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Thank you Mom, thank you Dad. Love you both!
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CHAPTER 1
 
   “You never really forget your first zombie attack, you know?” Agent Kingsley said.
 
   “Kinda busy here,” Agent Coleman replied.
 
   “Mind you, the second and third ones tend to blend together. And by the fourth one, it gets old. And that's the danger of it, really.”
 
   “Still busy here!”
 
   “No, listen, that's the problem with zombie outbreaks.” She leaned back against the door as she spoke, crossing her arms. 
 
   “I am not any less busy!”
 
   Behind Kingsley, rotting arms waved around, clamped between the door and the frame. There were too many of them to allow the door to shut, but they were too weak to really force it. And that was new.
 
    “You get complacent. So when they throw something new at you, it's a surprise.” She grinned, flicking her honey-blonde ponytail away from clutching dead fingers.
 
   “Not the time for this!” Coleman barked. His suit jacket was torn and covered in gore. The skin underneath, flushed a deep red, matched the color of his unruly hair. But for all the tears in his clothing, the skin remained unmarred. Unbroken. He stared at the high ceiling above, his sunglasses off and held loose in one hand. His solid red eyes glowed in the dim light of the apartment. And where he looked, the ceiling burned.
 
   “You know,” Kingsley said, as the door thumped and bumped at her back, “You can cut loose a little. Go a bit nuts. I mean, we haven't confirmed the vector, and you might be immune to the usual bite-infection, but I'm not. No armored skin here.”
 
   “No. I don't need to. Not yet.”
 
   “You're afraid of it, you mean.”
 
   “Just because you're comfy with your situation...”
 
   She didn't deign to answer that one. 
 
   Ash fell from the ceiling, followed by heaps of smoking insulation as the hole widened. The ash was probably carcinogenic, but hey, neither she nor her partner had to worry about that, did they? Kingsley's grin widened. Funny the places your mind went in times like this.
 
   Finally Coleman stepped back, sliding his sunglasses on. She caught a glimpse of the runes on the inside of the lenses, before they were back on his face. Not too different from her own. Just reversed, that's all.
 
   “Clear up there?” she asked.
 
   “Looks like. I'm not smelling anything—”
 
   The door thumped again, and a questing arm slipped in further and grabbed at her chest. She raised her department-issued Desert Eagle and fired without looking. The arm ceased to be. She let the recoil spin her around, threw the door open, and darted toward Coleman. She pointed her gun backwards, and she fired as she went. A leap into the air, and Kingsley was on Coleman's shoulders before he could do more than yell.
 
   “Hey! Warn a—” 
 
   She stepped on his face, tossed her gun up through the hole, pushed off and leaped up after it. Up and through and in, and reaching out a hand as she stood on the floor of the apartment above.
 
   The Desert Eagle landed in her grasp, and she popped the magazine, eyed the bullets left. She'd honestly lost count during that dash. That was a rare event, these days.
 
   “Gee. Thanks.” Coleman's muffled voice came up from below.
 
   “Anytime, partner. Ah, you might want to get burning.”
 
   Groans, and the sounds of fists hitting dead flesh. “You're not going to give up until I give in, are you?”
 
   She picked her way to the bathroom, and lowered her glasses for a second. The world turned blue, and she saw... well, even after all this time she never knew quite how to describe it. It was the order of things. The ebb and flow of the is. The great and terrible harmony, that made up every part of every thing that existed.
 
   And here she was using it to see if there was anything dangerous in the bathroom before she entered. Kingsley chuckled as she ran in, and threw her slender form into the bathtub. 
 
   “I'm clear!” She shouted.
 
   More sounds of violence from the apartment below, and Coleman's angry voice rose up. “There could be civvies! The building isn't cleared!”
 
   “We haven't run into anyone yet! There's clearly shenanigans at work!” she shouted. “Do it!”
 
   A long-suffering sigh, muffled by groans as the zombies pushed in. And then a reddish, rising light from the hole in the main room. Kingsley pushed herself down below the rim of the bathtub and closed her eyes as heat washed over her in waves. A pounding, cacophonous roar swelled, rising in pitch until it was almost as if the very world was screaming in pain.
 
   In a way it was. She didn't dare use the Sight while he was doing this. It was one of the reasons she'd prompted him to do it. For once, for a few seconds, she wasn't tempted at all to be anything but herself. And though the air smelled of hot iron and seared flesh, though she could hear the wood of the floor in the next room literally burning away to nothing, though she could feel the bathtub she was in starting to tilt... for a few seconds, she was at peace.
 
   Then it stopped, as she'd known it would. Save for the soft fall of ash to the floor below, and the slow, heavy breathing of Coleman, all was quiet.
 
   She stood, her black suit whispering as it fell into place around her. Wrinkles faded and creases snapped back to their former immaculate state. A small perk of her 'condition'. 
 
   Coleman, now two stories down, wasn't so lucky. As she'd figured, he'd burned through the floor. He was sitting in piles of ash, lying on a charred and still-smoking couch that had caught his weight. His glasses were off, and he stared unseeing at the ceiling above.
 
   Kingsley grinned. Really, it was for his own good. He got grumpy when he went too long between destructive fits. And the side benefits were sweet, sweet eye candy. She traced his now nearly-nude form with her eyes, examining his muscular frame, then paused as she noticed a flash of color at the top of his thighs.
 
   “Oh, hey, the department's got you different colors of asbestos undies, now?”
 
   “Hey!” He started to move his hands, but her reflexes were too fast. She got the phone out with a flawless quick-draw, and snapped a photo before he could cover himself. 
 
   “Da-darn it! What the He-heck did I tell you about this crap?”
 
   “Blah blah sexual harassment, blah blah blah privacy. Cole, lighten up.”
 
   “If that hits department email, I swear I will end—”
 
   He broke off. Kingsley let out the breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. “Close one, Cole.”
 
   “Yeah. Sorry.”
 
   She kicked the bathtub through the hole, waited until it was halfway to the floor, then hopped to it. Immediately she hopped to the armrest of the sofa, moving faster than the tub could fall, in complete defiance of normal physics. She straightened up, balancing without effort on the three inches of armrest. Behind her, the bathtub shattered on the floor.
 
   “Show-off.”
 
   She looked at the piles of ash around the room. “You're one to talk. Hang on...”
 
   Some of the piles were disappearing. Like sand running through an hourglass, but the ash didn't seem to be going anywhere. Just... there, then not.
 
   “D'ya see what I see, Coleman?”
 
   “Gonna go out on a limb here and say no.” He climbed to his feet, glanced around, and picked up his sunglasses from the floor. Much like her own, they were one of the few things that could withstand a magical inferno.
 
   Kingsley laughed as he put them on. The classy shades didn't really go well with the bright red briefs. “Secret agent chippendale?”
 
   “Shut up, you. This is your fault.”
 
   She hopped off the armrest, slapped his ass, and pointed at the ash piles. “Blame later, look now. See it shrinking? No I'm not pointing at your speedo, look there.”
 
   “Ah, yeah. What gives?”
 
   “No. See it shrinking?”
 
   “Oh. Uh...” He looked over the top of his glasses, and frowned. “it looks like the zombies looked when I used the Sight on them. Same glow to it, but... yeah, it's just disappearing. No departing essence, no link to the controller or spawner. That match what you're seeing?”
 
   “Yep. That rules out supernatural. Leaves science, viral, or powers. And given that this effect just bent conservation of mass over a table and made it ride the wild baloney-pony, I'm betting powers.”
 
    “So of course we end up with it. Great. Just great. Once again we end up working a call where our focus doesn't match up.”
 
   “Shh.” She held up fingers, counting as she went. “One bananas, two bananas, three bananas...”
 
   From the new apartment's door came a groaning, and a pounding of dead flesh meeting hardwood. And amazingly, the frame started to crack as the zombies beyond started to break it open.
 
   Kingsley walked over and put an arm against it, and it stopped breaking. She took her hand away, and the door bulged, arms starting to slip through with horrible strength. Her hand up again, and the door warped back into shape, except where it caught the zombie arms against the frame. “I noticed this earlier,” she said.
 
   “Yeah.” Coleman rubbed his chin, rasping the stubble against his knuckles. “They're freaky strong up until the point you try to fight them, or stop them doing something. Then their arms go all limp-noodly. I noticed that when they were groping me, after you abandoned me. To a mob.”
 
   “Waa waa waa, it's not like they could hurt you anyway. And also, I noticed every time we wipe out a group, another one shows up inside of a minute Usually out of a place we either already cleared, or someplace just out of sight. So what's that tell you?” She leaned against the door, unconcerned about the flailing arms to the side of it.
 
   “It tells me we're operating by horror movie mechanics. Or video game mechanics. Or...” He cocked his head to the side, sniffing. “Or bad dream mechanics. Yes. That fits. This is a dream, of some kind. Oh shit... you don't think it's the Screamthief?”
 
