sullen. James felt awkward at the impression she was jealous, despite their age difference.
“I did, yeah.”
“It is because you love her that you have come to care about her. You wanted to know more about her.”
“Also true. I don’t feel like I’ve accomplished that.”
“It is because you’re not seeing the path you have strayed onto. If you wanted to know more about Agnes as a person, you could have asked, and you would have known. Instead, you focused on her present circumstances, and you were shown. The mess you find yourself sorting out is frankly your own doing.”
“So, what do I do now?”
“What do you want to do?”
“I guess I just want to… fix everything.”
“What is broken?”
“Well, let’s see. Agnes is hurting, there’s a goddess here doing something or other, there’s a kingdom that’s about to come under attack, and now I found out the groundskeeper’s friend got killed somehow and he’s hurting too. I just want to make things right.”
“Do you pay any attention to your lessons, or do they fall out of your ears?”
James cocked his head. “Huh? What lessons, you mean the stuff about meditating about dolphins or whatever?”
“I’m referring to your spirit guide. He’s disappointed in you, by the way. He showed you the Black Tower. You seemed to understand the lesson, then promptly forgot it and made problems for yourself.” He had put it out of his mind. And he hadn’t communicated with his spirit guide. It was something like Silvar. He recalled being annoyed at seeing a loose chain being draped around Aubra’s neck. “You can’t fix what doesn’t concern you. It might be useful to recall how you came to learn about Agnes at all.”
“You told me her name.” James rubbed his forehead. “Hey, yeah, you had never spoken to me before. How can you say this is a mess I made when you sent me in her direction in the first place?”
“I told you her name because you asked for it.”
“I didn’t ask you, as I recall.”
“I was the closest channel the universe could speak through. You weren’t going to hear it any other way. Not then. Even now, there is much you tune out. So much information is available to you if you’d only be still and listen.”
“Like what?”
“Why did I tell you Agnes’s name?”
“Because I was trying to turn a rock into gold and wasn’t getting anywhere. I do know it’s impossible, but the countess told me other people had done it, and I was wondering who they were.”
“It’s not impossible.”
James gave her a caustic chuckle. “Like hell it isn’t.”
Aubra uncrossed her arms and picked up a pencil from James’s desk. She held it in the palm of her left hand and slid her right hand down the length of the pencil, then handed it to him. To his astonishment, the pencil has been rendered in solid gold. He rubbed his eyes and considered its heft. He wasn’t imagining it. It was gold. If only the countess could have seen this, he thought.
She took the pencil away from him and did the reverse. As her hand slid toward her, rather than away, the pencil had returned to its prior state. She handed it to James and crossed her arms again.
“Hey, bring it back! What did you do that for?”
Aubra shrugged. “Gold is not needed here.”
“How can you say that? Gold is always needed, as far as I’m concerned. Do you have any idea what that would have been worth?”
“Purity of motive,” she said.
James pounded the mattress in disgust. “You know what, Aubra, I really don’t get you.”
“Ask for guidance,” she said, and left him alone in his room.
He ran his fingers over the pencil, looking for any trace of gold. All he found was painted wood, a band of metal, and a pink eraser. He threw the pencil at his bedroom door. “Okay, Aubra. I will. Let’s start with this question: who are you, exactly, and why are you here?”
He laid on his back and set his glasses aside once more. He fixated on that question as he closed his eyes. After a few minutes of focused relaxation, black smoke swirled around him.



CHAPTER 55: RECONCILIATION
 
Annabella turned to face Gracie. “Now it’s your turn. You don’t like it when people don’t call you Gracie, yes?”
“You know that already.” Gracie rested her chin in her hand and looked toward the closest wall.
“Why not?”
“I don’t like my real name,” she muttered.
Jacqueline looked at her, surprised. “Lauren is a beautiful name.”
“Whatever, Fortune.”
Jacqueline shifted in her seat to address Gracie directly. “You didn’t tell me at dinner when I brought it up. At long last, please tell me why you call me that.”
“Whatever, Fortune.”
Annabella leaned forward and patted Gracie’s knee. “Hey. It’s a good question. I’d like to know the reason too. If you won’t tell her, then tell me.”
Gracie shrugged. “It means Fortune 500, which I thought was pretty obvious.”
“That’s a strange nickname. I call my brother birdbrain, because he’s always been into birdwatching,” Annabella said.
“She thinks all I care about is business,” Jacqueline said.
“Money,” Gracie said sharply. “You only care about money.”
Jacqueline sat up straight. “I most certainly do not care only about money.”
Gracie snorted. “You sure could have fooled me.”
Annabella patted her knee again. “Hey. There’s something you two haven’t worked out. Jacqueline, you won’t call her by her preferred name. Gracie, you refuse to say her name at all, choosing to use the name you made up for her. What’s going on?”
Gracie gave Jacqueline a dirty look. “She knows why.”
“I can’t think of anything I’ve done to deserve being reduced to a non-person by my own sister, who I love dearly.” Jacqueline dabbed at her eyes with the paper towel.
Gracie turned to face her. “Oh, please. You should talk about non-people. How far did Trixie have to climb up the mountain to bring you back down to mingle with the rest of us low-lifes? I bet you’re missing out on your nightly caviar bath or whatever you people do in your golden mansions.”
Jacqueline cocked her head. “Who is Trixie?”
Annabella raised her hand. “Sorry, it’s complicated. Anyway, Gracie, I don’t know what she did that was so terrible. Tell me the story.”
Gracie crossed her arms again and sank into the sofa. “Fine, I’ll tell you. It was my eighth-grade science fair. Back when I gave a damn about school, I was trying to get straight A’s and get a good head start on high school. Mom said getting the best grades and winning the science fair was going to get me into the best college, just like Fortune. She said if I won the fair, Fortune would make a special trip home and take me with her to New York to learn about business and teach me how to be successful.”
Jacqueline rested her hands in her lap, clutching the wadded-up paper towel. “I don’t recall any such arrangements being made.”
“Bull. So, I studied really hard, and came up with a kick-ass project.”
Annabella leaned forward. “What was it? I’m a huge science nerd. I bet it was great.”
“It was called, ‘What’s a Watt Worth?’ It was a set-up where people had to do things to light up different kinds of light bulbs by turning a crank. The more efficient bulb was easier to light up, plus there was a solar panel involved to show people how the Sun could be doing all the work for us. Lots of people changed their bulbs to those twisty kinds after that, or at least that’s what I heard later on.”
Annabella nodded approvingly. “That sounds awesome. What did your sister do?”
“It’s what she didn’t do. I got the grades, I got the blue ribbon, and she never came home.” Tears welled up in Gracie’s eyes. “I asked Mom why she didn’t come home like she’d said, and she told me, ‘Your sister wasn’t suitably impressed to make the trip.’ She said to keep studying and she’d keep an eye on me.” 
Jacqueline was thunderstruck. “Lau… Gracie, I had no idea about any of this. Mother never said a word.”
“Bull. So, I decided everything was crap. Everything. I let my grades crash in high school. I stopped going by Lauren. I almost got flunked out in sophomore year. Mister Atkins pulled me aside and told me not to throw my education away. I told him college was stupid, and he didn’t agree. But he told me whatever I did not to piss away my diploma. I got by on a low ‘C’ and got my stupid diploma. I was so happy to be done with school and free to make my own choices.”
Jacqueline reached over and placed her hand on Gracie’s thigh. “Gracie, you know I put a high value on education. If I would have known of your ambitions, I would have moved mountains to be there to encourage you. But you never told me what happened. Mother never told me about any of this. Why would she? I can see what a cynical ploy that was to motivate you to succeed. She had no right to do that.”
“When I got this tattoo,” Gracie held up her right hand and pointed to the yellow star near her thumb, “you told me I could kiss Harvard goodbye. You had no clue Harvard was already gone, for me.”
“Well, I am certainly no fan of tattoos, but point taken.” Jacqueline looked to Annabella for support, who in turn rubbed her arm subtly to draw attention to an assortment of tattoos.
“Having tattoos doesn’t get you banned from college,” Annabella said. “If they did that, most schools would be bankrupt in no time. If Harvard ever had that policy, shame on them. Maybe Harvard wouldn’t have been the right fit for you anyway. Maybe college wasn’t your path. But that path was taken from you, Gracie. Your mother sounds horrible. I think she owes you an apology, for starters.”
Gracie wiped her cheek with her sleeve. “She’s not that bad. She kinda forced me to move here, which turned out good for us.” She smiled at Annabella.
“Yes, that’s true. Now let’s move forward. Jacqueline, you do seem heavily interested in money, business, and throwing your weight around. Maybe you and Gracie could take some time to grow closer together. You are sisters. Don’t throw that precious bond away over a silly misunderstanding.”
“Not to mention how you treated Weirdness tonight. Speaking of, I should check up on her.” Gracie started to get up from the sofa, but Annabella pushed her back down onto her seat.
“We are not finished. Gracie, I know you like to call people names, especially people you don’t like. You have no idea what a corrosive effect that has on relationships. For instance, your other sister. What’s her real name?”
Both sisters spoke. “Agnes.”
“Agnes. That’s a beautiful name as well. You see? The world would be a better place if we just treated each other with respect. Yes, even siblings. I should probably stop calling my brother ‘birdbrain’ so much, come to think of it.”
Jacqueline nodded. “I agree. From now on, I promise to call you Gracie. I ask that you call me Jacqueline in return.”
“Okay.”
Annabella gave her a disapproving frown. “Okay, what?”
“Okay… Jacqueline.”
“There, was that so hard? Now give her a hug.”
Both sisters turned to her sharply. “What?”
“I’m serious. You’ll thank me later. Come on, stand up and hug it out.”
Jacqueline and Gracie rose to their feet hesitantly, then shuffled away from the coffee table and stood close to the front door. They awkwardly tried to figure out whose arm should go where, then embraced. “I will speak with Mother,” Jacqueline said.
“Don’t bother. I know everything anyway. College is a racket.”
“You are always welcome to come visit us. We would love to show you the sights. And you’ve never been to our home.”
“Uh, um… sure, that sounds great. Maybe we could play polo or buy a law firm together.”
Jacqueline patted her back. “Smart aleck.”
Annabella waved Gracie to her, and she put her arm around Gracie as they saw Jacqueline off. “Safe travels home. I’m looking forward to getting to know you and your family better.”
Jacqueline nodded and slung her bag over her shoulder. “I’d like that. Agnes?”
Gracie shrugged. “Agnes knows you, I think.”
“No. Agnes, I’m so sorry.” Jacqueline strode over to Agnes, who looked at everyone dazedly. She stared ahead as Jacqueline put her arms around her and squeezed. “I’ll never hurt you again. Feel better.”
“What’s happening?” Agnes’s voice was tiny.
“I think Jacqueline is saying sorry for being such a bitch to you,” Gracie offered.
“You… said her name. Her real name.”
“Yeah, it’s a thing, I guess. I’ve got her to blame.” She looked up at Annabella and smiled.
“Girlfriend.”
Jacqueline walked over to Annabella and embraced her. “Yes, that appears to be the case. Thank you, for everything.”
“She owns her own business too, Jack. Maybe she can give you some pointers.”
Annabella grinned. “It’s a small salon. Nothing to write home about.”
Jacqueline stepped back, her mouth agape. “Well, I… I… you shouldn’t be so modest. Business ownership is not for the timid.”
“You’re preaching to the choir, sister.”
Agnes rubbed her forehead in disbelief. “Girlfriend. Her.”
Gracie cocked her head. “Well, yeah, Ag, I told you, we had a date, and things kinda went from there, and… why are you looking at us like that?”
Agnes’s eyes rolled up into her head and she crumpled to the floor.