   Kingsley batted away an arm that was bending at an angle it shouldn't have. “Nah. We're both still alive, for one thing. And it lacks that tension that the casefiles report. That edge. But yeah, a lot of odd little things are adding up. Like the comms going out, and the apartment numbers that change whenever you look away from them.”
 
   “Yeah. So what's the game plan?” he asked. 
 
   She tilted her head, thought for a few moments. “Let's play to the genre, and see what happens. If this follows movie logic, we should act like the survivors who escape at the last minute.”
 
   “I, uh, actually don't watch these kind of movies.” Coleman flushed. He did the full-body flush thing, she couldn't help but notice.
 
   “Been years since I saw my last zombie flick. Well, let's wing it.” She cleared her throat. “Eeeek! I can't hold them! They're too strong!” And suddenly they were too strong. The battering on the door increased, as dead arms splintered through, and she jumped away with flawless grace before any of them could snatch her.
 
   “Quick! Into the closet!” Coleman yelled, jogging that way. “It's reinforced, with, uh, strong wood! We'll be safe in there!”
 
   Kingsley palmed her face. “No! You never say that sort of—”
 
   He jerked the closet door open, and zombies spilled out.
 
   “—thing,” she finished. “Uh. Ah. Let's see maybe...” She cleared her throat again, and shouted “Oh heck! We're doomed! If only someone could come and save us!”
 
   The apartment's window shattered, as a small figure crashed through it. It straightened up, revealing a kid wearing a leather duster way too big for him, a sheriff's hat with a star on the brim, and a set of grimy tan clothes. He had an oversized revolver in each hand, and about a month-old growth of beard that really didn't fit on his chubby, eight-year old cheeks.
 
   Coleman froze, and Kingsley clapped her hand over her mouth, to keep from laughing. Of course!
 
   “Stay still! I might hit you if you move!” hissed the kid, pointing his guns in the general direction of the nearest zombies. They made muffled bang sounds, and the zombies started falling, their heads exploding as he fired shots that shouldn't have hit them in the first place.
 
   “Seven, eight, nine, ten...” Coleman stopped counting the number of rounds fired after fifteen.
 
   “Hey!” The kid shouted. “You're a wrestler, right? You should totally piledrive them! That'll smush their heads!”
 
   “I, uh...” Coleman looked flustered, and Kingsley stepped forward, poked his side.
 
   “Dude. Look at your arms.” He did, and he almost choked as he saw that they'd gained about thirty pounds of muscle-mass each. 
 
   “Um.” He flexed them. “They don't feel any different.”
 
   “C'mon man, get piledriving!”
 
   “Uh, right.” Coleman grabbed the next nearest zombie, swung it upside down, and jumped, landing butt-first on its head. His face twisted into a disgusted frown, as butt met floor. “Oh man, that was a mistake. Its brains are in my ass crack now.”
 
   The kid dropped his guns and put his hands to his mouth.
 
    “Uuuuuuuuuuuuummmmmmm.....”
 
   “Uh, you said a swear,” said Kingsley, looking from the kid to the zombies. The remaining ones were disappearing, less every time she looked to the kid and back. “Don't look now, but I think something's coming.”
 
   “WHO'S THAT SWEARING?” A shrieking parody of a female voice. Heavy clomping footsteps outside, that could have doubled for an elephant's. “WHO NEEDS THEIR MOUTH WASHED OUT WITH SOAP?”
 
   “Oh no.” Coleman stood, backing away from the door as a dark-skinned hand the size of a microwave reached through it, and grasped the doorframe.
 
   “You're in trouble...” The kid sing-songed.
 
   “No, it's cool,” said Kingsley. “Ass is okay to say now.”
 
   The kid blinked. “Really?” The hand started to withdraw. Then he frowned. “No, cause Jamie Jones said it last week, and Miss Loomis washed his mouth, too.” The hand reached out again, and the arm behind it tensed, as it hauled the massive bulk of something unseen forward in the darkness of the hall. More shuddering footsteps. Then the kid looked at Kingsley with dawning realization. 
 
   “Oooooooooooouuuuuuummmmm, you said it too!”
 
    Kingsley paled, and talked fast. 
 
   “No, it's new. The official swear words council made congress vote on it last week. Miss Loomis just didn't get the memo. I've got it right here!” She pulled out her warrant for entry, shot a glance at it. As she looked, the letters shifted from one undecipherable mass to another. “Here you go miss Loomis!” She walked toward the door, held it out, and gritted her teeth as giant fingers plucked it from her hand. 
 
   “HMM. THIS SEEMS LEGIT. VERY WELL! ASS IS GOOD!”
 
   “Yep,” Kingsley grinned. “Ass is fucking awesome.”
 
   “Ouuuuuuuuummmmmmmmmm.........”
 
   Five minutes later and three floors up, after Coleman managed to delay the she-ogre with a wall of fire, they found a temporary hiding spot in a maintenance room full of scary-looking machines that made scary-sounding noises. A few of them crackled with electricity, and there were hazard symbols all over. Kingsley rested her hands on her thighs and panted, half-crouched. “I think we're safe for now. Odds are this room frightens him in real-life. So if that thing's a projection of his fears like I think it is, it should avoid this place.”
 
   Coleman wasn't even winded. She shot him a sour look, but he was too busy watching back the way they came, and thinking aloud. “This is his apartment complex, I'm sure of it. Which is why most of the floors we went through are sparsely detailed.  He doesn't know them as well.”
 
   “Floor four was different,” Kingsley shot back. “there were things hanging from some of the doors, and a few of the numbers were worn.”
 
   “You noticed that?”
 
   Kingsley nodded. “Angelsight. It catches even the slightest entropy.”
 
   “Heh. Makes sense. All right. Since we've only seen one person around here who isn't a zombie or a monster, I'm betting that's the dreamer. Somehow he's drawn us into the dream.” Coleman leaned against the wall.
 
   “Somehow my ass! This is powers all the way.”
 
   He tensed. “Watch the swears. Ass is good, but anything else might bring the bi- uh, her.”
 
   “Pssh. Don't be a pussy.”
 
   Heavy footsteps echoed in the hall, and they ran for their lives.
 
   After a harrowing ten-minute chase, they eventually managed to find a brief sanctuary in the basement. Fortunately, the laundry chutes were somehow wide enough to fit through despite their size.
 
   Kingsley spat out a sock, and rolled three inches to the right. With a despairing yell, Coleman rocketed out of the chute and landed in the pile next to her, missing her by less than an inch. She planted an elbow on his ribs, and sighed. “You remember when it was all so simple?”
 
   “I've never had a simple day in my life, with this job.” 
 
   “No, seriously. Like the nineties, man, it was all so black and white. The villains were evil, the heroes were dark, and we'd bring them in all the same. And the heroes that didn't invest in huge-ass guns or bandoliers of little pouches, they were good as good could be. Seriously, you never had to wonder about those guys. Never had to worry. It was all black and white.” She sighed.
 
   He shifted. “I remember seeing things differently, then. Remember Great Clown Pagliacci? That mess with the Torchbearers? They were kids, but it didn't matter to him. They deserved better, didn't deserve to go out like that. Or the Jestyr's last laugh, that thing with the sarin in Times Square. Heck, what was it with evil clowns back then? Yeah, I'm not sorry that the nineties are gone. New millennium, new rules.” He stood, started sorting through the pile of clothes.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “It's cold in here. I'm finding something besides an asbestos speedo to wear. But nothing's my size.”
 
   “Dude, it's a dream. Put anything on, somehow it'll be the right size.”
 
   “Huh. Okay.”
 
   A few minutes of sorting later, and they found that wasn't exactly true. Some things resized, others didn't. Finally, Coleman gave in and went with the pragmatic option of a fuzzy onesie.
 
   “Don't you dare laugh at me,” he grumped, crossing his powder-blue sleeved arms. 
 
   Kingsley answered his request with an evil grin and the click of her phone's camera.
 
   “Jerk.” He looked around the room. “So. I'm thinking we need a game plan.”
 
   “Probably. Since we're in a dream, we could wait until he wakes up, but—”
 
   “Yeah. Not a good idea. I'm starting to get tired from all this running, and I don't know how much time has passed. I've got other reserves I can draw on, but...” His eyes flared from normal brown to solid red under his glasses, and Kingsley gave him an understanding pat on the shoulder.
 
   “No. It isn't that dire yet.”
 
   “Shush,” Coleman snapped. “Don't say dire, the kid might hear you. Last thing we need is some dream version of her showing up. She'd be frightening as heck to an eight-year-old, so her dream version would probably be the equivalent of Cthulhu.”
 
   “Oh. Right. Anyway... this is wearing us down, so why don't we try to wake him up early? I mean, he'll wake up regardless. I think we'll survive when that happens.” She sucked her teeth. “We'll probably survive even if it's bad. Our natures give us an edge, there.”
 
   He snorted. “If we don't get shunted off into the planes of our... acquaintances, that is. I mean, you'd probably be fine in yours. Mine? I'd be dogfood.”
 
   Kingsley looked away. “No. No, I don't think I'd be any better off, Cole.”
 
   “What makes you say that? Angels—”
 
   “Read the old testament sometime, buddy.” She patted his arm. “Oh, wait. That whole allergic to holy implements thing, I forgot. Sorry.”
 
   “Now you're just being a dick,” he scowled. Then he slapped his face, as the door to the basement slammed open. “Oh balls.”
 
   Ten minutes later, Kingsley realized that they just couldn't seem to shake the she-creature this time. Rolling her eyes behind her sunglasses, she decided that she'd had enough of it. “Right! Let's do this.” Grabbing Coleman she darted left, faked right, and kept going left past the grabbing hands of 'Miss Loomis'. They burst through the fire door at the end of the hallway, ignored the blaring fire alarm that triggered, and beat feet to floor four. 
 
   “Angelsight?” Coleman asked, trying not to slip down the stairs from the difficulties of running in footie pajamas.
 
   “On it.” She slid her glasses down, and the Sight showed her the way. Taking the lead, she skidded to a stop in front of door four-thirty-one, and knocked on it. 
 
   The kid answered the door. He was wearing a black tunic and pants and he held a green, glowing sword in one hand.
 
   “I can't come out and play right now,” he said. “I'm learning the ways of the Force.”
 
   Behind him, heavy breathing filled the apartment, and a dark-armored figure waited with his own red-glowing blade.
 
   Kingsley considered him for a second, glanced back up the hallway. No sign of the swear-punisher, but she'd be here shortly. How could they do this?
 
   “Hey,” said Coleman. “Do you hear water? Like a waterfall?”
 
   And she did. She looked over at the same time as the kid, to see water burst through the ceiling tiles, and roar down the hall. She grinned and put her hands on her hips. “Yep, it's like lots of water! Tons of it! Man, now imagine all that water, coming out all at once...”
 
   The kid looked funny. “I...”
 
   “Yeah, water everywhere,” Coleman agreed. “Just makes you want to... relax... and... let go...”
 
   And the kid did. His black clothes shifted into blue footie pajamas, and he started to fade. The last thing they saw before he faded out entirely, was him looking down in despair at the soaking wet crotch and legs of his onesie.
 
   “MOM!” He howled—
 
   —And everything shifted, snapped into focus.
 
   Coleman looked at Kingsley, who shook her head. 
 
   “That was wicked. How'd you know?”
 
   He scratched his back, looked sheepish. “I, uh, had bladder issues at his age. Always woke me up when it happened. It really doesn't take much.” He glared at her, red leaking over his sunglasses. “Don't you dare pass that around the office.”
 
   She smiled, and put her hands on her hips. “No, I think you coming in after this will be sufficient enough torment for one night.”
 
   “What do you—” He looked down at his onesie. “Oh. Here I was hoping I'd get the suit back. Well, shit.”
 
   They both froze, and looked around, before relaxing. 
 
   “Yep, real world after all,” said Kingsley. “Well, guess it's time to go talk to the kid's mom. Dibs on the right shoulder, demon.” She grinned, and he shoved her with one hand, grinning back. 
 
   “Left shoulder's mine, angel.”
 
   This time when they knocked on the apartment's door, a woman opened it.
 
   Two hours later, they were in the Grand Avenue headquarters of Icon City's branch of the Metahuman Resource Bureau. They'd been summoned to Director Carceri's office for a debriefing. It was a small room underground, and the few bits of wall visible were dull gray concrete. The government-issue clock on the back wall ground slowly around in its plastic circle, and rusty filing cabinets stood silent vigil, stacked floor to ceiling along the sides. The chairs they were in were as uncomfortable as ever, and the banged up metal government desk had probably last been cleaned sometime around the Dewey administration.
 
   The man behind it was gray. He wore a gray suit and a gray tie over a shirt that had once been white but was slowly reverting to his basic color scheme. His skin was tinged with an unhealthy gray, his hair was gray, and his eyes were gray. The only hints of color on him were dull yellow fingernails and teeth, as he puffed on a cigarette in defiance of every federal smoking regulation out there, occasionally breathing out clouds of gray smoke.
 
   “So let me get this straight,” he rasped. “You were assigned a call to investigate 43 Bleaker Street. A noise disturbance, I believe?”
 
   “Yes sir,” Agent Coleman replied, looking as dignified as he could in his onesie. At least his arms had shrunk back to normal, that was something. “Witnesses outside reported groaning, and the occasional shambling shadow in front of a window.”
 
   “And when you effected entry, you found no one in the building, and the area shifting around you.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Agent Kingsley replied. “And then the zombies attacked.”
 
   “Leading to the incident detailed in your report, and your contact with Icon City's newest dream-related metahuman.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Coleman replied. “Although, his family's still considering options. Jamie's eight, sir.”
 
   The Gray Man sighed. “And his dreams are powerful enough to snare anyone who stumbles into them. We've had reports of odd sightings in that area, but never any evidence. Never anything this major.” He took a drag of the cigarette, milky gray eyes staring off into the distance.
 
   “I told his parents about the help we could give him. The training we could offer, so he could harness and control his powers, sir.” Kingsley leaned forward. “He could be a hell of a hero, and look, that onesie? It's still around! Think of the potential, to have someone who can dream up things that can stick around after the dream's done.”
 
   Coleman cleared his throat. “I let the parents know of the potential problems if he keeps on his path. Legal issues, trauma to people who wander in at the wrong time, and that's not even getting into the weirdness that will start when that kid hits puberty. We discussed options of medicine to keep him from dreaming, or mystical seals to bypass his REM state without harming him.”
 
   “Mmm.” The Gray Man finished his cigarette, and stubbed it out on the desk, adding another smudge to the surface. Just one more black blot among many. “Did they indicate a preference?”
 
   Kingsley grinned wide. “Well sir, they said they'd have to sleep on it.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
   Agent Kingsley rolled in promptly at seven, as fresh as ever. Practically glowing with the light of the dawn, she was fully refreshed after a solid sleep. Once her head hit the pillow, she was out for precisely six hours, in a dreamless slumber. She hadn't dreamed for the last twenty years, two months, and twenty-seven days. Not since her... encounter. There were times she missed dreaming. On the upside, she saved a ton of money by not having to pay for a share in the office coffee club. Silver linings, she figured. Besides, coffee disagreed with her.
 
   Agent Coleman showed up about a quarter past nine, bleary-eyed and dragging. He went straight to the office espresso machine, got himself the blackest sludge he could get, and threw two cups down his throat before daring to return to his desk. He had been near-nocturnal for a decade and a half, and his dreams were so gripping that he sometimes got lost in them. Other times he just woke up, stared at the ceiling, then rolled over and fell back asleep in an effort to try and grab some rest.
 
   Technically he should have been docked about an hour or so a day for his late entry, but people cut him slack due to his hard work and capabilities. Which bugged him a bit. Which added to his stress. Which kept him up at night. Which made it harder to get rest. It was a vicious cycle.
 
   “Mornin' pardner.” Kingsley grinned as Coleman slouched into the cubes. “Guess what we got?”
 
   “A day off for figuring out the dream kid's deal? A pay raise for resolving things with a minimum of fuss and damage? Some freaking respect for once?”
 
   “No, no, and kinda.” She flipped her laptop around, and showed him a priority email. “We get to shepherd a trainee!”
 
   “Are they nuts? After what happened the last time?” 
 
   “Looks like legal's finally willing to let it drop,” she shrugged. “Besides, it wasn't our fault he got spooked and ran the wrong way. And the Ashen Devourer hasn't been seen in years, so what are the odds of that happening again?”
 
   “At least twice what they were before you went and tempted fate. You should know better.” He sighed, ran his hand through his hair. “All right. The rookie's in the tank, I'd guess?”
 
   “Bingo.”
 
   “Come on, then. Let's go give him the song and dance. Maybe he'll come to his senses and decide to quit and take up something less dangerous. Like defusing bombs or punching out bears.”
 
   Everyone spent a turn in the tank, when they first arrived. It was one of the vagaries of government service that you had to have a proper clearance before you were permitted to enter certain facilities, look at certain documents, or know about certain things. Unfortunately, the contractors who were in charge of doing the background investigations  were constantly overworked, overbooked, and running on a serious budget crunch. As such, it could be days, weeks, sometimes even months of waiting for the unlucky new civil servant who had been hired to do a job that he couldn't dig into until he was cleared.
 
   Most of the Grand Avenue headquarters of the MRB was top secret clearance-rated. With a few exceptions for public-facing areas, such as the lobby, a couple of conference rooms, a restroom or two, the low-security cells, and the bare-walled room known as 'The Tank'. 
 
   That was where they found the rookie, his head bent low, scratching a mechanical pencil through a book of crossword puzzles.
 
   “Richard Moynahan?” Kingsley said, donning her friendliest smile.
 