CHAPTER 56: GENESIS
 
James found himself transported to an ancient city he had visited before. This time, however, a scene of chaos and destruction surrounded him. Soldiers ran in all directions. City folk scrambled to take cover during the siege. James floated above the city and observed an attacking army at the city walls. Not merely on one side; they were on three sides and making a play for the fourth as archers did their best from the ramparts to impede their progress. The army had archers of their own, and a flurry of arrows brought down five archers, creating a weak point on the western wall.
James floated back to ground level. A loud crash sounded, and screams tore through the city from the east. The king walked forward, flanked by his advisor. “What madness is this? They have touched the very walls of Nineveh.”
“I fear they have breached the walls, your highness. It is best to take your leave at once.”
The king struck his advisor’s cheek. Fury burned in his eyes at the suggestion. “I will not turn tail and run when Nineveh is at war! I am king, and it is I who shall command my armies to victory and vanquish this pestilence to the last man.”
The advisor rubbed his cheek and shook his head. “You shall die a fool. I will take my leave, then.”
The king was taken aback at this insolence. He called a soldier to him and ordered the advisor to be smashed with his mace. The soldier obeyed, and with a single swing of his mace the advisor was slain. The king thanked the soldier and commanded him to shore up the eastern defenses. The solder bowed and proceeded to the battle.
The king spat on the remains of his former advisor and stepped away from the corpse. He surveyed the battle from afar, trembling at the sight of the western walls being overrun by enemies. He shouted at nearby soldiers to rush to their defense. Some obeyed, others went about their intended business.
A hue and cry went up from the western front. A section of the inner walls dissipated into sand. The marauders did not possess any special tools, only the weapons of war, and set about slaughtering all who stood in their path. Another wall dissolved into sand. A wooden structure went up in bright orange flames. The king was terrified at the sight of Nineveh becoming erased from the earth.
“Fool. Impotent fool.” The king turned to see the priestess from Inanna’s temple approach him, wagging an accusing finger. “Inanna heard not your prayers, as none were offered. See now the folly of expecting favor from she who has been ignored. See how Nineveh falls, never to rise again.”
The king was offended. He shouted at a solder to run her through with his sword. The soldier made a disapproving face and rushed off to battle. He was run through with a spear and his sword fell to the ground. Another wall vanished. Another fire burned.
“Impossible. Mighty Nineveh was built by the greatest kings who ever graced this land. It has been blessed by the very gods. Even Inanna, who has called Nineveh her home for centuries. For centuries more, she shall abide here.”
The priestess stared at him defiantly. “No, sire, Inanna has forsaken Nineveh, and has cursed it. See now as the curse comes into full bloom! See, as Nineveh falls. You speak of the kings of old. They paid tribute to the gods, knowing whence their blessings came. Hubris! Arrogance! These are your legacy. You shall be the last king, forgotten to the ages.”
The king turned red at this. He picked up the fallen soldier’s sword and charged at the priestess. She raised her chin. Her eyes were weary with a sense of the inevitable. “You may strike me down, sire, but my truth remains, and Nineveh shall fall. Woe to you and all who have brought this day upon us.”
The king ran her through with the sword. He pulled it out and looked at her blood as it ran along the length of the blade. “The blame is yours, priestess. It fell to you to curry favor with ancient Inanna, and if she has cursed us, if she has forsaken us, it is you who shall pay the price for your treachery.” He hacked at her with the sword, rendering her a bloody mass. He stepped back and drove the sword into her remains, leaving the hilt gleaming in the noonday sun.
Marauders rushed through the breach behind the king. The first one ran him through with a spear, then another slashed at him with a sword. A third ended his life conclusively with a blow from his mace.
James frowned at the bloody scene before him. He tried to refocus on his original purpose: to know about Aubra and where she came from. He meant to know her immediate history, such as who her family was and how she had come to be a purported student at Eddington Manor. He assumed his intent was not clear enough and he was shown this scene in error. He began to utter a clarifying statement when he noticed something odd about the battle. Several soldiers who had been defending the city from attack were now part of the marauding army without being forced into servitude somehow in trade for their lives. James saw their helmets bore a white symbol the others lacked. Had they been traitors?
No, he thought, this is another unrelated tangent. Focus! “Show me where Aubra came from, and how she came to be a student of Horace Steele.”
The scene did not change. Black smoke did not surround him and transport him elsewhere. The hilt of the sword that killed the priestess gleamed in the sunlight like a beacon. James floated over to it and reached out to touch the sword. In his ethereal state, he could not make physical contact with anything, but he found himself irresistibly drawn to it. To his amazement, his hand gripped the gleaming hilt.
Instead of black smoke, James instantly saw a flash: a young man joined a monastery and transcribed books for decades. He saw a woman work as a seamstress for a cruel governess and saw her starved and whipped. He saw a man rise to prominence as a merchant, selling wares bound for the New World. He saw a man torn away from his family and sold at auction and put to work on a tobacco plantation.
“Is this Aubra, or the priestess?”
A voice replied. It came from everywhere, and nowhere. James felt a resonance as it spoke. They are one.
“How did Aubra come to Eddington Manor?”
To his surprise and relief, black smoke swirled around him and he found himself in Horace Steele’s office. Aubra sat in one of his staid guest chairs in his stodgy office, favoring dark wood and rich leather upholstery. James was surprised to see her unaccompanied by any anyone, such as her parents.
Horace looked her up and down as he sat behind his large desk, littered with items of antiquity and various papers. “Ah, my child. Your education shall begin in earnest. I have heard extraordinary things about you. I look forward to fostering your spiritual development and shaping you into a leader for the coming age. These are auspicious times, you know. We stand on the brink of a new age of unparalleled spiritual and mental enlightenment.”
Aubra stared at him blankly. James was happy to know on some level that she’d always been that way since her arrival at the manor. “I know my purpose,” she said in her signature monotone.
Horace’s eyes sparked, then tented as he let out a jolly laugh. “Oh, goodness me! Such wisdom from the mouths of babes. Truly, the universe chooses delightful channels through which to speak. Well, then, off you go. My staff shall show you to your room, and get you established. Let me first welcome you officially to Eddington Manor, and say how delighted I am to have you join our ranks of seekers.”
“I am not seeking anything. I know my purpose,” she said, staring him down.
Horace was stunned, then let out another laugh. “Oh, too precious! Ah yes, the innocence of children. From you, we shall learn much, of this I am certain. But, if you don’t mind my saying so, don’t close your mind to new possibilities and experiences. You might be astounded at the truths you will encounter when you don’t lay claim to all the answers. I speak from years of experience.”
James felt a chill as he saw the intent look on Aubra’s face as she crossed her arms tightly in the manner he had come to dislike. “So do I. Many, many years. I know my purpose.”
Horace stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Well… then I shall not delay you any further. Run along and do let me know if there’s anything I can do to be of assistance as you acclimate to your surroundings.”
Aubra rose from her chair and unfolded her arms. She stared at his desk for a moment, then spoke. “Have you spoken with your brother lately?”
Horace’s eyes widened, and he sat up in his chair. “How would you know to ask such a thing? Who told you?”
“I asked a question. I assume the answer is no.”
“No, dear child, I have not. I have phoned his residence many times, only to be told he is engaged in a series of meditations that render him incapable of being disturbed by the concerns of mere mortals, even close family.” He sank in his seat.
“You should pay him a visit,” she said, and left the room.
Horace stroked his beard thoughtfully for several minutes. He snapped out of his brooding funk and produced a clean sheet of paper and a fountain pen. “I’m afraid other matters do not permit me the luxury of personal travel at present. There are other means to communicate with my brother. Perhaps this letter shall find him well, and he’ll take a moment to submit a reply with details of this strange undertaking of his.”
James looked skyward. “Show me where his brother is today.”
Black smoke swirled around him once more.



CHAPTER 57: CAGED TIGER ESCAPES
 
To the women who surrounded Agnes as she laid on the apartment floor, she appeared unconscious to the point of near death. Deep within her, however, Agnes was quite active. She stood surrounded by a shapeless form, darker than the night, blacker than the inkiest black. She felt utter hopelessness radiate from it. While held within its grip, she was subjected to an onslaught of depression and feelings of worthlessness. She found herself immune to these feelings now. A white light surrounded her, repelling the black form as she drew near to it.
“You have no place here. Return to your maker,” she said firmly.
The form grew larger and surrounded her. You are unloved. To carry on living is pointless. Why not relieve yourself of this burden, and do the world a favor? Unless… you’re too stupid to complete such a simple task.
Agnes looked up and smiled. Gracie was stroking her hair and begging her to wake up. Jacqueline was dialing 9-1-1. Gracie’s girlfriend knelt beside her. She pressed one hand to Gracie’s back to give her physical support in her time of need, and squeezed Agnes’s hand with her other one, adding her voice to the chorus of concern that filled her ears.
“I am loved. I have family and friends that care about me. And I have work to do. My time here is not finished. Leave. You have nothing positive to contribute. Go to where you belong.”
The black form shrank away from her, then grew even larger. Previously, this smothering effect was overwhelming and rendered Agnes barely able to function. Now she found it tiresome in its impotence. The form persisted in its efforts to sink her in a well of crippling depression. It only takes a minute. A knife in the heart. A handful of pills. A filled bathtub to drown yourself in. You are nothing. You are a burden. You are stupid, weak, and worthless. Rid the world of your foul presence.
Jacqueline terminated the call after summoning an ambulance. A siren sounded in the distance. Gracie told her the fire station was only a half mile away. Jacqueline knelt beside Agnes and gripped her other hand. Tears dripped onto Agnes’s forehead as Jacqueline pleaded to her to wake up, and assured her help was on the way. She told Agnes she’d cancel her flight and stay to make sure she was going to be okay. Agnes smiled at these assurances, and her light grew brighter. The form was repelled once more, and diminished. It seemed to be cast into the darkest corners of an otherwise empty room. Agnes saw only white light around her, and felt white light break through from afar to meet it.
To her surprise, it wasn’t only from her sisters. Another beam of white light tore through the black shape. In an instant, she knew its origin. It came from the boy, James, who had come to visit her and who she had cast away in anger. She thought he was on an errand from the countess, intent on plying the secret of turning plain objects to gold. Now she knew the truth about him and how he cared for her. Had his purposes been malign, or at least naïve, such light would not have been sent. He told her he loved her. She felt the truth of those words now as his light weakened the black form even further.
Love is a lie. Nothing and no one cares about you. Don’t delude yourself.
Gracie cried as Agnes laid motionless on the floor. She pleaded to her not to die when she was finally getting to know her. Gracie’s girlfriend stood and looked out the living room window. She announced the arrival of the ambulance. Jacqueline brushed her free hand across Agnes’s forehead and told her help was on the way and not to worry.
Agnes was far from worried. The bright aura that surrounded her became more luminous and dazzling than ever. “You are not needed here. Return to your maker.”
The black form did not reply. White light shined in all directions. The scourge that vexed her was gone. She took a moment to enjoy the sensation of pure love that enveloped her after the steady drumbeat of negativity and hopelessness she had endured without respite. She returned to waking consciousness in time to find herself being poked and prodded by two paramedics in blue uniforms.
“I’m back,” she said.
Gracie cried out and slid on her knees beside her. “Weirdness. Agnes. Are you okay? What happened?”
The paramedic beside her brushed her aside. “Let us finish our evaluation. I’ve got 113 over 52.”
The other paramedic pulled a stethoscope from his ears and frowned. “Respiration normal. Pulse 51.” He turned to Agnes. “Did you faint? Any dizziness? Nausea?”
“I just… blacked out, I guess,” Agnes said. “But I feel much better now.”
“Huh. Well, we should take you in to Lakeview just in case. Any allergies? Did you eat anything strange in the last 72 hours?”
Gracie snorted. “She eats the same crap every day. Well, did. Actually, I have no idea what she’s been stuffing into her mouth these days. You should dissect her and find out.”
Agnes shook her head. “I don’t think it was anything I ate. Oh, well, I take that back. I think there was something on the pizza I ate that didn’t agree with me.”
The other paramedic shined a penlight in her eyes and into her mouth after ordering her to open wide. “No sign of anaphylaxis. Lakeview is going to have to run some tests.”
Agnes shook her head. “I hate to waste your time, but I’m feeling quite well. Focus your energies on others who need your help.”
Jacqueline stepped forward indignantly. “Agnes Morris, you do as you’re told. You scared us all half to death with your fainting spell, or whatever that was. If your concerns are financial, I assure you Richardson and I will cover as much as is required.”
Gracie rolled her eyes. “If my nose looks raw, it’s just because Fortune is rubbing her fat wallet in it. Don’t mind me, I’ll get over it.”
Annabella gave her a disapproving glance. “Gracie, let your sister help in her own way.”
The paramedics frowned at Agnes. The one to her left shrugged and said, “Well, we can’t force you to submit to transport. I will say we strongly recommend it. If you’re trying to cut down on the medical bills, then maybe one of these people can give you a ride. But the ER will push you further down the triage list if you don’t come in on an ambulance, so that’s the trade-off. It could mean hours of waiting just to see a nurse, let alone a doctor. Your call.”
Jacqueline knelt beside her and squeezed her hand. “Don’t be foolish, Agnes. Let them take you to the hospital. You don’t want to ignore this, and have it spiral out of control.”
Gracie squeezed her other hand. “Whatever you want to do is fine by me. But For… Jacqueline is right. You’ve been messed up for a while now. Maybe they can give you some kick-ass drugs and blow this thing out of you, whatever it is.”
Agnes looked at each of them and smiled. “I took care of it. I’m quite well.”
Jacqueline shook her head. “I don’t accept that, Agnes. Let them take you in.”
Agnes turned to Gracie. “I appreciate everyone’s concern. I think what’s best for me right now is my own bed and a blanket, if you understand what I’m saying.”
Gracie’s eyes widened. “Are you going to be… out long?”
“Not long. I just need to do what’s best.”
The paramedics lingered by the door. “Well, what’s the plan here? Should we get the stretcher?”
Jacqueline said yes, but Gracie stepped forward and gave an emphatic no. Annabella was caught in the crossfire, but after reading the look on Gracie’s face she sided with her. “That’s three to one for no. Sorry, guys. Maybe you’ll get a cool axe murder or something to make up for it,” Gracie said.
Jacqueline fumed as the paramedics packed up and left. Agnes rose from the floor and hugged her. “Thank you for everything you did for me,” she said, then hugged Gracie. To her visible surprise, Annabella received a hug from Agnes as well. “I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance.”
“I am Annabella. You may know me as Trixie, from when you two came to my salon all those months ago.”
“I know you,” Agnes said.
Jacqueline closed the door behind the departing paramedics. “Wait, what do you mean, all those months ago? It was my understanding you two haven’t been living here very long. Did you two make a trip I don’t know about?”
Gracie began to make up a cover story, but Agnes shushed her. “Yes, we did, and it’s a story for another time. I must get to bed and under a blanket right away. Thank you all again for everything you did for me in my darkest hour.”
“Well, if it was as dire as all that, I still think you should go to the hospital. I’m not leaving until I know you’re okay,” Jacqueline said.
“Trust me on this. If Weirdness says she needs to get under a blanket, you let her do her thing,” Gracie said with a sidelong wink to Agnes.
After taking a shower and changing into fresh clothes, Agnes was tucked in to bed by her sisters. Annabella watched from a respectable distance and pulled the bedroom door closed behind Gracie and Jacqueline as they left. Agnes laid in the darkness and clutched the corners of her comforter.
“With this blanket, I go to James,” she said.



CHAPTER 58: THE WRONG PLACE
 
James stood in Horace Steele’s imposing office, done up in wood and leather. But it wasn’t his office. It seemed to him like a clever forgery. Cats lounged on various surfaces. A gray long-haired cat looked up from licking its paw and James felt caught it its gaze, as prey does when it spots a glimpse of its predator. The cat bared its teeth and yawned.
What was the meaning of this vision? All others appeared to be past events. This scene reminded him of old dreams, from before his induction into Eddington Manor. His thought-voice used to inform him of his locale, which he accepted despite several, if not all details being incorrect. He recalled one of his old school, featuring an alligator-infested swamp in the center of it that the faculty and students accepted without question. He woke up in a sweat after dreaming of being bitten on the leg while asking out Peggy Redburgh. 
No such thought-voice spoke to him now. He floated around the room, trying to make sense of the objects he saw and what they might portend. His study was interrupted as the door opened. Mr. Steele entered the room. He muttered to himself of the failings of modern medicine as he stuffed items into a black bag. James was utterly confused by the scene. Was this a future event? Was it an alternate past? He had been warned about this by one of his instructors and advised not to put stock in such visions lest he draw the incorrect conclusion, thereby being led astray from the path of right action.
The countess entered the room a few moments later. A dark red aura surrounded her. James felt a pang of anxiety as he observed her countenance. 
“Henry, I neglected to inquire: where is the ingot? Is it with the appraiser?”
James was taken aback by this. Henry? No, this was all wrong. Mister Steele’s name was Horace. Everyone knew that. He wondered if Henry was a nickname for Horace, but he never heard anyone call Mister Steele by a nickname before. 
The conversation had continued despite his inattentiveness. “Good thinking, Helen!” Mister Steele toddled toward his desk. 
Helen! James only knew her as the countess. Helen was the name she gave the groundskeeper. Mister Steele told James she was keenly interested in his spiritual development and urged him to learn everything she had to teach him. Except, he thought darkly, she didn’t teach him anything except how to feel like a failure. He gasped as he saw her gloved hand clutching a shiny pointed object descend and bury it into Mister Steele’s back. She stabbed him three more times before tossing the weapon aside. James saw it clearly now: a silver letter-opener.
A ray of sunlight poked through a slit in the blinds. James looked at it and decided to float through the wall to escape the bloody scene. He hovered over a well-manicured lawn. The road along the front edge of the property was wrong. The trees that lined the street were gone. A white farmhouse stood at least a mile away, perhaps further. Eddington Manor was surrounded by a thick forest. He spun around to look at the building and it, too, was wrong. In fact, he observed, the only shared design element was red brick construction.
A phrase was carved over the front doors: THOSE WHO KNOW DO NOT SPEAK; THOSE WHO SPEAK DO NOT KNOW. Eddington Manor had no such phrase. James recalled the numbers 1894 over the stately entrance, which to his understanding was the year of its construction. This place seemed newer, despite its attempt at giving off an established appearance.
Come back, James, said a voice.
He shook his head. Come back to… what? That bloody mess he just watched? To see whatever the countess did with the body? He had seen enough. He’d had enough. Whatever was going on at Eddington Manor didn’t concern him, he determined. He would pack up his things and call his parents in the morning. He’d find a way to pay them back for what they’d lost. In truth, he told himself, he was saving them from wasting any more money on a fraud.
Come back, James. I’m waiting for you, said the voice. He felt breath on his ear. He frowned at the ersatz manor and shook his head again. No, he affirmed. He wasn’t going to see the countess ever again.
To his surprise and dismay, the scene before him dissipated. He felt his stomach lurch as he snapped back into waking consciousness. Fine, he thought in that moment. I’ll start packing right away.
He sat upright in bed and reached over for his glasses but came up empty. He found himself nose-to-nose with an unfamiliar face. He recoiled and raised his hand defensively. “Who the heck are you?”
The blurry shape handed him his glasses. James’s jaw dropped as his visitor came into clearer focus. Agnes was in his room, sitting beside his bed. “Someone you love very much.”
James put his hands to his head. He lifted his glasses and rubbed his eyes, blinking in disbelief. He let them drop in place and reached out for her hands. They were cold to the touch, but solid. Her thin fingers curled around his slightly thicker ones. “Agnes, I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry. About everything.”
Agnes smiled and tipped her head. “That’s a lot to be sorry for. Why do you carry such a burden?”
Tears trickled down James’s cheek. “I… I don’t know what’s going on or what I’m doing. I’m failing at anything and everything. I even made you angry. You told me to go away and never come back.”
“I’m sorry, James. I wasn’t myself at the time.” She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “I’m much better now. I’m here to give you what you need.”
James squeezed her hands and considered the sensation of his tingling cheek where she had kissed him. Agnes! In my room, he thought. Was she going to… No. He caught himself before he allowed himself to explore that line of inquiry. “And what is that?”
She smiled and kissed his other cheek. “Guidance.”



CHAPTER 59: MELTDOWN
 
Gracie arrived at work the following morning on time, but just by the skin of her teeth. Between Annabella spending the night with her and Jacqueline crashing on her sofa, too spent to drive back to her hotel, chaos reigned at Gracie’s apartment as she rushed to get ready while seeing Annabella off with promises of seeing other after work. She made a beeline for her desk, clutching her phone with the intent of tossing it into her desk drawer so as not to be distracted from the stack of work she had left the day before. She rounded the corner and stopped dead in her tracks. At the edge of her desk sat a watermelon with a face painted on it.
Gracie felt flushed as she approached the melon. She looked around for any notes, but the melon was message enough. She plopped down in her desk chair and looked at her inbox. To her surprise and shock, it was empty. She slid her drawer open and deposited her phone. She let off a long sigh and logged into her computer. The clacking of her keys summoned Jaime to her desk. She gave Gracie a long stare and rolled her eyes. “Oh, you’re back. I guess I can send the new girl away.” She picked up the melon and carried it back to her desk without another word.
Gracie felt her stomach drop out. She wanted to apologize, to explain, to make assurances that she’d never leave early again, ever, for any reason. The words weren’t coming to her, and she doubted Jaime wanted to hear any of them. Cathy sat down at her desk and gave Gracie a hard stare.
“You’re back,” she said.
Gracie tried to loosen up and downplay the gravity of the moment. “Yeah, I uh… family emergency yesterday. Everything is fine now. Better than ever, actually.”
Cathy shot a glance at the edge of Gracie’s desk. “Where’s your backup?”
“I uh… Jaime took her, uh, it away.”
“That’s not a good idea. You should train her on the phones. She’s okay with keeping an eye on things but not so great with the customer service.”
Gracie wasn’t sure how to process this. She considered making a joke to defuse the tension, but Cathy’s facial expression didn’t suggest she was kidding. “Oh, well, I guess I could—” Her cell phone rang in her drawer. She winced and berated herself for not turning the ringer off. 
Cathy scowled. “You gonna get that?”
“Um, it’s probably nothing. I’ll just let it roll to voice mail.”
“I meant, turn that damn thing off. We’ve been over this.”
Gracie nodded and muted the call. Her caller ID showed an unfamiliar number from a 773 area code. She didn’t think it was Annabella, especially after they had agreed to keep phone contact to a minimum during business hours, for Gracie’s sake. She frowned over it and turned off her ringer, unwilling to shut the phone off lest she miss something important. She’d limit her phone time to breaks and lunch, she vowed inwardly.
“S-sorry. I didn’t realize it was on. Fixed it.”
Cathy grunted in acknowledgement. “Hey, speaking of fixing things, you better apologize to Jaime for walking out yesterday. She’s pissed.”
Gracie nodded eagerly. “Okay, I’ll take care of it. Right away.”
“I’m pissed too.”
“Sorry.” 
“Yeah, you are.” Cathy rose from her desk and stomped off to the warehouse. Gracie felt ill, but she took a few deep breaths to calm down. This is just like how Warren used to get, she told herself. I can smooth things over and get everything back to normal. 
She checked her work email and scanned through the new messages for anything important. Nothing grabbed her attention. She glanced at her empty inbox and sighed. She stepped away from her desk and walked over to Jaime’s desk. She found her flipping through a catalog and making a list of product codes and quantities. Jaime looked up and gave Gracie a hard stare. “Yes?”
“I, uh… I’m sorry about yesterday. It won’t ever happen again.”
“Good to know,” Jaime said. She flipped through a few more pages of the catalog.
“So, uh… any new POs for me to take care of?”
Jaime bobbed her head in the direction of her file trays. “Nope. You can file those, if you want.”
Gracie took the stack and carried them off to the file cabinets. She started to place the completed purchase orders in their respective folders when the office phone rang. She pushed the drawer shut and dropped the stack on top of the cabinet. The phone rang a second time. She bent over her desk to grab the phone, when the flashing green light turned to solid red. Jaime’s voice filled the office. “Modern Roofing Supply, this is Jaime, how may I assist you?”
Gracie stepped around her desk and hovered over the phone. Yeah, they want the calls answered on the first ring, but come on, she thought. I had that one.
Cathy stopped beside the file cabinet and huffed. “Who left this stuff here?”
Gracie hurried back to the stack of unfiled purchase orders. “Me. Sorry, I had to grab the phone.”
“Sounds like Jaime got it.”
“Yeah, well, I—” Cathy walked away before Gracie could finish her sentence. Gracie pulled the drawer open and filed three more POs before the phone rang again. Jaime was still on the other call, so Gracie hurried back to her desk just in time to grab the phone before ringing a second time. “Modern Roofing Sys—I mean, Supply, this is Gracie, how may I assist you?”
“They let you answer the phone with a nickname? How unusual.”
“Fortune? I mean, Jacqueline? Why are you calling here?”
“You weren’t answering my calls. I had to get the company name from Mother, and my assistant found the number for me. That’s not important. Where is Agnes?”
“I uh, thought she was in bed, why?”
“Well, she isn’t. I went in to check on her, and her bed didn’t look slept in. I didn’t hear her go out. Did you drop her off somewhere?”
Gracie’s eyes darted around as she struggled to come up with a cover story. The office phone rang, and she panicked. “One sec, I have to get this.” She put the call on hold and switched over to the other line. “Modern Roofing Supply, this is Ag—I mean, Gracie, how can I help you?”
“Jaime Michaels, please,” said a male voice. 
“One moment, I’ll see if she’s available.” She placed the call on hold and stepped around her desk to check if Jaime was off the phone. “Call for you on line 2,” she said.
“Who is it?”
“I uh, he didn’t say.”
“Is it Dave? I don’t ever want to talk to him again.”
“I uh, I don’t think so. I can ask.”
Jaime huffed. “Oh, now you can ask? Don’t bother, I’ll handle it. Like I do everything else.” She picked up the receiver and punched a button. “Hello, this is Jaime.”
Gracie hurried back to her desk and reached for her phone. She punched a button next to a flashing red indicator and said, “I dropped her off at the urgent care this morning.”
A male voice came on the line. “I’m sorry, what was that?”
Crap! Gracie looked at the solid red light on line 2. This wasn’t her day, it was official. “I’m sorry, I pressed the wrong call button. Jaime is not available at the moment; can I transfer you to her voice mail?”
“Which urgent care? Is she okay?”
“No, I’m sorry, that was a misunderstanding. I thought this was someone else.”
“We’re not divorced yet. I have the right to know if my wife has a medical emergency.”
“I’m serious, sir. If you must know, I was talking about my sister.” Line 2 went dark. “Jaime just got off the phone. One moment, please.” She dialed Jaime’s extension and pressed the TRANSFER button. She slid her desk drawer open to peek at her phone. Jacqueline had called three times, and the unknown number once. A new voicemail alert appeared at the top of her screen.
“I told you to stop calling me, you asswipe!” Jaime slammed the phone down and stormed over to Gracie’s desk. “So, that was Dave. You know, the guy I said I never wanted to speak to, ever, for anything?”
“S-sorry, I didn’t realize.”
“I just got off the phone with your sister. What did I say about personal calls on the work phone?”
“I didn’t… it’s not my fault.”
Jaime rolled her eyes and shot a look at Cathy, who in turn shook her head and pointed to the door. “Out. We don’t need you here.”
Gracie sank in her seat. “I… I’m fired? But I—”
“Beat it, fruitcake,” Jaime said, and walked back to her desk. Gracie heard a paper bag rustling and Jaime returned with the watermelon. “We’ve already got a replacement lined up.”
Tears welled up in Gracie’s eyes as she pocketed her cell phone and shuffled out of the office in disgrace. Getting fired from the roller rink was one thing. This was way, way worse. She was convinced she could thrive in an office and start making good money and getting benefits. Now, she was a screw-up that nobody was going to recommend to scoop up dog crap, she thought darkly. She sank down into the driver’s side of her car and swiped her thumb across her cell phone. She tapped the voice mail reminder and entered her passcode. An annoyed female voice came on the line.
“Gracie? You missed practice again last night. If you’re not serious about derby, could you at least tell us, so we can get someone else?”
Gracie tossed the phone aside and cried. She didn’t want to know how much worse her life could get. At least she had Annabella… for now. How long would she stay interested in an unemployed loser with no job prospects?