   He glanced up, did a double take, and offered a hesitant smile back. He was young. Fresh out of college, looked like, with a short and tight haircut. He had a face without any lines or real wear to it, and a thin frame not unlike her own. He rose and she concealed a grimace as he gained at least a head of height on her. It was the fate of the short to be surrounded by giants, she supposed. At least he was shorter than Coleman's six-and-a-half feet. Then again, Coleman put most people to shame when it came to size.
 
   In more ways than one, she thought, remembering how he'd looked in those asbestos  briefs. There were times she regretted the rules against fraternization, even though she knew it would be a horrible, horrible idea for a number of reasons.
 
   She jerked her mind back to the present. “I'm Kingsley, he's Coleman. We'll be training you this week.” She offered a hand, and he took it, gave it a strong shake. 
 
   “Any word on your clearance?” Coleman asked.
 
   “Uh, no, not yet,” Richard said. “And please, call me Rick.”
 
   “Nope,” she said. “Bad idea.”
 
   “Ummm... why? If it's okay to ask,” he added.
 
   “It's always okay to ask,” Coleman said. “It's because when we're out in the field, our job goes smoother if we avoid nicknames. If we act too casually, we risk losing the respect and awe of the public... such that it is. Not everyone has respect for us, but when you run into people that do, it tends to make your job easier. So we do stuff like use formal names, keep our uniforms nice, and avoid picking our noses in public. Those practices help us. Act with dignity and you get respect. Act like a slob, and worst-case, people don't take you seriously. And since one agent's much like another to Johnny Q. Public, if you muck up it runs the risk of affecting every other agent, too.”
 
   Kingsley piped up. “We do get code names, though. But you have to earn those. You don't get to pick them, your co-workers do. So give it a few weeks, you'll have a sweet code name of your own, probably.”
 
   Richard's mouth had fallen open during the explanation. His jaw worked as he tried to interject several times, before they let him get a word in, “Oh. I never thought of it that way. Sorry I guess I'll be more careful.”
 
   Kingsley threw a light punch at his shoulder. “Eh, don't sweat it. Coleman tends to be a little heavy at times. So, you ready to ride?”
 
   “Sure,” the rookie said. “I'm not sure how this goes, so I'm down for anything. Ah, I've got my pilot license if you want me to drive?” He asked, trying to conceal the anticipatory gleam in his eyes.
 
   Coleman barked laughter. “Slow down there, buddy. The aircars are only for use when ground vehicles are impractical. Levitonium's expensive, you know.”
 
   “Oh,” The rookie hid his disappointment well, Kingsley thought. She led the way to the garage, snagging an escort badge for Moynahan at the desk before walking him past defenses and security that would have taken him down if he'd tried to enter on his own. But with his badge, there was nothing beyond the occasional flash of a green light as he stepped through a few secure doorways.
 
   Finally, they made it down to the bottom level of the parking garage. A row of identical black sedans faced a row of army surplus Humvees painted black. Beyond them, the garage stretched on, and the boxy forms of riot vans could be seen stacked around a towering, twenty-ton APC.
 
   Moynahan was rubbernecking so hard that at one point Kingsley had to call a warning before he walked into a support pillar. Coleman just shook his head, headed to their parking spot, and held the door for him. 
 
   As she took the driver's seat and Coleman got shotgun, Kingsley noticed the slight look of puzzlement on his face as she closed the door and started up the ignition. What now? She cheated a bit, let a hint of blue sink into her vision, as she peered at him through the rearview mirror. Ah. He was surprised to see her driving, had expected Coleman to do it. Chauvinism in this day and age?  The kid was due for a rude awakening.
 
   “So, where are you from?” she asked, pulling the car out of its spot, and heading toward the well-guarded exit.
 
   “Atlanta,” he said. “Well, a little suburb north of there, anyhow.”
 
   “Welcome to the East Coast.”
 
   Then they were through the checkpoint, and Moynahan's expression turned to shock as Kingsley gunned it, drifted into traffic to the blaring of half-a-dozen horns, missed an oncoming truck by inches, and peeled rubber as she shifted gears. They erupted onto and through the eight lanes of the Grand Avenue junction, screamed around a frantically honking taxi, pulled past the thirty-foot tall statue of Tesla that dominated the roundabout, and sizzled by the subway terminal before Moynahan's screams finally started sounding like words again.
 
   “What the hell?” Moynahan shouted. 
 
   Coleman chuckled. “Seatbelt, man. Seatbelt.”
 
   It took around two or three tries for the shaken rookie to get the seatbelt secured. When Kingsley looked away from him, they'd merged onto the highway, and the black-glass tower of MRB HQ was receding into the distance. A flare of golden yellow from above, as the linked airships of the Gold Line set off from their tower toward the higher-class stops of the city.
 
   “And this is why she always drives,” Coleman clarified. “She cheats.”
 
   “Oh. Ah. Okay. Powers?”
 
   “Yep. Both of us,” Coleman said. “You?”
 
   “None, sorry.”
 
   “Hey, you've got nothing to apologize for,” Kingsley said. “Honestly, they always come with complications. Which is why the Bureau exists. Black suits, thin black lines between the rest of society and the weirdos, you know? We were formed to police superheroes, watch villains, keep the supernatural from screwing people over, all that sort of thing. Every one of us agents does that job, powered or no.”
 
   “So what do your powers do?”
 
   Kingsley and Coleman looked at each other, and Moynahan raised his hands. “Uh, sorry if it's a rude question.”
 
   “Nah, it always comes up sooner or later,” Coleman shrugged. “Kingsley here was at ground zero for a close encounter of an angelic kind.”
 
   “I ended up cutting a deal with it.” She kept her eyes on the road ahead. “Can't go into too many details because you don't have your security clearance yet, but I get a fraction of a fraction of a couple of its powers. Minor control over physics, super-reflexes, and the ability to see the patterns of order in things. Like traffic.”
 
   “Whoa.” Moynahan looked impressed. “I didn't know you could cut deals with angels. You always hear about deals with the devil, but never the other way around.”
 
   “Heh,” Kingsley smirked. “Without saying too much... if you ever get the chance to do something like that? Don't. Angels are mostly dicks. Trust me on that count.”
 
   Moynahan looked puzzled, but nodded. He waited for more explanation, but Kingsley kept her peace, driving a bit more reasonably now that they were in fast-moving traffic. After a minute he coughed, and glanced over to Coleman. “And you?”
 
   “I cut a deal with the other side.”
 
   “Other—” He shrunk back into the seat, as realization hit. Coleman turned and grinned at him, letting a little red light leak out from under his glasses. 
 
   “For the record, don't go and do that, either,” he said. “I'm spending the rest of my life trying to make up for that particular bit of stupidity. In my defense I was a dumb kid at the time.”
 
   “They put both of you on the same team?” Moynahan looked puzzled. 
 
   Kingsley slowed to a stop at a light, drummed her fingers on the wheel. “Yep. Smartest thing the Director ever did. See, our powers aren't exactly diametrically opposed, but they're equal enough. If one of us ever goes rogue, the other can maybe take them down, if the circumstances are right. And the close proximity lets us keep an eye on each other. We can't hide from each other's senses, not for long.”
 
   “Is-” Moynahan swallowed. “Do they think you're a significant risk?”
 
   “Ever hear of the Nephilim?” Kingsley asked. “There's a reason angels and humans were never intended to mix. And as far as demons and humans go... well, you've heard the stories. Probably seen the movies. They're not far off.”
 
   “They don't go far enough,” Coleman corrected. “When you get your clearance, I'll show you some of the casefiles. Check out the truth about Carthage, if you never want to sleep again. So yeah, it's part of our duty to keep an eye on each other. The MRB's supposed to be a general minder and watcher for the supernatural anyway. Part of that thin-black-line-business.” 
 
   They rode in silence for a long few minutes, turning south on I-3. Moynahan finally stirred. “Are there many of you in the MRB? I mean, people with supernatural deals? The academy didn't say much about this. They told us that sometimes costumes ended up joining, but, ah, there's not much about supernatural agents out there in the handbooks.”
 
   “Eh. There's actually not that many of us,” Kingsley said. “The ex-costumes outnumber us, I find. The only other confirmed supernatural I know of who's local is Gudrun down in the morgue. She makes no secret of it.”
 
   “Kind of hard to conceal the whole grendelspawn thing,” Coleman said. “Sweet girl, though, just stuck with harsh dietary needs and nonstandard looks.”
 
   “But enough about us!” Kingsley said in a high-pitched voice, as she cut across three lanes of traffic, took out a strategically-placed orange barrel, scared the piss out of a pack of bikers, and made her exit while missing the concrete divider by an inch. “Tell us about yourself!”
 
   After a while, Moynahan stopped screaming. And by the time they stopped for coffee, he was feeling talkative again.
 
   They'd stopped at Coleman's favorite coffee shop in the upscale neighborhood called Muse Mews. It was known for an excess of college students who attended the universities of the area, and a number of bars, cafes, clubs, and other fun little establishments that were supported by them. 
 