CHAPTER 60: IN DUCES TECUM
 
Inanna crawled into bed much later than she would have preferred. She didn’t require sleep, but her mortal guise was useless if she couldn’t reasonably pass as human. Marc was a useful idiot, to her, but even he would notice if she didn’t keep up the appearance of maintaining a normal schedule. She had forced him to doze off with a simple command, giving her ample cover as to why she was up late, but her ruse required her to be in bed when he awoke.
Marc snored beside her. He rolled onto his left side and flopped his arm across her waist. She frowned and picked it up like a soiled diaper, then dropped it beside her. She used her body to keep him compliant enough as it was. She wasn’t going to give him any more physical contact than necessary to achieve her ends.
She smiled at the drawn curtains across the room from their bed. Marc had no idea what lay beyond them, or his fate as a golden adornment. Her index finger glowed orange as she relished the thought of his impending doom. A stream of black shapes passed through the ceiling and rushed into her head, causing Inanna to gasp for air until the invasion ended. To her dismay, her finger stopped glowing and returned to normal. She muttered a command to no avail. She said it louder and squealed with frustration when nothing happened. “I shall not be disobeyed,” she said aloud. “I have flattened mountains. Inanna is mighty, and quick to anger.”
Marc stirred beside her. “Yes, my queen. Please, don’t punish me.”
His voice was high and pathetic. The sight of him repulsed her. Soon, this weakling would be of no use to her, she thought, but not soon enough. A servant came to the door and knocked softly. “Mister Marc, do I disturb you?”
Inanna sat upright, baring her breasts as the covers fell away. “It is Inanna you rouse.”
The servant nodded and swallowed hard. “Begging your forgiveness, Tobias has called for Mister Marc. I meant no intrusion.”
“My Marc is yet asleep. He will come to Tobias when he is ready.”
The servant nodded and began to turn away when Marc rubbed his eyes and sat up. “What’s going on?”
“It is nothing. Sleep. You are weary from your labors.”
The servant turned around. “Forgive the interruption, but Tobias wishes to speak with you at once.”
Inanna scowled at the servant. She would pay dearly for her insolence, she decided. Before she could rebuke the servant verbally, Marc swung his legs over the side of the bed and scratched his head. “No, yeah, it’s no problem. He probably wants to know how the west wall is coming along. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
Inanna reached for him in vain as he stood up. “Marc, come back to bedroom. Why leave poor Inanna naked and alone without her sun and moon?”
Marc looked at the servant and covered himself with his hands. “Oops, sorry, I didn’t realize I wasn’t decent. Sorry to give you more than you wanted to see first thing in the morning.”
Inanna threw the covers aside. “Inanna is unashamed of her nakedness. Let all see her splendor and tremble.”
“Yeah, well, Marc is choosy about who he strips down for, and doesn’t think it’s cool to flash the help. Again, I’m really sorry. Five minutes, okay?”
The servant nodded and hastily left the room. Inanna fumed as Marc relieved himself in the adjacent bathroom and set about dressing himself. “It will only take a few minutes to tell him about the wall. We can have breakfast in bed after that.”
“Inanna is not hungry.”
“Okay, well, we can chill out in bed and eat later.”
“Inanna is not tired.”
“Alright, well, maybe we can think of something else to do in bed together. You know, if you’re up for it.” He leaned over and waited for a kiss. Inanna pushed him away and pouted.
A short time later, Inanna padded into the throne room, wearing her favorite green dress, adorned with a chunky gold necklace, and nothing else. Marc stood before Tobias on the step below the dais upon which he sat on his golden throne. “We just capped off the last row of the west wall, your majesty. Now the roof work may begin,” Marc said earnestly.
Tobias frowned at this. “I have received a differing report. Perhaps it is merely a falsehood, and at that, I may sleep well knowing the truth of the matter. I trust you, Marc. You have always been honest with me, no matter the cost.”
Marc bowed. “I would never lie to you, highness. I owe everything I have to you.”
Inanna huffed and stepped forward. “Ah, my brother, I seem to have just arrived to hear of my Marc’s labors. Poor Marc! All day, he labors for you, and here he is paid with distrust. What troubles you so, to doubt him when he serves you as a tree produces fruit to one who hungers, or shade to one who burns in the sunlight?”
“Silence,” Tobias commanded. “I shall hear it from him. Speak, and tell me this: has my kingdom been constructed as I have put forth?”
Marc looked around nervously. “I, uh, not one brick is out of place. We have checked and double-checked to be sure, your highness.”
Inanna raised her hand. “To this, he means he has been faithful to the plan, but the plans are only as good as men who make them.”
Marc cocked his head. “No, I meant, the plans are very clear, and we have made extra sure we’re giving you exactly what you wanted, as you have commanded. We are loyal to you, and only you, your majesty.” He smiled at Inanna. “Hey, your English is improving.”
Inanna rolled her eyes. Marc is a fool, she thought. She gave him a tight-lipped smile. “There, you see, my brother, he has spoken true, and your glorious kingdom is yet at hand! The roof is now to come. Dread Nineveh sees in all directions, but not through these walls.”
Tobias shot her an annoyed glance. “I will command my subjects as I see fit. Marc shall tell me truly this: have you overseen every brick that was laid in that wall? Can you assure me nothing has been done without your watchful eye upon it?”
Marc scratched his beard. “I, uh, no, your highness. I supervised most of it, but sometimes I was, uh, called away, and my foremen took over until I got back.”
Inanna muttered a strange word under her breath. To her horror, nothing happened. “Sittu,” she hissed in desperation.
Marc turned around. “Bless you.”
“Why do you bless me, my Marc?”
“You sneezed. I said, ‘Bless you’. It’s just manners,” Marc said.
Tobias stood abruptly. He pointed to Inanna and said angrily, “That was no sneeze. What are you playing at, sister? What secret does he bear? Speak. Tell me at once.”
Inanna felt a strange sensation. She was accustomed to being in control, using the ambitions of powerful men for her own ends. Marc was not powerful, but in using her mortal form as enticement he was malleable indeed. Now she felt… powerless. Even in her mortal form, she wielded the power of a goddess. Now she knew what it was like to be merely human. No matter, she decided, these are weak men. They are but as flies to Inanna. “Have you not been out amongst the rabble, my brother? Have you not taken stock of their labors? It was you who commanded them, and they have done exactly as you have commanded. If the result displeases you, will the blame ever rest on your shoulders, brother? Or are you a tyrant, striking down all those who are but as mirrors upon you?”
Tobias stepped forward, furious. “What treasonous words are these? You are my sister, this is true, but no king may be spoken to thus! Pray I only condemn you to exile, so Inanna may yet live!”
Marc was ashen, and dropped down to his knees, clasping his hands together and beating them against the dais. “Your highness, please, this is easily settled. Please, let’s all be reasonable.”
Tobias looked upon him and softened. “Rise, my Marc. It is not well that you take the form of a lowly beggar.”
“But I am begging you, sire, not to do anything rash. I love Inanna. I know siblings have their fights, but some bells can’t ever be unrung. Please, there’s a simple solution.”
“What do you propose?”
“Well, hear me out. Back when I was with DRC, we had some consultants come in from Japan. They were all into efficiency and standards. Anyway, I forgot nearly everything they told us, but the one thing that stuck was a word: Gemba.”
Tobias cocked his head. “I know not of this word.”
“I didn’t either. In Japanese, it means, “the real place.” They said you always should talk about things in the place where they exist, not, say, in a conference room or an ocean apart.”
Inanna tried the word. “Gem-ba.”
Marc continued. “So, rather than arguing here, and I’m sorry guys, that’s all you’re doing, let’s go to the west wall and check it out. I mean, your highness, you should see it with your own eyes and tell me if it meets your approval.”
Tobias smiled and nodded. “I know not of this ‘Japan’. You will take me there someday. But for now, I am content to do as you suggest. We shall go to the west wall, and I shall cast my judgment on your labors.”
Marc stood up, beaming. “Okay.”
Inanna flitted up the steps. “Oh, my Marc, you do not have to bear this burden. If he blames you for his failings, will exile be your fate? Do not leave poor Inanna.” She slipped her hand up his shirt in desperation. With a thought her finger would glow, and he would be transformed forever into a golden adornment. Tobias would be next for his treachery, she vowed.
Marc descended from the dais. Inanna’s hand slid out of his shirt. She stared at it in disbelief. Tobias followed closely behind him. “We go to this… gemba.”
Inanna frowned and followed the pair after letting them get a few steps ahead of her. She puzzled over her failure in seething silence as they walked.



CHAPTER 61: UNITED
 
James let out a loud yawn. He covered his mouth immediately afterward and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Agnes.”
Agnes smiled and patted his knee. “No apologies are necessary, James. I’ve kept you up all night.” She turned to the dorm room window. Dawn was breaking over the trees. “If anyone should be apologizing, it’s me.”
James chuckled. “Okay, it’s a draw. Nobody apologize. Anyway, you’ve helped me understand so much and I hate asking this, but here goes: if this goddess is here in the present day, up to something evil, why do I keep seeing visions of an ancient kingdom? Last I saw, it had fallen under attack and was literally starting to dissolve into sand. It was crazy.”
Agnes turned paler than normal. Her eyes widened, and she gripped his knees. “Dissolved into sand? Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I watched solid walls just drop to the ground as the invading army broke through. The thing is, they weren’t doing anything to the walls to make that happen. They just… touched them. I figure I was seeing a dream, not a vision.”
Agnes shook her head gravely. “That was no dream. The people touching the walls… what did they look like? Were they dressed in any special way? Did they say anything?”
“They were just soldiers, from what I can tell, and other than fighting noises, I couldn’t make out anything I could repeat to you now. Why, what do you know about them? Where is this place?”
“The better question is when.”
“Fine. When did all of this happen?”
Agnes looked out the window. Rays of sunlight made her eyes sparkle. James looked in her eyes and caught a glimpse of other worlds, other lifetimes. “My spirit guide is reminding me there is no such thing as ‘past’ or ‘present’. It’s all happening now. Sometimes it’s so easy to forget that. Times like now, when I traveled from halfway across the country to be with you, as quickly as I could. As Image likes to say whenever historical time periods come up in her lessons, ‘It was about 2500 years ago, in your terms.’ Our spirit guides have much to teach us, but they can’t fully acclimate to physical reality, any more than we can comprehend theirs.”
James leaned back as he struggled to make sense of what she had told him. “2500 years? That’s… that’s older than Jesus.”
“Yes, I suppose it is.”
“Which is a weird thing to say, I guess, but I don’t know. Jesus is such a big piece of ancient history it’s hard to process that I’d be taken back further than that.”
“We go where the truth takes us,” Agnes said.
James smacked his forehead. “Oh man, the truth. How am I going to explain you being here? This place thinks it’s all enlightened and stuff, but if they see you and we say you appeared out of thin air, the best-case scenario is, they think we’re kidding and I get a lecture about overnight guests.”
Agnes shook her head. “No need to worry about that. Somebody knows I’m here.”
“Who?”
The door opened and Aubra entered the room. She crossed her arms and gave Agnes a hard stare. “We aren’t allowed to have overnight visitors.”
Agnes closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She smiled and opened them again. “Hello, Aubra. Thank you for looking after James.”
Aubra maintained her stern glare and trademark monotone as she spoke. “That’s what friends do. You’re his girlfriend. You can’t be here.”
James scooted forward. “She’s not my girlfriend!” He squeezed Agnes’s arm. “And yes, I know it’s hard to believe, but she’s here. Deal with it.” He gave Agnes a puzzled look. “Wait, you two know each other?”
Aubra twisted from side to side as she stood firmly in place. “I was referring to the fact that the woman we know as the countess will kill you if she sees you. She is desperate and capable of anything. Your death solves nothing.”
Agnes smiled thinly and nodded. “I am not here to die. But on this, we agree: the countess is capable of anything. Where is she now?”
“I saw her packing a bag in her office. Our groundskeeper gave her some important information. I am told she’s going to Chicago.”
“Inanna,” Agnes gasped. James shook his head in disbelief.
“That goddess? What’s the countess going to do, beg for gold or something?”
Agnes and Aubra turned to him and said in unison, “Yes.”
“Oh, man, for real? And what, this goddess is just going to give it to her?”
Aubra and Agnes closed their eyes, then shook their heads in unison as Aubra spoke. “She might.”
Agnes frowned at this. “Inanna’s motives are not clear to us. Aubra has told you she is bad. Image doesn’t call anyone or anything ‘good’ or ‘bad’. However, there is a such thing as negative energy, and Inanna is loaded with it. She may use the promise of riches to compel the countess to do something for her.”
“Kill?” James ran his finger across his throat.
“Yes,” Aubra said simply. “You have seen what she has done. I call it bad. Bad people do bad things.”
“Okay, so what are we going to do about it?”
Agnes gave James a surprised look. “We are going to stop her.”
“How?”
Aubra closed the door. “The countess will want to leave before breakfast. If we wait near her car, we can prevent her escape, or at least slow her down until more help arrives.”
Agnes shook her head. “We aren’t stopping the countess. She is free to go.”
James and Aubra turned to her sharply, and said in unison, “What?”
“We aren’t stopping the countess. She has much to atone for, and perhaps one day that reckoning will come. That’s not our concern. The goddess is far more dangerous. If we stop her from achieving her ends in this time, the countess will be denied her expected reward. If we expend our energies on the countess, we can’t focus on Inanna, which is what she wants us to do.”
“I assume you learned that in the Black Tower,” Aubra said.
“Hm?”
James laughed. “It’s an inside joke.”
“I don’t tell jokes, James,” Aubra said sternly.
“Anyway, you must have gotten too close to Inanna, which is why she had you flattened out with those black blob things. How are three of us going to be any good against that?”
“Purity of heart,” Agnes said.
James shook his head. “Come on, Agnes. You’re not really going to launch into a speech about how love conquers all, and all that, are you? I’m thinking we’re going to need serious firepower against a… a… goddess.”
“If the three of us can work together, we have everything we need.” Agnes reached for James’s hand with her left, then clasped Aubra’s in her right. “And love is always the right answer.”
Aubra reached for James’s free hand, and the trio stood in a triangular formation in the center of the dorm. James felt a strange bond form between them in that moment. A vision formed in his head. He closed his eyes focus on it. He saw ancient armies clash in a crumbling city that dissolved into dusty sand piles as the marauders breached the walls. He felt the sensation of his soul returning abruptly to his body as Aubra spoke. “They’re coming.”
Agnes opened her eyes and looked at James, then Aubra. An almost holy aura surrounded her. James perceived it enveloping the three of them. He closed his eyes again and saw steel and glass buildings dissolve into sand. Inanna stood atop a strange building. A modern city appeared to be built around an ancient landmark. It reminded him oddly of the Alamo, or what remained of it. He looked into the distance and saw the Hancock Building. He gasped as he decoded the vision’s message: Inanna’s rise would bring the fall of Chicago. But why? 
James didn’t care as to her reasoning. If he could prevent such an apocalypse, he would. The aura that permeated him gave him the strength to believe that through Agnes and Aubra, all things were possible. He didn’t know what good he could do, but whatever it was, he was stepping up to volunteer.
Agnes nodded. “We don’t have much time.”
Aubra scowled. “There is no time. All things are happening now.”
James snorted. “Then what are we standing around here for? We’ve got a city to save.”
“It’s best you prepare for the long journey ahead,” Agnes said, releasing James and Aubra from her grasp. “Both of you.”
“I’m good to go,” James said.
Agnes gave him a questioning look. “You’re saving the city in your bedclothes?”
James sighed and let go of Aubra’s hand. “Okay, fine, you win. When are we taking off?”
“Soon,” Agnes said. “Let’s meet back here when you’re ready.”
Aubra nodded and headed toward the door. “Agreed.” She paused and turned to Agnes. “Don’t let anyone see you.”
Agnes smiled and nodded. “I’ve got someone to see. I won’t be long.”



CHAPTER 62: GEMBA
 
Marc walked parallel to a sandstone wall and patted his hand against each brick as he counted them out loud. When he reached the end of the row, he gave Tobias a hopeful look. “The pattern continues straight up the wall, as you can see, your highness. Every brick has been laid to your exact specifications.”
Tobias stroked his chin and shook his head. “Continue.”
“But… it’s been the same count every other row. This one was 50 bricks across, with no halves. The next one will be 49 with two halves.”
“Continue,” Tobias commanded. His voice bore a steely edge the second time. Marc gulped and continued his demonstration while Inanna passed back and forth irritably.
“Half. And... one. Two. Three. Four.” Marc slapped each brick as he counted.
Inanna huffed. “My Marc has proven himself, my brother. Why do you doubt him so? Do you enjoy his torment as he makes a fool of himself for your pleasure?”
“I take no pleasure. It is I who have been made a fool. I shall find out how, brick by brick.”
“Does Tobias not have a kingdom to attend to? Your servants beg an audience with you. Our stores of grain and meat have run low again. How can they feed your subjects with such poor provisions?”
“Silence, wretched woman! I will hear Marc count each brick. The servants are well-provided for. I have seen to it.”
“Look, as my Marc stumbles. He tires of this folly. He would never say so, not to you. He fears the tyrant! You have no cause to doubt his word, or the word of his men. Release him from this ill errand.”
Marc paused, then slapped another brick. “Thirty-nine… forty…”
Fury flashed in Tobias’s eyes. “I shall release him when I am satisfied. I am not satisfied. He shall continue.”
Inanna pouted in silence while Marc counted out two more rows. He was three rows from the top. Inanna stepped forward and yanked Marc away from the wall. “There, you see with your own eyes. The wall is as you have commanded. He has done well. To say he has not is cruel.”
Marc looked at each of them. His face was a blend of eagerness and fear. Tobias noted this and softened. “You have something to tell me. Speak freely, Marc, without fear. I am king, but I am not cursed with a stone heart.”
Marc swallowed hard, then replied. “Well, like Inanna said, the wall is the same straight to the top. I’m not sure what you’re looking for, exactly. You said earlier you heard a rumor. What was it? Maybe we’re looking in the wrong place.”
Inanna’s eyes flashed angrily at the suggestion, but she dropped to her knees and gripped Tobias’s hands. “Silly rumors are what you fear, my brother? They are of no concern. Your kingdom shall be mighty. Marc has worked every day to give you what you desired. Is this any way to treat your most loyal servant? To him, much is owed. Is this how he is repaid?”
Tobias looked down at Inanna and shook his head. “No, sister, it is not. I should not have doubted Marc or his men. I have allowed dark rumors to triumph over me. No king am I, if I cannot command myself!” He pulled away from Inanna and clapped Marc on the shoulder. “You are a true friend to Tobias. To you, much is owed.”
Marc smiled and gestured to Inanna. “As long as I have her, I’ve got way more than I deserve. You’re a good friend too, and a great king. I never would have thought I’d be saying this someday, but I’m your faithful servant to the end.”
Inanna stood and put her arms around Marc’s waist. “Marc is a good boy.”
“Uh, you mean ‘man’, right? Anyway, look: whatever you heard clearly wasn’t true. People have their reasons for spreading rumors and trying to ruin everything for everyone else. You name it, and I’ll show you everything is exactly how it is supposed to be.”
Tobias clapped his shoulder again, then gave him an odd smile. “It shall be so. I wish to see my kingdom from afar.”
Inanna turned ashen. “Afar? My brother, have you not seen enough? Poor Marc is tired and craves his rest.”
“Silence. Marc has offered to show me anything I wish to see. I will see it from afar. Only then will my mind be at ease.”
Marc shrugged. “It’s no problem, but how do you propose we do that?”
“We shall go to the highest place.”
Inanna threw herself to the ground and clutched Tobias’s ankle. “Please, brother, do not take my Marc away to Mount Duhok, I beg of you.”
“I think he means the tower roof.” Marc gave Tobias an expectant look. “Right, your majesty?”
Tobias considered this and nodded his approval. “Yes, we shall go to the tower. I have not been there in many days. We will go there now.”
Inanna squeezed Tobias’s ankle tighter. “No, I forbid it, my brother. You shall fall and perish. What is a kingdom without its king? I will go in your place, and I shall tell you truly what I have seen.”
“Pah! Enough of this. I am king; you shall not forbid me from traveling as I please. I fear no wind, and no height. I shall see my kingdom from above and see the truth of it with my own eyes.” He pulled free of Inanna and stepped away. “Come, Marc. We shall go.”
Marc looked down at Inanna and shrugged. “I’m sorry. I have to do what he says.”
Inanna curled her lips and snarled at him. “We all have our part to play,” she said. “Guard well the king. He must not fall.”
“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Marc said. “See you soon, okay?” He gave Inanna a quick peck on her cheek and led Tobias away. Inanna sat upright on the bare floor and scowled at them.
“Yes, my silly Marc,” she hissed. “Soon.”



CHAPTER 63: REVERSAL OF FORTUNE
 
Gracie returned to her apartment to find her oldest sister pacing back and forth in the living room with her cell phone pressed to her ear. “Chelsea, please reach out to Dr. Howell and ask for a referral in the Chicago area. He’ll surely know someone we can trust. Keep it discreet. It’s concerning my sister Agnes. No, the other one. Please, quickly.” She looked up and lowered her cell phone from her mouth. “Oh, you’re back. Agnes hasn’t come home.”
Gracie tossed her keys onto her dining room table and slammed the front door behind her. “Goody for Agnes.”
Jacqueline raised the phone to her mouth. “Yes, call me right away when you have some names. Remember, keep this quiet.” She terminated the call and let her arm hang loosely beside her as she clutched the phone. “As someone who has moved halfway across the country to share an apartment with her, I would expect you to show a bit more concern.”
Gracie glowered at Jacqueline. “She’s fine. I’m fine too, by the way. Me coming home at 10 in the morning on a weekday is completely normal. No need to be alarmed.” She stomped into the kitchen and tore into a candy bar.
Jacqueline tipped her head. “I assumed you came home to look after your sister.”
Gracie washed her candy bar down with a Blast One cola and let out a long belch. “You assumed wrong. I got fired, okay? Thanks for sticking your stupid nose in our business. I assume you’re going to float me a few thousand bucks until I can land another job.” She flopped down on the sofa and cradled her soda can in her lap.
“You were terminated? On what grounds?”
Gracie took another swig. “On the grounds that I can’t get personal calls at work.”
“That’s ludicrous. Did you explain it was a family emergency? Maybe if I vouch for you, they’ll reconsider such a drastic step.”
“Don’t bother. It’s pointless. They don’t like me, and they think I’m a total screw-up. I’m probably going to move back in with Mom and Dad. Maybe I can beg Warren for my old job back.”
“I recall you strongly disliking your old job. And Mother tells me she turned your room into her crafting space. She is taking up beading, if I understand correctly.”
Gracie huffed. “I strongly dislike every job. But until I strike it rich or find a lesbo billionaire, I’m stuck in the salt mines like everyone else.”
Jacqueline grimaced. “I trust your… significant other won’t appreciate such sentiments. Work can be fulfilling, you know. It’s all a matter of finding your passion and aspiring to excellence in your chosen field.”
Gracie twirled her finger. “Ooh, meetings, I’m so passionate.”
“This is beside the point. I asked you where Agnes went before someone came on the line and rudely hung up on me. Perhaps it’s best you got clear of that toxic environment. They seem like a poor fit. I feel you’d thrive in a supportive workplace. Anyway. Agnes: where is she?”
“How the hell should I know? I don’t keep constant tabs on her.”
“She is not well. Once my assistant calls me back with some names, I’ll set up an appointment for her to get checked out. It’s fortunate I happen to be in town.”
“That’s you, Fortune. Always looking out for the little guy.”
“Family is important to me, Lauren. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”
Gracie chuckled derisively. “Yeah, but whose family?” She finished her soda with a satisfying burp and set the can on her coffee table.
Jacqueline stiffened. “I have made it abundantly clear that I am here for all of you. You, Agnes, and Marc. Two of which are unaccounted for. If anyone is showing an appalling lack of concern for her siblings, it’s you.”
Gracie stood up. “Well, I guess that makes me a royal screw-up then. I’m going to go crawl under my bed and die now. Goodbye.” She stormed out of the room and slammed her bedroom door. Jacqueline sighed and started after her. She was stopped in her tracks by her cell phone.
“Hello, this is Jacqueline. Yes, I can hold for the doctor. Thank you.” She looked at Gracie’s bedroom door and felt a pang of guilt, then turned away. “Hello, doctor. No, I appreciate your assistance on such short notice.”
After taking down a few names and numbers in her planner, she thanked the doctor for his time and terminated the call. She set her cell phone down on the dining room table and took a deep breath. Marc was still missing, Agnes was ill with an undiagnosed malady, and Lauren—she corrected herself internally and forcibly substituted Gracie–was freshly unemployed and choosing to wallow in negativity rather than formulating a winning strategy for improving her standing. She sifted through motivational sayings and productivity boosters she picked up over the years. Five Star Sigma? Too complex. GTD? Perhaps, but Gracie wasn’t one for writing out lists. Maybe a few choice Zig Ziglar quotes?
Jacqueline shook her head and employed a strategy of her own creation. She pushed Gracie’s door open and stood over her. “Get up.”
Gracie pulled her pillow over her head. “Piss off, Fortune.”
Jacqueline pulled the pillow away. “I said, up.”
“Aaaah! What the hell, Mom? Go away. Out of my house.”
“It’s not your house. If you expect me to pay your bills while you sit on your ass, it’s my house. And since it’s my house, you’re living under my roof, with my rules.”
“Bull,” Gracie said, and stuck her earbuds into her ears. She raised her phone to make a music selection, but Jacqueline snatched it out her hand.
“This isn’t yours.” The earbuds popped out of Gracie’s ears and dangled over the floor as her sister held her phone away from her.
“Give it back,” Gracie said, sitting upright.
“Earn it back. You want this? Get a job. Earn money like the rest of us.”
“Agnes doesn’t.”
“And I will have that conversation with her once she has recovered from her illness. You, on the other hand, will not spend precious daylight simpering in your pig sty of a bedroom when there is work to be done.”
Gracie’s ears turned red as she leapt to her feet. She tussled with Jacqueline for her phone. Jacqueline in turn staved her off and taunted her by keeping the phone tantalizingly out of reach. Gracie jumped up. “Give it.”
Jacqueline pushed her backward onto her bed. “If you have this much energy to fight with me for your phone, you can be productive. How did you find the job at the supply company?”
“I don’t know, Jobs-O-Rama or something. Who cares? That was the best ad of the bunch, and you see how well that turned out.”
“Is that the only job listing service in Chicago? What about employment agencies? What about contacts you have made locally?”
Gracie grimaced at her. “Contacts? What the hell kind of corporate nonsense are you spewing now? If by ‘contacts’ you mean ‘friends,’ well, I’ve only got one.” She flopped backward on her bed and let tears stream into her hair.
Jacqueline tossed the phone aside and put her hands on her hips. “Your friend seems nice. I doubt very much that she’ll be impressed with… this.” She made a sweeping gesture with one hand. “She doesn’t strike me as having much interest in losers.”
Gracie sat upright. “What did you just call me?”
“I called you a loser, Lauren. Because that’s what you are. You didn’t get fired because I called your office phone. You aren’t the least bit interested in Marc or Agnes, and you only talked things out with me because your friend forced you to. Instead of bouncing back from being terminated, you headed straight for bed, intent on frittering the day away. And the next. And the next. That’s what losers do. Am I wrong?”
Gracie trembled as an adrenaline spike coursed through her veins. “Get… the hell… out of my life.”
Jacqueline tossed her head back and gave her a wry smile. “Ah, now you’ve checked all the boxes. Pushing people away instead of facing up to your own shortcomings. Loser it is.” She turned and left the room, pulling the door closed behind her with a loud click of the latch.



CHAPTER 64: REVELATION
 
Agnes entered an office that featured strong wood and leather accents. Various objects and artifacts stood on display throughout the room. An oversized mahogany desk stood toward the back of the office, centered and anchored with a plush leather chair. The similarity to Henry Steele’s office was unsettling, but also sad, she felt. It was clear to her this was the model for Henry’s office. Unlike Henry’s, however, she noted the objects and artifacts appeared to have legitimate historical and spiritual significance.
She felt a catch in her throat as a bearded man dressed in a fine suit entered the office from a side door, as a judge ascending to the bench from his chambers. He looked up and let out a startled gasp at the sight of her. How like Henry he looked, she thought. “Ah! Hello, my child,” he said warmly. “I wasn’t anticipating any visitors. I don’t believe I had any appointments for another hour or two. Has the time flown by so quickly today?”
Agnes smiled and shook her head. “I don’t have an appointment.”
“Ah! Yes, well… perhaps I can spare a moment for you. I don’t recall meeting you before. I am Horace Steele. I’m the overseer of Eddington Manor. And you are…?”
“I was once a student of your brother’s.”
Horace paused and looked troubled. “Ah, I see. Perhaps we should sit.” He gestured to one of the guest chairs and sat behind his desk. His chair creaked and groaned as he settled in. “Henry. A fine man. But not without… limitations. You have come here to further your spiritual enlightenment.”
Agnes shook her head. “I have come to enlighten you.”
“Oh? How very curious.” He eyed her for a moment, then cleaned his glasses with a silk cloth. After confirming their clarity, he slipped them back on and clasped his hands together. “I am intrigued. What do you wish to tell me?”
Agnes reached across the table and motioned for him to take hold of her hands. He pulled away. She gave him a reassuring smile, and he acquiesced to her request. As his hands joined with hers, she said, “I have nothing to tell you. I have something to show you.”
Black smoke swirled around them. As it dissipated, Horace and Agnes observed the countess attempting to compel Agnes to turn an ordinary brick into gold. When she refused, a young woman entered the room brandishing a gun. Agnes in her physical form changed. Her eyes grew darker and her voice became resonant as Image spoke through her as the contents of a silver pitcher vanished and the young woman collapsed to the floor, clutching her belly in agony. They watched as Agnes departed, the paramedics arrived, and finally, Henry Steele returning to his manor to find the countess putting on a show of false outrage. Horace was stunned at the sight of it.
They floated into Henry’s office and saw the countess stab him with a letter opener and leave him to die. Horace heard her final instructions to Stanley, Henry’s butler. He felt himself sickened with grief. His aura changed colors, and Agnes drew the scene to a close. Black smoke whirled around them once more, and Horace looked up at Agnes from across his desk.
“Henry,” he said, his lips quivering and his eyes misting. “He’s gone.”
“Yes,” Agnes said, and shifted to caress his thick hands. “Now you know the truth.”
“How? How did you do that? It takes our master practitioners several hours to sufficiently raise the vibrations to conjure such visions. How can I trust what I have seen?”
“What does your heart tell you?”
He sank into his chair. He picked up a letter he wrote to his brother asking after his health and let it drop onto his desk with a sorrowful hiss of breath. “Henry is gone.”
“I’m sorry for your loss. He was a good man,” Agnes said.
“He was, he was. He was a flawed man, to be sure, but he didn’t deserve such an end as that.” He stiffened in his seat. “That vile, wretched woman! I’ll see her put to death for this.”
“You have every right to be angry, but hatred will only feed on itself. Follow the path of right action.”
Horace nodded sullenly. “Yes, yes, of course. Right action.” He looked up at Agnes. “I have no idea what to do.”
Agnes pulled her hands away and clasped them on her lap. “Ask for guidance.”
“Yes, of course, guidance.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them with a start. “The police! This is a matter for the police. I shall call them at once.”
“Very well,” Agnes said. “I must leave you now.”
“Leave? But you’re my witness. I need you to tell the police what happened.”
“You have witnessed by my side. You don’t need my assistance to speak the truth.” She rose and nodded, then exited the office through the front door. She closed it behind her softly. Horace watched her leave in stunned silence, then hurried after her. He called out as he looked in all directions for the young woman who had shown him the truth of the countess, and his brother. A member of the kitchen staff poked her head into the hallway.
“Did you say something, Mister Steele?”
“No, no. I thought I had a visitor, but I was mistaken.”
“I hate when that happens. Coffee is coming right up.”
Horace gave her a genial wave and retreated into his office. He waddled to his desk and picked up a vintage telephone handset from its ornate cradle. He dialed 9-1-1 with the rotary dial and waited. “Yes, my name is Horace Steele. I wish to report a crime.”