   Back in the eighties it had been a bad part of town, and the district was known as 'The Rows'. But with the nineties and an injection of investment into the area from the dot com boom, the low rent and prevalence of empty, cheap storefronts had led to an unexpected result: The artists of Icon City had found a new haven here, and galleries sprouted up like weeds. It fast got a reputation for being the most Bohemian part of the city. Though the dot com money was gone now after the horrific crash of Y2K, the artists were still around. And the storefronts, sidewalks, and loft apartments were still here and still decorated with the fruits of their work.
 
   That said, it was also one of the easiest places in the city to find drugs, and prostitution was a constant issue that never died out, no matter how many raids the overworked cops conducted. Sometimes they were stuck overlooking the least of the crimes, a situation that left no one happy save for the criminals that thrived here. On the upside, the local gangs tended to eschew violent crimes, in favor of more profitable and low-key business.
 
   And Kingsley was slightly disappointed to hear that Moynahan's background had been about what she expected. A young kid, fresh out of college, with a dual-degree in mythology and law enforcement. The usual year in Academy, and a lot of book-learning, but no real experience. Had probably never fired his gun outside of the range.
 
   Coleman leaned forward, resting his elbow on the small, rainbow-painted metal table under the spreading blue umbrella. “So why the MRB?” he asked. “Resume like that, you could have gone pretty much anywhere in the agencies.”
 
   Moynahan looked into his coffee cup for a minute, took a frothy sip before replying. “I guess I could say something about how Crusader saved me when I was a kid. But that wouldn't be right.” He put the cup down and shook his head. “No. I mean he did, he saved everyone when Ginormozilla rampaged through Decatur. And when I saw him, saw that golden streak up there in the sky, it changed my life. It did. But it's more than that, I guess...” 
 
   He sighed. “I guess I wanted to know. I wanted to know the why of it. Why do superpowers even exist? Why did Tesla get them first? What causes kaiju, and other things? Where the hell were all the magical things before the Nazis started weaponizing them?” He smiled. “You must get a million guys like me. All wanting to see Tesla's secret grave, or hear the true secrets of the Atlanteans, or stuff like that.”
 
   Kingsley sipped her cocoa, considered him, then shook her head. “Nah. We don't get enough like you.”
 
   His cheeks flushed and he smiled, clearly flattered. She raised a hand. “Ah, now, don't let it go to your head, Moynahan. You still have to prove you've got what it takes, but it's nice to have someone around who's still got that wide-eyed sense of wonder.”
 
   “That said, I'm kinda hoping it survives the week,” Coleman grinned. “You kind of lose your awe for a hero when you have to take him in on a drunk and disorderly, or fate forbid, break up a super-powered domestic fight. But that's kind of what we do. The police aren't equipped to handle magic, or powers, or super-science. So when something like that comes up, we get the first call. Which is why we're out here today.”
 
   Moynahan looked around. “We're not on coffee break?”
 
   “That's a happy side benefit,” Kingsley said, before tipping her cup to her lips and killing the rest of her cocoa. “But no, we're here because this is one of the hotspots of Icon City. Especially for supernatural trouble, which we're uniquely equipped to handle.”
 
   “Angels and demons are kind of the big dogs of the local supernaturals,” Coleman explained. “Even though we're only equivalent to low-grade costumes at best, a lot of the monsters and haunts and worse things out there will hesitate before taking us on. And sometimes that's all you need to do to resolve a situation, is make the perp sit back and reconsider causing a fuss. Usually it's not worth pissing off heaven and hell at the same time. Not that they actually would, if they fought us, but most of them don't know that.”
 
   “Why's this place draw a lot of magical activity?” Moynahan asked, standing as they did, and following them back to the car.
 
   “It's the artists,” Kingsley explained. “A lot of the nonhuman things out there got shorted in the imagination department. They can admire art, but they can't make it themselves. Some don't care, but others? Artists make new things, things they've never seen before. And since a lot of supernaturals are really long-lived, they'll do quite a lot to stave off boredom and find new things to experience.”
 
   “All right,” Moynahan frowned. “But what—”
 
   Shrill noises erupted from the general vicinity of Kingsley and Coleman's pants. With a glance at each other, they pulled out their phones, checked the messages. “Case in point. C'mon, Moynahan, we're on.”
 
   “What? What's happening?”
 
   “Remember the procedures, kid,” Coleman rumbled. “We'll get details over the mil-grade vox in the car.”
 
   They found their places, taking their seats as Kingsley clicked on the white noise generator before speeding out into traffic. Coleman fiddled with the controls, until he got the Voxcaster over to the proper frequency. “Dispatch? This is Team Shoulders. Got the trainee in tow. Sitchrep?”
 
   “Acknowledged Team Shoulders. Respond to code nine-ten at Carver and Emberlane drive.”
 
   Kingsley and Coleman stiffened in their seats, looked at each other.
 
   “Now what are the odds?” Kingsley muttered.
 
   “In this town? Pretty damn high,” Coleman confirmed.
 
   “Huh?” Moynahan was lost. Kingsley chuckled, as she nearly ran over a fat man on a bike, and missed a school bus by inches. 
 
   Coleman glanced back. “Sorry kid. It's classified. Besides, we don't even know if it's the same thing.”
 
   “It's totally the same thing,” Kingsley whispered.
 
   “Nine-ten's a possible undead manifestation,” Coleman confirmed. “And the most that I can tell you right now is that we just had one of those. Fortunately, if this one goes as well as last night's does, it'll be an easy case.”
 
   “Coleman...” Kingsley warned. But it was too late, he'd said it.
 
   And sure enough, ten minutes later, things had gone straight to hell.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
   The gravestones spread out in even rows, interrupted by crypts that loomed out of the fog as the agents ran past. The Emberlane Cemetery was a sprawling, chaotic mess during the brightest of days. Under the choking cloud of damp mist, and this strange false light that was neither day nor night, it was worse.
 
   Matters weren't helped much by their silent pursuers, loping along at the edge of the fog, with tireless legs, emitting a continuous wheeze as useless lungs jerked and drew in air they didn't need. It was hard to tell with the fog, but it sounded like there were a lot of them.
 
   Moynahan was wheezing too, and Kingsley shot concerned glances at Coleman, until the latter finally grunted, matched speeds with the rookie, and scooped him into a fireman's carry.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “Save your breath.” Coleman's eyes started to leak crimson light around his sunglasses. “Needs must as the devil drives...”
 
   There was that low growl in his throat, that he didn't even know was there. Kingsley hid a chuckle, even as her eyes scanned the horizon. With her angelsight up, the fog was only a distraction, for all she had to do was look for the break in the pattern. “There!” She pointed, and shifted to run in that direction, pausing to throat-punch a lunging corpse that leaped at her from the shadows of a crypt. Thrown to the ground, it snarled and tried to rise. Coleman's foot came down on its neck without breaking the agent's stride, and the crunch of a spine breaking echoed through the fog.
 
   “This don't make no sense,” Moynahan muttered.
 
   “Of course it doesn't, Moynahan.” Kingsley squinted, leaped a row of tombstones, and slowed a bit as the ground ahead of her sloped. They were heading up a hill. “And careful, your accent's showing.”
 
   “We were looking at the graveyard.” His voice got firmer, as he started sounding it out. “It looked empty. And then we walked around the crematorium, and the fog came out of nowhere. And when it let up, we were... here.”
 
   “Yep. Fog central. With zombies coming out of it.” said Coleman. “Not the fun kind, either. Fast zombies this time. Also, the details are more gruesome than last night, did you notice?”
 
   “Yeah. Definitely a dream, though. I haven't been able to read a single tombstone,” Kingsley confirmed.
 
   “Like last time. Only this one hit around ten in the morning. Odds that our kid from last night is asleep again?”
 
   “I doubt it. It's a school day,” Kingsley said. “We're almost there.” Rising to the summit of the hill, they found the fog peeling aside. The distant wheezing behind them had fallen quiet. 
 
   Ahead of them an old, twisted tree pierced the mist. A tattered corpse hung under it, impaled by gnarled wooden branches.
 
   And then the corpse rolled its one non-impaled eye around, and considered them with an irritated look. “About time someone showed up.”
 
   “Hey Grim,” Kingsley said, pulling her Desert Eagle out. Behind them, Coleman eased the rookie onto the ground. Uncertain, he drew his own pistol, but Coleman waved his hand. The rookie hesitated, but returned it to his shoulder holster as the 'corpse' spoke.
 
   “Urg. Great... look, I haven't done anything. Lately. That you know about. Or can prove even if you did.”
 
   “Yeah. See, that's the thing, when I hear Emberlane Cemetary and possible zombie sighting, then I think huh, wonder how my old pals the Graveyard Gang are doing! Especially when they happen to have, oh, a corpse animator as one of their teammates!” Kingsley whipped the gun up and fired, and wooden branches blew to bits. The tree gave a shudder, and Grim jerked and fell a few feet, howling in pain.
 
   Moynahan watched, fascinated, as wooden thorny tendrils were jerked free of the corpse's body, and the wounds they left behind started to heal. But only to a point. Exposed bone was rapidly covered over by muscle, regrown tendon, and a few blobs of what could be subcutaneous fat... but then it stopped. The skin remained torn. Come to think of it, the entire 'corpse' didn't have much in the way of skin.
 
   “So you tell me, Grim.” Kingsley hopped up to sit on a nearby tombstone and drew her knees up to her chest, roosting like a black-suited bird. “Do you guys have anything to do with this? Because seriously, from the way you got Evil Dead-ed by that tree, I don't think it's working out too well for you.”
 
   “No!” Grim yelled, then coughed up a few twigs, along with a bright-red smear of blood. When he continued, his voice was less raspy. “Ah. Good, that's out of my lung then. Ah, look, we might have something to do with this, but it sure as shinola ain't deliberate.”
 
   “We're listening,” Coleman said.
 
   Meanwhile, Moynahan took the opportunity to sidle closer to Kingsley. “You know this guy? What's his deal?”
 
   “Grim. He's a supervillain, leader of a gruesome bunch called the Graveyard Gang. He's a regenerator, down to the molecular level. Thing is, it gets slower the more complete he is. So organs and bones regenerate fastest, tendons and muscles are slower, skin and other stuff is always last. Pretty sure he hasn't had a penis in months.”
 
   “Hey! That's just offensive. Look, do I speculate on what kind of glitter you bleed every month, angelcakes?”
 
   Without looking, Kingsley fired.
 
   “OW!”
 
   “You had it coming. Now spill.”
 
   “Christ. Fine. Get me down from here at least.”
 
   Three more shots into the branches, and he dropped to the ground with a wet thud.
 
   “Ah, guys?” Moynahan craned his neck, looked about. “I think they're coming for us again. Don't think they liked you letting him loose.”
 
   Grim stood to his full six feet of height.  He was thin and gory, with two perfectly-formed bloodshot green eyes peering out from a face that had only bone and the occasional patch of wet membrane covering it. “So. Last night we're sitting around and drinking and shooting the shit, and right in the middle of it, Deadweight just goes quiet. Then he starts snoring. We don't think much of it at first, figure he'd just put away too many, so we make little beer-can pyramids on him and carry on with the card game.”
 
   Wheezing echoed from around the hill, and Coleman swept his gaze back and forth. A sea of rotting forms were stepping out of the fog. Slow this time, not fast, their pace unhurried. They knew there was no escape.
 
   Coleman frowned. “Wall of fire?” 
 
   Kingsley considered, shook her head. “Nope. These are more realistic ones. Burn zombies and you get burning zombies. Keep going, Grim.”
 
   The eyes slid wetly inside the skull, as Grim looked down the hill. “Huh. Well, anyway then the power goes out. Gravedigger goes out to turn it on, we hear a scream, and then a wave of these bozos roll in through the door. I grab my scythe and I'm cutting them the hell up, Epitaph is crushing skulls, but more come in for every one we kill. Finally we barricade them, and we discover that we can't wake Deadweight up. He's having one hell of a nightmare, but nothing we try gets him up. We realize he's causing it. And I don't wanna kill the guy, you know? Don't have enough friends to be doing that. Fortunately, Whippoorwill saves our asses. She starts singing her song, and sets it to 'calm'. Mellows us the fuck out, I tell you that. Also mellows him. And that's when the noises of the zeds ripping through our barricades stops. When we look, they're gone like they never were. We go outside looking for 'Digger, and thankfully he's okay too, just tombed himself down in the soil. Got away with only a few scratches.”
 
   “Guys?” Moynahan pointed. The zombies were halfway up the hill. “Um, do we have a plan?”
 
   “Yep,” said Coleman. “Keep going. You said this happened last night?”
 
   “Yeeeahhh...” Grim looked around, before continuing. 
 
   “Whippoorwill kept him out for hours, singing. She had to take breaks, though. And he just wouldn't wake up. So Gravedigger and Epitaph went to see if they could scare up help. I stayed here to evac 'Will if things went to shit. But then during one break the fog rolled in out of nowhere, and I wound up hanging from the tree. Don't know where the others got to.”
 
   “Okay. Well, we can do this.” Kingsley nodded. “Grim, you're a flier, yeah?”
 
   “Yeah. Getting ready to do that, to be honest.”
 
   “Take Agent Moynahan here, and go wake up your friend.”
 
   “That's your plan?” Moynahan shouted. “That is a horrible plan!”
 
   “Your funeral Angelcakes,” Grim said, and stretched bony, red-tendoned arms out to the rookie.
 
   “It won't be. Coleman, toss me your gun?” He complied, and flexed his hands. A red glow started to appear around them.
 
   “But—” Moynahan started, and Coleman growled.
 
   “They can't hurt me. They won't touch her. Go do your job, agent.”
 
   Moynahan hesitated, then shook his head, “I don't like this, but okay. Okay. I'll trust you.” He walked forward and embraced the squishy supervillain. 
 
   Grim chuckled. “Gonna apologize in advance for the suit, kid.”
 
   And then they were up and away.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
   Moynahan shuddered, as he hung on for dear life. Below them, bullets rang out through the fog, shattering dead flesh, dropping two or three zombies with every shot. None missed, each found spines or skulls aplenty to perforate, blowing through to hit more targets. At Kingsley's back, a red glow rose as Coleman waded into the first line, fists flying and sizzling, searing flesh and breaking bone wherever they hit. Kingsley evaded, dancing along the tombstones and occasionally along the heads and shoulders of the zombies as she fired, pausing to reload now and again. Coleman simply ignored the claws and teeth that came his way, ripping grasping limbs away from his frame before they could latch on. She was the unstoppable force, he the immovable object. 
 
   And above it all, Moynahan hung on for sheer life as Grim flew with no visible means of support or propulsion, a strange lurching gait that seemed to constantly adjust for his passenger's weight.
 
   “You're heavier than you look,” the villain grumbled, as Moynahan gasped for air, and his face slowly turned red. “About two hundred? Yeah, feels like it. Hey, what's wrong?”
 
   Moynahan vomited down Grim's back, and the skeletal villain's eyes rolled up in his head. “Oh. Yeah, that's great. Just great. Thanks buddy. I really mean that.”
 
   “Where-” Moynahan coughed, spat out bile. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Fucked if I know. This fog's thicker than a frat boy on weed.”
 
   “Then what are we supposed to do?”
 
   “Don't get your panties in a knot, kid. We're looking for something out of place. I had time to think up on that tree, and I'm pretty sure this is like an illusion, or some weird form of mind control, or some shit. When this stuff hits, there's always something... there. See that?”
 
   Moynahan twisted around, tried to get a look without slipping free. Squinted. “That light, you mean?” The roiling in his stomach started to return, and he fought it down. Didn't help he was up against a naked skinned guy. Don't think about that, don't think about that...
 
   “Yep. Haven't seen anything else in this place.” Grim started angling their awkward flight. They headed towards the lit window of the highest tower of a decrepit house that looked for all the world like a stereotypical haunted house; the kind you saw on old-school Halloween decorations.
 
   “Hang on to yer cookies, we're going in hot!” Grim yelled, then cackled as Moynahan dug in and spewed up the last contents of his stomach on the approach. They crashed through the round window, sending thin slats of crumbling wood spraying along with fragments of dusty glass. Moynahan had time to close his eyes before they hit the far wall, bounced, and ended up on the floor.
 
   He blinked, started to sit up and look around, and froze.
 
   “Whoo.” Grim sighed as he pulled a chunk of glass out of his face, taking an eyeball with it. He shook his head, spraying blood. After a second, another eye formed and expanded, filling the socket. “Man, that was a—”
 
   Moynahan held up a hand. “Sh.”
 
   “What are you—?”
 
   “Sh!” 
 
   Grim shut up and in the silence he heard the rustling of feathers. The harsh squawks of birds. Large birds. Lots of them. He looked around.
 
   They were in the top of the tower. The arched ceiling was lined with hundreds of short rods protruding out from the walls. Set in tiers, each rod had a large black bird upon it. Crows or ravens, Moynahan thought. They stared at the newcomers with beady red glowing eyes. Candles lit the scene, thousands of them scattered in holders around the floor.
 
   In the very center of the room, where they must have just passed over her, was a girl. She was short and thin, and wore a jet-black dress. Her frizzy black hair stuck out of the back of a medieval plague doctor's mask, with a leather beak similar to those of the birds above. She was huddled in a picture of pure misery, with her arms hugged around her knees.
 
   “Hey. 'Will.” Grim whispered as best he could. She didn't respond. He tried again, a little louder. This time the birds stirred, a dry rustle that started nearby and spread through the room. Grim fell silent.
 
   Moynahan frowned, and started crawling toward her. Grim caught his wrist.
 
   “What?” The agent asked, in the lowest of whispers. 
 
   “Just watch it. You cause her grief, I'll give you pain.” Grim stared him down. Easy to do without eyelids.
 
   Moynahan paused, looked between them. “What's her deal? What's her power?”
 