CHAPTER 65: LAYOVER
 
James stuffed a pair of socks into a duffel bag. He looked up to find Aubra standing in his room, giving him a stern glare. He found it off-putting, but after reading other signs in her posture and overall demeanor, he concluded she was merely waiting for Agnes. She didn’t have a wide emotional range, which was also unsettling. 
Aubra pointed to the bag. “You were instructed to change your clothes, not pack for a long trip.”
James zipped the bag closed. “I like to be prepared. You never know, we might need this stuff.”
“We never need stuff.”
“Well, maybe this time, we do. Besides, they call Chicago the ‘Windy City’. I might need layers.”
Aubra crossed her arms and stamped her foot. “Do only as you are asked.”
“Well, you can take it up with Agnes, then, because she said to get ready. I’m getting ready. Prepared, even. What about you? You’re going to save the city dressed like… um, uh, a dress-up doll?”
Aubra tipped her head and looked down at her clothing. “I like this dress.”
“Yeah, well, when that Chicago wind blows it over your head and makes you a sitting duck, you’ll wish you had prepared better.”
“I have faced greater dangers naked,” she intoned. “My dress is of no concern.”
James cocked his head and processed this information. Greater dangers? We’re heading off to battle a freaking goddess!
Agnes entered the dorm and closed the door behind her. “It is time.”
Aubra turned to face her and looked her up and down. “James thinks we are underdressed.” She unfolded her arms and pointed to his duffel bag.
“Yeah, well, as I was telling her, I like to be prepared when I travel to new places.”
Agnes smiled at Aubra. “He does not know. Be patient with him. His bag won’t be a problem. Let’s be on our way.”
James slung the bag over his shoulder. “I’m ready. Let’s do this.”
Agnes closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them, they were darker. She gestured to the door. “Through this door lies home,” she said, her voice resonant.
Aubra reached for James’s hand, then took hold of Agnes with her other one. Agnes opened the door and the three stepped over the threshold.
Their feet touched down onto beige carpeting in a sparsely furnished room. The shades were drawn, darkening the room but not completely. Sunlight flared around the shades like an eclipse. James gasped at the realization where they had gone. “Wow, it’s weird to be in here for real.”
Aubra released their hands and looked around. “This seems adequate.”
Agnes nodded. “I have no complaints. Rent isn’t bad for this part of town. My sister has a twenty-minute commute most days.”
James let off a nervous laugh. “It’s nice to not be swarmed with those black blobby things.”
Agnes slung her knit back across her chest. “There. Now we can proceed to our destination.”
“Wait, we stopped off for your bag?” James patted his duffel. “You were saying, Aubra?”
Aubra gave him a dark smile. “She does not know. Be patient with her.”
Agnes picked up her comforter and felt around for the corners. “We aren’t traveling as far this time. We’ll just use this.”
“Interesting,” Aubra said. “I normally use—”
The bedroom door flung open. A redheaded woman dressed in a conservative blouse and skirt stood in the doorway, clutching her cell phone. She looked horrified for a moment, then put the phone to her ear. “Chelsea, I’ll have to call you back.” She terminated the call and slowly lowered the phone. “Agnes?”
“Hello, Jacqueline. So sorry to bother you. We won’t be a moment,” Agnes said, shaking out the comforter. “With this blanket, we go to Marc.”
Jacqueline’s eyes bulged. “Marc? What are you doing? Where is he?”
Agnes raised the comforter and the trio stepped underneath it. James gave Jacqueline a sheepish shrug and mouthed, “Sorry.”
As the comforter touched down upon them, James was surprised to find the redhead among their traveling party. She looked up in terror, then felt around as they stood across from an office building that towered over a construction site. “What just happened? Where are we? Who are these people?”
Aubra pointed to James. “He’s her boyfriend.”
Jacqueline looked at James, then at Aubra, then at Agnes. “I… what… how?”
Aubra glared at her. “He told her he loved her. That meant he was her boyfriend.”
Agnes smiled and put her hand on Jacqueline’s shoulder. “I’m sorry you involved yourself in this. That was unanticipated. I’m not sure if I can get you home in time. I don’t suppose you have any money.”
Jacqueline sputtered and stammered, then raised her phone. “I have rideshares on here, if that’s why you’re asking. I’m not leaving. You said you were going to Marc. Well, here we are. Where is he?”
Agnes pointed to the office building. “There.”
“In there? Fine, let’s go. He has a lot of explaining to do.” Jacqueline took a few steps, then stopped abruptly. “So do you, Agnes. Marc is just slightly higher on my list of priorities at the moment.”
Agnes shook her head. “Not in there. Up there.” She pointed at two figures on the roof. Their clothing fluttered wildly as they stepped near the edge.
James nudged Aubra. “I told you it was windy.” He patted his bag. “Layers.”



CHAPTER 66: THE FUGITIVE
 
Gene locked up the manor’s tool shed and spotted an unwelcome sight as he stepped away: a black and white squad car pulling into the driveway. A pair of officers got out and walked slowly away from their vehicle. One of them spoke into a radio unit clipped to his shoulder. Gene couldn’t make out what he was saying but didn’t want to get too close to them to find out. He crept toward the manor’s rear entrance and headed for his quarters.
As he unlocked his door, the countess tiptoed toward him with her arms raised to lessen the clanking of her bracelets. She wore a fur coat and carried a large bag. Her lips were pulled into a pucker. Gene thought she looked like she was blowing out a candle. 
“Oh, Eugene, I’m so glad I found you first. You must come with me straight away.” Her voice was high and trilling, but soft, so as not to raise alarm.
“I’m on break,” he said. “File a maintenance request like everyone else. I’ll get to it this afternoon, at the soonest.”
“No, no, dear heart, I’m afraid that’s not the reason for my visit. You see, the local gendarmes have arrived. Someone, and I assure you it wasn’t me, has phoned them to report a murderer. You and I both know who that is referring to.” She wiggled her gloved fingers at him. “Quickly! We haven’t much time.” Gene nodded and pushed his door open. The countess toddled into his quarters and looked around. “How nice. Very homey.”
“It beats a cardboard box,” Gene said. He rubbed his forehead and looked around. “Which is where I’m headed. Hey, thanks for the heads-up.”
“Oh, not at all, Eugene. As I told you previously, I’m committed to help you any way I can. And don’t lower yourself to a common outlaw. I’m sure everything is a huge misunderstanding. You need time and resources to clear your good name. I can help you do that. You, in turn, must help me.”
“Lady, I have to scram, pronto. I appreciate the tip, but I don’t have time to piss around, you get me?”
“And scram you shall, Eugene. You’re panicking and not listening. You could run out of here and hide in the woods. Perhaps you’ll make it to the next town, then the next. Will that be far enough? No, Eugene, making your escape on foot only leads to jail. Perhaps even the gallows.” She shuddered for dramatic effect.
Gene blew a puff of air through his moustache. “The gallows, really. I mean, this place is set back 500 years and you might be dead on the money, but I’m thinking I can get a huge jump on the law if I get moving now. It took them this long to find me here. I’ll find a deeper hole.”
The countess raised her chin haughtily. “Holes are for vermin, Eugene. Enough of this. Won’t you at least hear my offer? It won’t take but a moment. I want you to make an informed decision.”
“Fine,” Gene said. “Shoot.”
“Very well. You need to make a quick getaway. I have a car. I can drive you far from here, further and faster than you ever would on foot. Yes! It would be my pleasure. But, well, I hate to deal in clichés, Eugene, but I’m not so good with maps and directions.”
“So what? Aren’t there road signs?”
“Yes, yes of course, but I require very specific guidance to reach my destination. You will guide me there, and then I will give you my car and a generous amount of cash to see you safely to anywhere you like.”
Gene’s jaw dropped. “Your car.”
“And cash, Eugene. I don’t wish to brag, but I’m quite well-to-do.”
He looked her up and down and nodded. “I’m not crazy about this, but I’m not crazy about living in the woods either. Fine, you’ve got a deal. But one sign of trouble, and I’m bailing out.”
“Splendid. Please take anything of value before we leave. I won’t turn back to collect anything you neglect to bring.”
Gene tossed some clothes into a bag and grabbed his toothbrush. “This will do me.”
“Then we must be off at once. Check to ensure the coast is clear, won’t you?”
Gene shook his head. “If they’re after me, why would I stick my melon out there? You do it, if you’re so helpful.”
The countess laughed. “Oh, Eugene, you flatter me. I’m a large woman, you see, and I have a much larger melon than you. I trust your time as a fugitive has honed your desire for self-preservation.”
He looked her up and down once more, then nodded. “Yeah, okay, fine. We move when I give the signal.”
“What signal would that be, Eugene?”
He cracked the door open and peered into the hallway. He widened the opening slowly, then gave a swift nod before slipping into the hall.
The countess sighed and patted her hair. “After you, my good man,” she trilled.



CHAPTER 67: WHAT MARC BUILT
 
Marc pushed a rusty metal door open and propped it with a chunk of brick. He led Tobias onto the rooftop of the former office building that was now used for housing scores of laborers. Syed Hassan once had an office on the top floor, prior to being cast into exile. Tobias didn’t tell him why Syed was kicked out. He only muttered something about betrayal and Marc didn’t press him for details. Inanna would only say he was a bad man who could not be trusted. Marc assumed he tried to steal gold from Tobias’s hefty stash. That was a great way to be booted out of the kingdom, he noted.
Tobias squinted into the morning sun and looked off into the distance. Marc didn’t know what he was thinking, but reading his face, he presumed Tobias was awestruck by the scope and scale of Chicago. In his time, there was nothing comparable. A line of jets headed toward Midway Airport. Another headed to O’Hare. Other planes were simply passing by, much further overhead. He wondered what Tobias made of them.
Tobias shook his head quickly and broke the spell. He clapped his hand on Marc’s shoulder and led him toward the edge of the roof. “Show me my kingdom. Show me my glorious creation.”
Marc smiled and nodded as he realized that he personally never saw the kingdom from anywhere but within. The balmy breeze felt good, as did the heat of the sun as it radiated onto his simple garb. He scratched his beard and swept his arm across this new vista: a former industrial complex was now converted into a magnificent—
Tobias’s face contorted in rage. “What treachery is this?”
Marc looked down at the kingdom and scratched his beard. “Uh, I didn’t think we started on the roof yet. We were waiting for the okay from you, your highness.” The roof was nearly complete; a sandy dome featuring a fair of sculpted vultures standing sentry on their ornate sandstone perches. The ramparts Tobias had commissioned were gone, replaced by unlit braziers at intervals.
Tobias’s eyes widened. He shook his head at the sight of all of it. “No! None of this is as I have commanded. I trusted you, Marc. I trusted you to carry out my commands without fail, and I see how I have been repaid for this trust! You were but as my brother.”
Marc trembled and shook his head. “B-but, your majesty, I swear to you this is the first I am seeing of this. I have been focused on the west wall. Me and my crew did exactly as you asked. We… I would never betray you. I owe you so much.”
Tobias grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him vigorously. “And yet, this is how I am repaid! See! See the fruit of your treasonous labors, Marc. See, and know that I have found the truth. Exile does not suit you. For this treachery, I desire justice, swift and terrible!”
Marc stepped backward and raised his hands defensively. “P-please, Tob… your highness, I mean, I don’t know what to tell you. I swear to God and everything holy that I did not betray your trust. Please don’t kill me.”
“I have heard enough of your sniveling. Enough! I condemn thee and send you to die.”
Marc screamed and closed his eyes as Tobias raised his arms over his head. Fury had flashed in his eyes before Marc blotted them out. This would be the last thing he saw on his last day on Earth. He wasn’t sure when his end would come, but he never would have imagined this.
Marc heard a loud bang and crumpled to the rooftop. Inanna stood behind him, clutching a skillet. She gave Tobias a toothy smile and said, “Does my Marc displease you, my brother?”
Tobias looked down at Marc’s unconscious form and back up at Inanna. “Inanna! Do not interfere with the affairs of the king. His fate is death, I shall see to it.”
Inanna dropped the skillet and stepped over Marc. She caressed Tobias’s cheek and kissed it. “You are wrong, my brother. My Marc shall not die. His fate lies on a different path: he shall have eternal life.”
Tobias tilted his head. “No, death is what I command, though it hurts me greatly. His betrayal stabs deeper into my heart than any blade ever could. Step aside, lest you be cast to the winds as mere ash, as I intend for him.”
Inanna shook her head. “Betrayal? Marc? I look upon this wondrous creation and I see only splendor. He has done well. All who serve me have done as they have been commanded. They shall all be justly rewarded, as befits them.”
Tobias turned ashen. “Serve you? Who are you, but the sister of a king? It is I, Tobias, whom they serve. Any who cross me shall be condemned to ashes.”
“They serve the true power. Look, Tobias. See the truth of your precious kingdom. You intended to raise a mighty army and march upon dread Nineveh from these humble beginnings. Look, and see what stands instead!” She led him to the edge of the roof and beamed triumphantly. “Inanna’s temple was erased from the land when Nineveh fell. I have commanded that it be so. I allowed it because a new, glorious temple would yet rise in a new land. See, it is here! Behold the second great temple of Inanna.”
Tobias trembled and sputtered in disbelief and outrage. “You share her name, but you are not the goddess Inanna. Devils have bewitched your tongue that you would say thus! You are my sister, first among equals, but lower than your brother, Tobias, the king!”
Inanna shook her head and smiled. “You are no brother to me.” She clasped his arm with both hands. “And you, lowly Tobias, are no king. Behold, the armies of dread Nineveh have come! It is I they serve.”
Tobias put his hand to his mouth as soldiers spilled into an open courtyard. One of the kitchen servants out picking herbs was run through with a spear. Another was hacked down with a sword.



CHAPTER 68: 5 MINUTES, AND 2500 YEARS AGO
 
The last king of Nineveh stood over the bloody mass that was once the high priestess of the forsaken temple of the feared goddess Inanna. The priestess had told him Inanna had cursed the city, and he in turn was condemned to be its final ruler, forgotten to the ages. He raised the sword he had used to hack her to bits and contemplated her blood as it ran down the blade to the hilt. Her prophecy would be lost to the ages; he had seen to that, he assured himself.
Marauders rushed through the breach behind him. The first one ran him through with a spear, then another slashed at him with a sword. A third ended his life conclusively with a blow from his mace. The first soldier spat on his remains. “Gather the others.”
His fellow soldiers nodded and ran off as ordered. He raised his shield and blocked a downward blow from an opposing mace, then drove his blade into the soldier’s neck. “Your king is dead. Nineveh is no more. To fight us still is but folly.” He spat on the fallen solder and looked around for insurgents. No man approached him in challenge.
He smiled and nodded as another wall dissolved. All was coming to pass as Inanna had told him. In dreams, she came to him, and in dreams, she showed him scenes of his glorious victory.
Cursed Nineveh shall crumble at your touch, triumphant Ashur-Tab, she told him. He ran his bare hand over a plain wall and felt a thrill as it dissipated. Soon the siege would be over, but his work was not done. He looked to his left anxiously and was relieved at the sight of a hundred soldiers bearing his mark. The front ranks bore torches. He urged them forward and directed them to a large wooden structure. Some of his compatriots had infiltrated the city years before, acting on secret orders. They saw to it that the structure was built, though it seemed to serve no purpose at the time. “All is as the gods command,” they said, which satisfied any inquiries.
The soldiers stepped forward and put their torches to it. One by one, the soldiers dropped them into the growing inferno, then drew their swords and raised them skyward.
A woman dressed in black robes lowered her cowl and shook her dark hair out. She nodded to Ashur-Tab and stood before the flames. “All praise to Inanna,” she said.
Ashur-Tab nodded and responded in kind, then said, “Now, great priestess Yata, fulfill the prophecy of mighty Inanna. Speak the words that will bring us to glory.”
The dark priestess turned to the flames and raised her hands. She chanted “At-ti-ma na-nar-at sha-mi” three times. After the third chant, the flames grew higher still.
Ashur-Tab nodded his approval at the blaze. “The time is at hand. Nineveh has fallen, never to rise again. Now we go forth and conquer new lands. The light is the way. The light leads to Inanna.”
The soldiers pumped their weapons over their heads as they chanted in response. “The light is the way. The light leads to Inanna.”
After whipping his men into a frenzy, Ashur-Tab let out a terrible scream and charged into the roaring flames. Without hesitation, his men followed close behind. One by one, they vanished into the fires. The dark priestess fell onto the pyre after the last soldier was through the fiery gate and was consumed amid shrieks and screams.
They were met by four guards in golden armor, who stood before an empty throne. They did not raise their weapons to the invaders. “For Inanna,” shouted Ashur-Tab.
“For Inanna,” replied his men. They hacked and stabbed at the guards until their blood coated the floor beside the golden stairs that led to the shimmering throne.
They moved quickly throughout the rest of the compound. Without regard for who they killed, they dutifully carried out the slaughter they were commanded to perform. A middle-aged woman with glasses looked up from a clipboard and shrieked an instant before a mace smashed her skull. A younger woman ran toward the nearest door but was chased down and impaled by three spears.
“For Inanna,” the soldiers cried out, removing their spears from her carcass.