   “Empathic broadcaster. She sings, she can hit you with emotions.”
 
   “And the birds react to noise...” The agent glanced up. “They probably attack. It looks like that sort of place.”
 
   Grim rose, and walked over to Whippoorwill. He crouched down, and looked her over. And as he examined the puncture wounds on her bloodstained arms, and the tiny tears along her dress, his fists clenched. “Yeah,” he whispered. “They do that, don't they? Let me test this.”
 
   “What are you—” The birds stirred, and Moynahan lowered his voice to a bare whisper. “What do you have in mind?”
 
   Grim moved to the side of the room, away from his allies, and raised his arms. “HEY ASSHOLES!”
 
   The birds descended. With mad screeching, and a cloud of feathers falling about the room, the entire flock descended upon Grim as Moynahan watched in horror. Whippoorwill whimpered and covered her head, staying very still.
 
   After what seemed like forever, the birds rose up again. Grim was on his knees, blood flowing freely from torn vessels, his eyesockets hollow. But his gruesome regeneration kicked in, and soon he was whole again. Well, as whole as he had been before his mauling, at any rate. He rubbed his face, with a wet squishing sound. “Okay. What did we learn?”
 
   “That if I tried that I'd be crippled for life,” Moynahan murmured.
 
   “Besides that, bright boy. Jesus, I thought you agents were educated and shit.”
 
   “Er... that they only go for the one who made the noise?”
 
   “Yeah. We're in horror movie rules, now. So if you don't fuck up, the monsters don't get you. But if you make noise? You're it. So how do we use this to save 'Will and get our asses out of here?”
 
   A flash of red light through the window, and a rumble. Grim looked up, worried. “And we better do this fast. That was Coleman amping up his game. Wouldn't do that unless things were getting bad. You know they wanted you clear so you'd survive this, right?”
 
   “What?” Moynahan frowned.
 
   “Yeah. That hill battle's a no-win situation. So how do we win here, before they get eaten?”
 
   It stung his pride, that they'd sent him to safety. That they'd had to do so. He'd find a way to pull his weight, dammit! Moynahan looked up at the empty window, destroyed through their half-controlled crash. No way they'd get through it without making noise—
 
   Wait.
 
   “Grim?” 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “If they jump you the second you make noise, how come they didn't jump us when we broke that window?”
 
   Grim opened his leering mouth, shut it again with a 'clack'. “You think they won't go after noise from there?”
 
   “They didn't last time.”
 
   “I take it back kid, maybe you got a brain after all. Alright, I got an idea but you'll hate it.”
 
   “I'm listening.”
 
   “You make some noise, I fly her out. Once she's out and I manage to calm her down, she sings the calming song. She sings it loud enough, it'll get the birds too. They wouldn't be here if they weren't afraid of her doing this.”
 
   “You're right. I hate it.” Moynahan looked up and sighed. “I don't see too many options, though.” He hunkered down into a position like Whippoorwill's, and folded his arms, pushing his face into them. After a second he arranged himself so he was facing the corner, with his back and most of one side open to the room.
 
   “Do it.”
 
   “You got stones, kid. Speaking of that, keep those legs clenched. Testicles are easy meat to birds this size.”
 
   “Asshole. So now you're waiting for me to make noise?” He was proud of himself, for keeping his voice steady. This was going to hurt. Or it was going to leave him crippled or dead. Or any combination of the three. And here he was, trusting his life to two villains.
 
   And then, he felt a bony hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Hey. Kid. Relax, we got this. I know 'Will, and I know me, we'll do our part. You just keep yourself together. Shield the vital bits, you won't endure the full mauling I got. Keep your head, and if things go right we'll have 'Will up and singing before they can do any permanent damage. Ready?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Grim stepped back, whispering. “A one, and a two, and a-”
 
   Moynahan screamed, and the crows descended.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
   Coleman fought for survival. Not his own, because he didn't care much about that these days. But Kingsley? That was another thing entirely. She talked tough, she put on an appearance of confidence so unshakable that one might think the end of the world wouldn't break her stride. But he knew different.
 
   Glancing back, he could see that she looked unshakeable. Each step was placed where the zombies would have to tangle themselves to get to her. Each twist out of the way resulted in dead arms missing her by millimeters. Every shot was designed for the perfect balance of effectiveness, economy of effort, and bullet conservation. Each second was planned out, mapped in an instant by the blue glow that poured out from around the concealing lenses of her sunglasses.
 
   It hurt to look at her while his powers were up, but he spared her another second of attention regardless of the pain. The beast in him roiled with an odd mix of hatred and desire. Not for anything as pedestrian or cliched as pleasures of the flesh, mind you, but for something that had been lost long ago. For the ease with which she worked with the world, and the world bent to her.
 
   But for all that, she was mortal. She would get tired. It was no good to see the way to victory, if your body couldn't follow through with the required actions. It was of no use to understand that you could win the fight with one good shot, only to fail because you'd spent all your bullets just getting to that point. Attrition would wear her down, eventually. It had before, and she'd gotten the scars to show for it. And seeing her marked so had angered him beyond his own expectations. No, he wouldn't let that happen again. Not on his watch.
 
   A dead hand clawed down Coleman's back, and he snarled. No time to waste. He jerked an elbow back, felt flesh give, and threw a hand around in a wide arc, letting the flames trail behind it.
 
   The claw marks down his back stung, but he knew there was no visible injury. The demon's skin lay just beneath his own, just deep enough that he still felt pain from his wounds. Just shallow enough that it didn't matter. It wasn't invulnerable, but it was tougher than boiled leather, on par with some of the softer metals. And anyone who managed to get through that? Well, they'd get a mouth full of hellfire for their troubles. But he was only mortal, too. And if he got too tired, or in too bad a spot, the beast could take over. And then bad things happened.
 
   He grabbed another zombie by the arms, whirled and threw it down the hill, sending it into the fog. Before it could disappear, he was already in motion, chopping other zombies with the edge of his hands. More effective than a punch in this situation, especially with heightened strength behind it. Between that and the focused burn of his hellfire, he chopped through limbs, struck off heads, and left ashen trails across the gray flesh of his foes. 
 
   It wasn't enough. Unlike last night's encounter, these didn't get weaker when you fought them. They weren't slow, like the last bunch. They were relentless, and just as fast as the average human being, and there were a lot of them. They just didn't stop coming.
 
   Well.
 
   Time to kick it up a notch.
 
   He searched inside his mind for that cage he'd made of willpower and discipline. He found it, still as strong as he'd forged it over the years. The shard of the demon stirred, eager and full of malice. It knew what was coming.
 
   He let the cage slip open, just a bit. The aches in his muscles vanished. The fatigue from running through the cemetery evaporated. The pain in his back disappeared, and new skin pushed up from below, burning away the torn skin and leaving minor scratches smoothed out. Now his strikes landed with pulverizing strength, and he threw off the arms trying to grab him with contemptuous ease.
 
   But as always, there was a price.
 
   When he was fully human, when the cage was sealed and barred, he fought with a control that a martial arts master would envy. Nowhere close to Kingsley's mastery of order, of course, but he never lost sight of the goal. Never lost awareness of the situation, or took unnecessary risks.
 
   When the shard was active? He'd find himself getting reckless. Missing opportunities to follow-through. Taking hits he could have blocked or dodged. He had to let his perfectionism go, let his instincts take over more. No help for it— he'd opened the cage. Now he had to focus on keeping it just open enough that he got the benefits, without getting too many of the downsides. Or worse, letting it open more than he intended. That would be bad. It had happened before. If it weren't for Kingsley... he banished the thought as the distraction it was. But he couldn't help shooting her a glance, as he fought with renewed strength. She had gone defensive, conserving her bullets, maybe. Dancing among the zombies, using a hunk of jagged bone to smack them around, dodging around the tree for cover. Revolting, the part of him that wasn't him whispered. Should get my jaws into the bitch, tear a leg off, watch the angelspawn bleed out weeping-
 
   No! He put pressure on the mental construct of the cage. I'm in charge. I'm the master here.
 
   Grudging acceptance mixed with a feeling of hatred older than time and deeper than the void between the stars. It didn't have words to it, but twisted his thoughts, making them burn within his skull. Feelings, emotions, and none of them good. For now, it seemed to whisper.
 
   The distraction cost him. One of the dead men tackled his legs, made him stagger for a second. Three more piled on, and brought him to the ground.
 
   “Coleman!” He heard Kingsley shout. Then dead jaws gnawed on his head, gnawed on his ears and neck, twisting and tearing. Supernaturally tough skin flexed, and started to give. No choice! He reached deeper into the mental cage, and roared as loudly as he could.
 
   “Get clear!”
 
   He unleashed the hellfire. Red so dark it was almost black, flickering and fading as it screamed into the world.
 
   It was chaos, it was hatred made into heat and horror, it was the raw force of destruction. It was entropy made personal, and concentrated down into a focal point of HERE and NOW. It could snuff stars from the firmament, given time and opportunity and enough force behind it. Mind you, whatever was left of him after attempting such a feat would in no way be either human or living.
 