CHAPTER 69: ASCENT
 
Jacqueline put her hand to her forehead and squinted up at the roof of the office building that stood across an empty lot from them. “Are you sure that’s Marc? That man has a beard.”
Agnes nodded sadly. “It’s him. We might be too late to save him.”
Aubra crossed her arms tightly. “Walking will take too long.”
Jacqueline began to slip off her heels. “I’m willing to make a run for it.”
“I might be able to pick out a landing spot. Give me a moment to scout it out.” Agnes knelt down and closed her eyes.
Aubra shook her shoulder. “That will take too long. Let’s run.”
Agnes opened her eyes. James helped her to her feet. “Very well. Stay close. We get Marc, and we leave. Do not be distracted by anything–or anyone–else.” Agnes looked intently at Aubra.
“I know my purpose,” Aubra said coldly. “Proceed.”
James hiked his duffel bag up and removed his glasses. He squinted at Agnes. “In case they fall off.”
The group jogged toward the building. The duffel bag swung wildly back and forth, making it difficult for James to run effectively. He finally gave up and let it swing easily in his free hand. Jacqueline cursed a run in her stocking. Agnes kept her chin up and focused on the front entrance to the office building.
James got there first and shook the door handle. He stepped back and swore. He gestured to a sign behind the glass that read PLEASE USE OTHER DOOR. “Great. I don’t see another door, do you?”
Jacqueline wiped her forehead with her palm. “Well, there must be. The sign strongly suggests it.”
Agnes caught her breath. “Maybe there’s a back entrance. Everything seems fenced off, from what I observed. We may have to seek out another way in.”
“Like what, a broken window?” James adjusted his glasses after slipping them on.
“Possibly,” Agnes said.
Aubra stepped forward. “I’ll handle this.” She gripped the door handle and closed her eyes. A moment later, she pulled it open easily. 
James grabbed the door and ushered everyone in. Once they were all safely inside, James stooped down and whispered to Aubra, “You’ve got to teach me that trick sometime.”
“Purity of motive,” she said in a monotone.
“The stairs are this way,” Agnes said.
“Stairs? I’ve had enough physical exertion. I would imagine a place this big has an elevator.” Jacqueline steadied herself on a dusty railing and slipped on her heels, one at a time.
“Not one that leads to the roof. I said we had to move quickly. Up the stairs. Move.” Agnes’s voice was firm and commanding. Jacqueline looked at her with a blend of confusion and admiration.
“Fine. Only because it’s for Marc.” She checked her wrist. “I’ve already got 3500 steps. What’s a few hundred more?”
James gulped. “Hundred?”
“Move,” Agnes commanded.



CHAPTER 70: ESCAPE
 
The countess paused beside her open driver’s side door and removed her fur coat. “I’ll just lay this in the back seat.”
Gene huffed as he waited for her to unlock the rest of the doors. “Priorities, lady.”
The countess crawled across the back seat and pulled up on the locking knob to the rear passenger side door. She pushed the door open slightly. “There you go, Eugene.”
“I’m riding up front,” he hissed.
The countess backed out of the seat and stood up. She patted her hair and shook out her bracelets. “You most certainly are not. The windscreen is clear, dear heart. Police can see through it. It’s best we stow you away until we’re a few miles out. Then you can ride up front all you like.”
Gene glanced back at the police car. A second cruiser pulled up behind it. “Yeah, okay. Just a few miles.” He sat in the back seat, then laid down.
The countess shook her head. “That’s not going to do, Eugene. Get down in the footwell there, then pull my coat over you. That’s it. Fluff it up a bit. Splendid. Take care of my coat. It’s a Thomas Jones original.”
“Whatever you say, lady. I can barely breathe under this thing. Vamoose.”
The countess adjusted her rear-view mirror and craned her neck to get a glimpse of the second unit. After a few minutes, their doors opened, and two officers exited the vehicle. They walked purposefully toward the manor, one hand resting on their sidearm as they approached the building.
“Off we go, Eugene. This is going to be a bumpy ride at first. Do take care not to foul my coat.”
Gene muttered something from underneath. The countess mouthed a five-count, then put the car into gear. She backed up smoothly until she was parallel to the police cruisers. She slowed down as she approached them and glanced over at the manor’s stately entrance.
Horace Steele was standing on the front stoop, speaking with the newly arrived officers. He pointed at her car and gestured excitedly. The police called out orders to freeze as they unfastened the safety straps on their firearms. The countess stepped down hard on the gas pedal and sent the car bouncing into the access road. She stomped on the brake pedal and shifted into Drive, then she put all her weight into the gas pedal. The car lurched forward. Gene cried out from under her coat.
“Hang tight, Eugene, this is the bumpy part I spoke of. We’ll be free and clear soon enough.”
Flashing red and blue lights appeared in her rear-view mirror. She studied the rapidly approaching scenery for landmarks. She determined the county road was less than a minute away, then she had the option of taking a left toward North Haverbrook, or a right toward Stinsonville. A sole squad car was approaching from the left as she reached the junction and opted to turn right. She pulled the wheel tightly. The tires screeched as she made the turn.
“Jesus Christ, lady,” Gene snarled. He poked his head up from under her coat. “Are we driving or flying?”
“Get back in your hole, Gene. Momma’s busy saving our asses.” Her trilling accent was gone. Her voice was rougher, with copious amounts of rural twang.
Gene blew a puff of air through his moustache and obeyed. The countess checked her rear view. A line of three police cars trailed in the distance, but they were gaining. She knew she couldn’t outrun them. She had to outsmart them.
“Eugene honey, I lied before,” she said, re-applying her sugary sweetness as she spoke.
“About what?”
“About the bumpy part being over. I can’t say this isn’t going to hurt.”
The countess lowered all four windows with her control panel, then pressed down on the accelerator. Her plan was less than ideal, she thought, but she felt her options slipping away as another squad car approached them directly. It was at least three miles down the road, she estimated. The Palomar bridge was less than one.
One more check of her rear-view mirror confirmed her decision. She drifted left, then brought the car sharply into the right lane. The car bypassed the guardrail at the mouth of the bridge. The car banged and jostled around as it careened down an embankment into the Kikkmikuick River. The car splashed into the river. The countess removed her seat belt and pulled her coat away from Gene’s head.
“Time’s a-wastin’, Eugene. Out the window, quick, or you’re goin’ down with the ship.”
“What in the frickin’ hell did you do that for? You said we were driving. You said I could have the car.”
“I did, and you can, if you want it so bad. The plan has changed. Adapt or die, Gene baby. If the water don’t get you, the cops will.”
Gene groaned and slipped out of the side window. He reached into the car and retrieved his belongings. 
“Leave ‘em. The coat, too. Sacrifices have to be made for the greater good. As long as we have this bag, we’re golden. Trust me on this.”
Gene fingered the bag of his few belongings and grunted. He dropped the bag beside the car and waded through waist-deep water after the countess, who doggedly led him to the other side of the bridge.
“What was the point of this caper? How are we getting miles away now?”
“Have a little faith in me, Gene. I’ve gotten out of rougher scrapes than this. They had us dead to rights. If we stayed on the road, they’d be chasing, and catching, a pair of wanted criminals. Now they’re gonna be looking for bodies. You follow my lead, and I swear, hand to God, we’ll be on the road lickety split.”
Gene blew a puff of air through his moustache. “Do I have a fricking choice?”
The countess laughed. “Jail’s probably drier.”
They waded to the other side of the bridge. The countess ordered Gene to stay low and close to it until she told him to move. Gene couldn’t abide the way his lower half felt covered in slimy mud, but compared to jail, he decided this was the better option. For now.



CHAPTER 71: THE VOW
 
Tobias pulled free from Inanna. He put his hands to his head in disbelief. “What have you done?”
Inanna threw her head back and laughed. “Only what must be done. Your kingdom was a dung heap. Your army was laughable, to the last man. See as my soldiers slaughter them! I shed no tears for them. They are but as flies to mighty Inanna. Yes, Inanna, the source of all blessings. Inanna, through whom all things were possible. I blessed you, Tobias, until you were of no use to me.” She gestured to Marc. “I have other plans for this one. It’s a shame you shall not live to see them.”
Tobias dropped to his knees and shook Marc to no avail. “Oh, Marc! It is I who have failed you. A wiser king would have trusted his loyal advisers. Syed, now you. I don’t deserve your faithful service.”
Inanna pulled Tobias to his feet by his hair. “Truly spoken. At last, I am rid of you.”
She turned him to the edge of the roof and sent him screaming over the side. She watched him plummet to the ground, then was distracted by a hand grasping her ankle. She turned to see who dared spoil her moment of triumph and found Marc groggily attempting to sit up. She pulled her ankle away from him, and quickly thought of a ruse. She padded over to the southern edge of the roof and crouched down. She took a deep breath, then let herself hang from the roof by her fingers. She cried out, “Marc! Marc! Do not let poor Inanna die.”
She found a toe-hold that allowed her to rest while she waited for Marc to come to her aid. A moment later, he peered over the side of the roof. She let her legs dangle freely. Marc panicked and dropped to his knees.
“No! I can’t lose you, Inanna. Not now! Grab my hands.” He reached over to her and wiggled his fingers in anticipation of her grasp.
“Inanna cannot hold on. Inanna will die, murdered by her cruel brother. I saved you from him. Now Inanna shall die.”
Mark shook his head vigorously as tears welled up in his eyes. “No, Inanna, I’ve got you. Grab my hands. I won’t let you fall, ever. Please, Inanna. You’re the love of my life. I can’t ever lose you.”
“Marc loves Inanna?” She looked over her shoulder and back up at him tearfully.
“Yes, Inanna. You know I do. With all my heart. I won’t let you fall. But you need to just… hold… on.”
With that, Inanna groaned and reached up for him. Marc gripped her forearm, then the other, and helped her up to the roof. He took her in his arms and they sat on the roof together, rocking back and forth. Marc brushed Inanna’s hair from her forehead and kissed it. 
“I’ll never let you go,” he cooed.
“Stay with me. Forever.”
“I will.”
“Swear it to me. Swear it to Inanna.”
He kissed her forehead again and squeezed her close. “I swear it, Inanna. I’ll stay with you forever and ever. I swear.”
Agnes held her party back with both arms and shook her head sadly. “We’re too late.”



CHAPTER 72: THE HARD WAY
 
Jacqueline fought against Agnes’s outstretched arm. “Like hell, we are. Marc’s right there. Let’s bring him home.”
Agnes shook her head. “He is home, now. He is fully committed to her.”
“Like hell, he is. He’s a Morris, Agnes. He’s coming home with us.”
“Not anymore,” Agnes said softly. “He’s not going anywhere.”
Aubra’s eyes burned with fury. “Let me at her. I will rid the Earth of her, and you’ll get your brother back.”
Agnes shook her head. “She’s too powerful. We can’t risk it.”
Aubra shook her head. “No, she isn’t. She is weak. I can see something is wrong with her. Now is the time to strike.”
Before Agnes could object, Aubra ducked under her arm and charged across the roof toward Marc and Inanna. Marc turned sharply and cried out, “Whoa, hey, who the heck are you? What are you doing up here?”
“Stand aside. This doesn’t concern you.”
Inanna looked up and squinted at Aubra. “What a strange little child.”
Aubra glared at her. “I am no child. I was once your servant. You left me to die in the siege of Nineveh. But I have returned, Inanna. Just like you. Except I took the long way. The hard way. I know things you don’t.”
Marc was bewildered. “I don’t understand. You’re from… Nineveh?”
Inanna rose to her feet. She smiled at Marc, then at Aubra. “What do you know?”
Aubra’s hands glowed red. “How to kill a goddess.” With that, she rushed forward and locked her hands together with Inanna. Aubra’s eyes burned intently as she directed every fiber in her being to destroy Inanna’s mortal guise. “I hate you,” Aubra hissed. “I hate you, and now you’re going to die.”
Inanna smiled at this. Her smile drove Aubra into a rage, which drove her to channel more energy into Inanna’s destruction. Inanna tossed her head back and laughed at this. “Inanna is not dead, little one.”
Agnes took a few steps forward. “Aubra, no!”
Inanna looked up at Agnes and grinned. “Inanna sees you. Inanna remembers you.”
Agnes froze with fright. James rushed to her side and walked her back to safety, Jacqueline watched the scene unfold with one foot toward the door. “Marc, come home with us,” she called out.
“They are of no consequence,” Inanna said to Aubra. “Marc is mine now. Tobias, the wretched and hateful king is no more. And now, you have given Inanna the greatest gift of all.” She turned to Marc and said, “Sittu.” He fell to one side, unconscious.
Aubra’s expression changed from grim determination to mortal fear. A burst of dark energy passed from Inanna into Aubra in a terrifying and dazzling display. Aubra squealed and went limp as the last of the dark forms passed through her clammy flesh. Agnes cupped her hands over her mouth and cried out in horror. James dropped his duffel bag and fell to his knees beside it. Jacqueline gasped. “She’s just a child,” she said.
Inanna held Aubra up by her wrists and tilted her head as she observed her lifeless form. “Not anymore,” Inanna said. She tossed Aubra back toward Agnes. James scuttled forward and pulled Aubra back to them.
Jacqueline tapped Agnes on the shoulder. “Agnes, I hear people coming up here. We’re trapped.”
James unzipped his duffel bag. “No, we’re not.”
Inanna raised her hands and smiled as they glowed orange once more. She turned to Agnes and wiggled her fingers. “Inanna shall enjoy this very much.”
James produced a blanket from his duffel. He waved Jacqueline over to him. “Get down here if you want to live.”
Jacqueline peeked through the door and shrieked. “They’ve got… swords.”
“Get down here, now!” James pulled Jacqueline down beside Agnes. He handed Agnes the blanket and patted her shoulder. “Okay, Agnes, anywhere but here.”
Agnes sniffled and nodded. She took the blanket by the corners and said, “With this blanket, we go home.”
Jacqueline looked up and shrieked again as Inanna charged toward them, her glowing fingers outstretched. A split second later, the blanket dissipated into ash and blew away in the wind. Inanna felt around for the group but found nothing. A phalanx of soldiers rushed onto the rooftops and looked around for people to slaughter. Finding Marc, they advanced upon him with swords and spears.
“Not that one,” she commanded. “He is loved by Inanna. You have done well.”
“For Inanna,” Ashur-Tab said.
“For Inanna,” the others shouted, thrusting their weapons upward.
Inanna padded over to the edge of the roof where she had disposed of Tobias. She wished to look upon his broken body. She frowned when she didn’t see it; only a discolored patch of earth where his body should have laid. Ashur-Tab stepped beside her. “What do you search for, great Inanna?”
“Nothing,” she said, and lifted her chin regally. “Behold the splendor of my temple. Inanna shall rule once more.”
“Your servants to the last,” he said, and beat his fist against his breastplate.
Inanna smiled and gestured to Marc. “Take him to my chambers. He is weary from his labors.”
“As you command.” He pointed to two soldiers and commanded them to carry Marc.
Inanna took one last look at her temple, then patted Ashur-Tab’s back. “Come, it is time to rejoice in our victory.”



CHAPTER 73: ACTION ITEMS
 
Gracie bounded from the sofa at the sight of Jacqueline shuffling out of Agnes’s bedroom. She threw her arms around her waist and said, “Holy crap, you made it back alive.”
Jacqueline patted her head. “Oof, not the bladder. I have to pee.”
Gracie let go, and Jacqueline headed for the bathroom. Gracie pushed the door open and entered Agnes’s bedroom. “What happened? Where’s Marc?”
Agnes shook her head and hugged Gracie. “Marc isn’t coming home with us.”
“What? Why not? Did you see him? Is he… dead?”
“It might be best to think of him that way. I must think on that. We saw him. He looked well. He just… he isn’t interested in being part of our family anymore.”
Gracie took a step backward. “But I’m his favorite sister.”
“I’m sorry, Gracie. We’ve lost him.”
Tears streamed down Gracie’s cheeks. She pushed Agnes away when she tried to hug her again. “Dammit, Weirdness, I told you to leave that stuff to the professionals. Where is he? He won’t turn me away.” Gracie looked at Aubra, who laid on Agnes’s bed. “What’s the matter with her?”
James looked up at Gracie as he knelt beside Aubra. He clutched her small hand in his and shook his head. “She didn’t make it either.”
“She died?” Gracie put her hands to her head in disbelief.
“I feel a pulse,” James said. “It’s very weak, but she’s not dead. We’ve got to call an ambulance.”
Agnes shook her head. “No, we don’t. There’s nothing the hospital can do for her.”
“Okay, so… what? We take her back to the manor? Ask the dolphins what to do about her?”
“No, and dolphins are wise creatures.”
James threw his hands up in exasperation, “Okay, I give up. What’s the game plan, then?”
“She stays here,” Agnes said.
“Oh, great. Another mouth to feed,” Gracie said.
“Well, if she’s staying, I am too. It’s not like I was learning a whole lot at the manor. I can help take care of her,” James said.
Gracie rolled her eyes. “And another mouth to feed. This is getting ridiculous.”
Jacqueline patted her on the shoulder. “What do you care? I’m paying for it.”
“Oh, sure, now Fortune whips out the checkbook,” Gracie jeered.
“Watch that smart mouth, missy, or I’ll cut you off. This is temporary.” She turned to Agnes. “I expect you two to get jobs.”
Agnes nodded. “Money isn’t going to be a problem.”
Gracie elbowed her in the ribs. “Shut up and nod, stupid. Yes, Jacqueline, we’ll be good.”
Jacqueline smiled and pulled them in for a group hug. “Well,” she said, “this isn’t what I expected to get out of this trip, but maybe that’s a good thing. And I did accomplish one goal: I know where Marc is now.”
“Yeah, for all the good it will do you,” Gracie said. “I mean, this kid is in a coma or something. I figure some heavy crap went down. Sorry I missed it.”
Agnes hugged Jacqueline tightly. “Thank you for everything.”
Jacqueline squeezed back and said, “We’re sisters. This is what we do.”
Gracie squeezed tighter. “I was here first. And here’s a little free advice: you probably should keep whatever happened under your hat. I still don’t understand most of the stuff I’ve seen her do. I figure the less we say about it, the better. Good luck sleeping for the next week or two. Teleporting is a bitch.”
“I’ll keep it under my hat.” Jacqueline disbanded the group hug. “But I do have to ask, Agnes, are you going to introduce me to your boyfriend?”
James rose from Aubra’s side. “Well, I mean, I’m not technically—”
Agnes pulled him close and kissed his cheek. “Jacqueline, this is James. He’s my boyfriend.”
Jacqueline swallowed hard and looked them up and down. “Well, my sisters have… unusual partners, but if Agnes is happy, I’m happy.” She shook his hand formally.
James squinted up at Jacqueline and adjusted his glasses. “Unusual how? Is this a black thing?”
“You run with a different crowd than I am accustomed to,” she said. “Unless the manor is a code word for Harvard.”
“No,” he said, “but I really wanted to go there. My parents sent me to Eddington instead.”
Jacqueline beamed. “I like this one. I’ll talk to my contacts and see what I can do.”
“Barf city,” Gracie said, rolling her eyes. “Okay, visiting hours are over. The kid doesn’t need to listen to us play catch-up.”
“Agreed,” Jacqueline said. “I have to get back to New York. The needs of the business never stop, I’m sad to say.”
“Also, your kids miss you and crap,” Gracie said.
“Yes, of course,” Jacqueline said. She took one last look at Aubra. “I can inquire with Dr. Howell if he knows any specialists that could be of help. Let me know.”
Agnes smiled and nodded. “I will. She has a tough road ahead of her.” She gave Aubra a wistful stare. “Trust me.”



EPILOGUE
 
Gene and the countess emerged from behind a billboard. She patted her hair and got into character. After urging Gene to let her do the talking, she waved her hands to an oncoming car. As she had hoped, it was occupied by a single person: a balding middle-aged man wearing a tweed jacket. He lowered the window. “Can I help you?”
“I most certainly hope so,” she trilled. “You see, some ruffians absconded with our vehicle, and we simply must get back to town to alert the authorities.”
The man held up his cell phone. “Want to use this? I don’t mind waiting.”
She accepted the phone and tossed it to Gene. “How very thoughtful of you. Bless your heart.” She dug into her bag and produced a silver revolver. She dropped the trill and brought back the twang. “But I prefer to drive. Get out of the car, or I’ll blow your damn head off.”
The man raised his hands and Gene stepped forward to hustle him out of the car. The countess took his place behind the wheel and gestured to Gene to get in the other side. “It ain’t personal, pal,” Gene said. “It’s just that sleeping and eating in the woods sucks.” He plopped down in the passenger seat and slammed the door.
The man cried out after them as the countess sped off.
“Not a bad ride,” Gene said.
“I’m glad you like it. It’s yours. Well, it will be, after I get where I need to go.”
“Fricking wonderful,” he said. “Point this thing to the closest fast food, willya?”
“As you wish,” she said.
 
 
Phillip Mercer stood in a vacant lot across from a brown stockade fence. A red brick building stood beyond the fence, topped with a domed roof. Two carved birds appeared to watch over the compound from ornate pedestals. Phillip zoomed in with his camera and shot photos of the visible structures.
His efforts to track down Marc Morris, the man he blamed for the mysterious death of his parents, led here. The last private detective he hired to find Marc vanished after following what he said was a solid lead. A homeless woman insisted she had worked for someone named Marc in this very compound. She said he had a girlfriend that matched the description of the woman Phillip had seen on the security footage at the Forty-Nine Palms in Dubai shortly before Phillip arrived at his parents’ condo to check up on their welfare. The condo dissolved into sand minutes after he arrived. He felt a surge of fury at the memory of his parents rendered in marble, then dissipating in a billowing cloud of dust.
Phillip lowered his camera, then fished his cell phone from his coat pocket. He dialed a number and waited for a gravelly voice to answer. His wish was granted after three rings. A low voice croaked, “Yeah?”
“I trust the arrangements are in order,” Phillip said.
“Yeah.”
“When can I expect results?”
The man at the other end of the phone exhaled, then grunted. “Sleep tight. I’ll bring him to you on a platter in the morning. Does that suit you?”
Phillip smiled and gazed at the compound. “Results, not promises,” he said.
After a short pause, the man at the other end said, “Tomorrow morning.”
Phillip terminated the call. At long last, he would have his revenge. 
 
 
Marc awoke in his bed with a pounding headache. Two soldiers stood to either side of the bedroom doorway, each clutching a spear and staring impassively forward. Marc sat up and ran his fingers through his mop of hair. “I don’t recall seeing you two before.”
The soldiers did not respond. Marc shrugged and got out of bed. He yawned and padded over to the doorway in search of Inanna. The soldiers crossed their spears and gave him a hard stare. He took two steps backward, and the soldiers uncrossed their spears. Marc stepped forward again, and again was barred passage.
“Uh, excuse me, I’d like to take a walk, if you don’t mind.” He tried to slip past the spears, only to be denied forward progress by another pair of soldiers, this time armed with swords. They unsheathed them and pointed the tips menacingly at Marc’s throat. “Or, I can just chill out here, that’s cool.”
Marc wandered back to the bed and sat on the edge of the mattress. He had never felt like a prisoner in Tobias’s fledgling kingdom before. Now he chafed against his confinement. He stood and advanced on the guards once more. “Excuse me, do you know who I am? I need to get to Inanna. Step aside.”
The guards crossed their spears and did not yield. The sword-bearing guards took their position beyond the threshold. Marc threw his hands up in disgust. “Unbelievable.” He sat down on the bed once more in defeat. 
The guards stood clear of the doorway once more, and Inanna entered the bedroom, wearing her usual green dress and chunky gold necklace combination. Her feet were bare, as was increasingly her custom. Marc felt a pang of relief that she was covered, for a change. He hated her nude walks around the compound, and always wrestled with intense jealousy as he saw the looks other men were giving her as she passed. She, for her part, always seemed to relish the attention, which gave Marc fits.
Inanna nodded to the guards and walked over to Marc. “My Marc is awake. Inanna missed her Marc.” She stood before him and kissed his forehead.
“I tried to come looking for you, but Frick and Frack over here wouldn’t step aside. What gives?”
“Inanna wants her Marc to be safe.”
“Safe from what?”
Inanna took a deep breath and smiled. Marc wasn’t entirely sure, but she seemed to be choosing her words carefully before speaking. “Tobias has been driven from this place. He tried to kill Marc. He tried to kill Inanna. Inanna will not be parted from her Marc.”
Marc rubbed his forehead. “Yeah, I can’t believe he flipped out like that. He was always so patient and reasonable. I’ve never seen him get violent with anybody. I wonder what changed. He kept going on about treachery and betrayal.”
Inanna pulled him close and buried his face in her breasts. “Tobias was a bad king. He is gone, never to return.”
“Well, if he’s never coming back,” he muttered into her chest, “why can’t I leave the bedroom?”
“You will, soon. Not now. Inanna must be sure her Marc is safe.”
“I’m safe. Snug as a bug, actually.” Marc cocked his head. “Hey, wasn’t my family here? I remember seeing Gracie up on the roof, and some little girl—”
Inanna kissed his forehead and looked lovingly into his eyes. “Sittu,” she said, and Marc’s eyes drooped shut. He slumped onto his side and Inanna stepped away, wiping her lips with her fingers. She commanded the guards to put Marc in bed properly, in their language. Once he was tucked in, Inanna took one last look at him before leaving the bedroom bearing a satisfied smirk. 
 
 
Inanna headed for the throne room where Tobias once sat. The throne was solid gold, but since the fall of the king, the throne had undergone some refurbishments. New designs were incorporated into it, featuring snakes coiling around the legs and armrests, and two golden vultures perched on either side of the backrest.
Spear-bearing guards in golden armor nodded to her and stood sharply at attention as she reached the throne room entrance. Four more guards stood on either side of the golden stairs that led to the throne. The bodies and blood of Tobias’s honor guard had been cleared away without a trace. The floor was so shiny as to appear wet. Flames from great braziers danced upon the reflective floor. Inanna ascended to the throne and sat. She ran her fingers over the armrests and smiled approvingly. A man dressed in a simple brown robe entered the room and knelt before her. “What is thy bidding, great Inanna?”
“Bring forth my soldiers, loyal Shalmah. I would speak with them.”
The man nodded and shuffled away. Moments later, thirty soldiers decked out in gleaming golden armor with green capes stood in formation before her. Ashur-Tab, their leader and commander, filed in last and took his place before them. He dropped to one knee and bowed his head.
“We are yours to command, mighty Inanna.”
She nodded to him and flicked her fingers upward. “Rise.”
Ashur-Tab stood.
“The time of battle is over. Victory is final, and definite. Dread Nineveh stands no more. The people of this time do not speak of that place. Nor do they speak the name of Inanna. They shall, to the last. Those who do not shall perish.”
The soldiers raised their weapons and gave a single cheer.
“My temple is nearly complete. Your men shall finish the work others have begun. I require certain adjustments before this temple may be sanctified, and the reign of Inanna shall begin anew.”
The soldiers raised their weapons again. “By Inanna’s command,” they chanted.
“No harm is to come to my Marc. He must remain in my chambers until I call for him. Death to any who defy my orders.”
“By Inanna’s command,” the soldiers chanted.
“Set about to your tasks at once,” Inanna said. “This great temple shall be sanctified with the blood of our enemies. When your labors are complete, so begins the last great war. Your life for Inanna. Swear it now, before me.”
Ashur-Tab bowed to Inanna, then turned to his men. “Our lives for Inanna. By Inanna’s command,” he shouted.
The room reverberated with the chants of the soldiers as they stabbed at the air with their weapons. Inanna smiled upon them from her lofty throne and reveled in her triumph as the chant swelled.

Inanna! Inanna! Inanna!
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