   Set against even a fraction of that force, a few dozen moving corpses had no chance at all.
 
   The waves rolled off of him, and the pressure on his back relaxed as his ears filled with a sound he hadn't expected to hear.
 
   The dead were screaming.
 
   In the brief few seconds that they were enveloped in the flame before their esophagi and lungs were shriveled and burnt away, they wailed in pain. Hellfire didn't care if you were living, dead, or undead. It hurt. It took joy from hurting you. Coleman felt the thing in its cage shift and grin, the malice at its core drinking deep a full meal from the agony of these undead.
 
   He'd thought they were dreamstuff, like the ones from last night. They hadn't felt pain, that had been one of the reasons he'd unleashed hell so easily. But no, these had once been human. They were as real as he was, and he was torturing them. Part of him winced, feeling guilt, hating himself for it. Hating more that a larger part of him rejoiced to hear them scream.
 
   He forced both parts down, and slammed the cage shut. He interrupted the remnants of the demon in its feasting, made it bellow in protest and rattle the bars. But he held them, as he always did. And in a minute he was fully human again, aching and sore and cold as the fog licked along his bare skin.
 
   Coleman sighed and opened his eyes. Twice in two days he'd had to unleash hellfire. He hated the fact that it got easier each time. But he stood and looked around, surveying the damage. The tree was gone, he was surrounded by heaps of ash, and the tombstones on the hilltop were charred black. The ones nearest him were crumbled and cracked from the heat. 
 
   There was no sign of Kingsley.
 
   “Kingsley? Shit. Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit...” He moved through the rows of tombstones, hunting. Was she one of the ash piles? Had he finally done it, finally killed her? No. No, not like this. Impossible, she would've-
 
   He bent over to examine an ash pile with a black lump in it, and froze as he heard a familiar noise behind him. It was the click of a phone camera, and he felt tension leave him.
 
   “You asshole,” he growled, flopping down among the ash. “Had me worried a minute there.”
 
   Kingsley's grinning face poked up from a shallow grave, as she threw a burned corpse off of her. With an exaggerated flourish, she tucked the phone back in her jacket pocket. Then she sobered up. “You burned up all your ammo, didn't you?” 
 
   He looked at the ground, and the puddle of cooling metal nearby. “Yeah.”
 
   She turned, scanning the fog, and shook her head. More shapes were already lumbering out of it, creeping forward at the same walking pace that they'd had before. “Got another one of those in you?”
 
   He tested the mental cage, and shuddered. “The next one's going to be worse. If I keep poking the bad side of me, my control's going to suffer. I don't know if you can survive it.”
 
   “Eh, I'll find a way.”
 
   He sighed. “Give it a while before we go that route.” And falling into a fighting stance again, he turned his back to Kingsley. But as they readied for one last go, he heard something. A voice, high and soft, echoing through the fog.
 
   “Feelings...”
 
   The song crooned on, and he couldn't help but pause, to listen to its soft melody.
 
   The absurdity of it struck him. just as he felt his muscles relax. The adrenaline started to leave him, and he sagged onto a tombstone. Well, that's not good, he had time to think as he studied the approaching mob of undead. Guess they'll tear us apart. But he just couldn't get worked up about it. 
 
   As he watched, the undead slowed, and started to droop. One by one, they collapsed on the ground as the voice wound through the graveyard, crooning the gentle strains of Morris Albert's classic hit. He nodded his head in time, and Kingsley took a seat beside him, leaning into his shoulder. She was sweaty, and as he went to put an arm around her, she poked him with an elbow hard enough to knock him off the stone.
 
   “Asshole,” he rumbled, with no real heat behind it. And he blinked as the sun shone down upon his sunglasses again, the fog vanishing like the bad dream it was. The graveyard reconfigured itself, as the dream passed. Once again he was back in reality, feeling like he'd been through a marathon.
 
   Above him, the raw and bloodstained form of Grim descended, with the slender form of Whippoorwill in his arms. He deposited her on the grass, and she kept singing for all she was worth, the amplifier in her mask carrying her voice throughout the area. “So,” muttered Grim, as he approached. “Good news and bad. Good news is your boy was alive last I left him. Bad news was he probably didn't get away unscathed.”
 
   Kingsley drummed her fingers on the tombstone. “Bad news for you if he's not alive. Bureau cuts you guys slack because you follow the unwritten rules. But if he's dead it's on you, bony.”
 
   Grim shrugged. “No choice in the situation for any of us, and he went with the plan of his own free will. For what it's worth, I hope he survived. Gimme a sec, I'll go up and look for him.”
 
   “No need.” Moynahan called out, limping out from behind a crypt. His jacket was slick with blood, his scalp was bleeding profusely, and he was walking with a limp. “Sorry I'm late, I just had to find my way out of a creepy old house. But I think I need a doctor.”
 
   “I'll get him back to the car,” Coleman offered.
 
   Moynahan shook his head. “No. Look, I found someone. I think it's this Deadweight guy. The dreamer. Come on.”
 
   Grim went and braced Moynahan's shoulder, helped take the weight off of his bad leg as he led them back through a shady grove of trees, and into a clearing dominated by an above-ground sarcophagus. Inside it, a ragged-looking man slumbered, arms crossed mummy-style. A burlap sack with eyeholes cut into it obscured his face. “That's him, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” Kingsley said, tucking her hands into her pockets. “How'd you guess?”
 
   In lieu of replying, Moynahan bent, picked up a stick, and tossed it at the sarcophagus. A trio of long rotting arms shot up from around it, and caught it before it could strike the sleeper. Their job done, they retreated back to the dirt, burrowing away as fast as they'd come.
 
   “Okay, that's new,” Grim muttered. “How we gonna snap him out of this?”
 
   Kingsley shook her head. “I don't think we can.” She pulled her sunglasses off, revealing solid blue glowing eyes. “I can see a big old mark on his spirit. Something's hit him with a... I don't know what. A seal, maybe, or a curse.”
 
   “I'm no slouch at breaking those,” Coleman rumbled. “A little chaos, a little destruction in the right place, and down they go.”
 
   “Yeah, no.” Kingsley shook her head. “This one's pretty serious. Something at least as big as a demigod put it in place. This isn't hedge magic. This one's got oomph behind it, and it's tied with divinity. Not my flavor though, I don't recognize it.”
 
   “Can you describe it?” Moynahan asked. He was sitting down against a tree, saving his strength for the walk back. “I majored in mythology. Might be I know it.”
 
   “Sure,” Kingsley said, and picked up a stick. “Let's see... easier to draw it.” And slowly she sketched out lines and curves in the dirt.
 
   “Aw no,” Coleman swore. He felt anger as the lines in the dirt took shape. “Please tell me this isn't WEB.”
 
   “Looks like it, first place my mind went,” said Kingsley, “but no. See those shapes at the bottom? Those are feathers.”
 
   Moynahan rubbed his face, flicked blood from his sleeve. “It's a dreamcatcher.”
 
   Coleman scratched his back as he thought. “Oh. I think I heard of those. Native American talismans, yeah?”
 
   “Yeah.” Moynahan's voice was softer, and Kingsley turned her eyes on him. They narrowed, and she moved forward, hauled him to his feet.
 
   “You can explain in the car. We're getting you to a hospital.”
 
   “I'm fine. They didn't hit anything vital. Or get too deep.”
 
   “Yeah, but those cuts are going to get infected if we don't get them treated soon. Come on. Coleman?”
 
   He slung the protesting rookie over his shoulder, and started jogging back to the car. Kingsley ran ahead, digging the keys out as she went. 
 
   Coleman shook his head. “For what it's worth,” he reassured Moynahan, “You just earned a codename. Was what you went through pretty badass? 'Cause it looks that way from here.”
 
   “I almost got pecked to death by crows.”
 
   “Close enough.”
 
   “Cool. Uh... can I ask you a question?”
 
   “You just did.”
 
   “Why the hell are you wearing sunglasses and a blue speedo and nothing else?”
 
   “...”
 
   Ten minutes later, they were ushering him into the ER of Sara's Mercy general hospital, with his wounds bandaged as best as Coleman could manage with the car's first aid kit. He let Kingsley see Moynahan in as he dug out a spare suit and started dressing.
 
   Inside, Kingsley nodded as the EMT's applied antibiotic gel, and sutured the deeper wounds. Barely a minute after they were done, and pronounced him stable, she nodded.
 
   “Good enough for government work. So, you ready for round two?”
 
   Moynahan exhaled, and stared up at her. “I almost got pecked to death by crows, and you want me back in the field?”
 
   “No choice. Welcome to the MRB kid, this is Tuesday. You're the myth expert for this op, and now that you've stopped leaking, we could use your brain. We need to track down an answer before Whippoorwill's voice gives out again, or else the Cemetery will be back to zombie jamboree mode. So talk to me about dreamcatchers. Which god are they sacred to?”
 
   “Um, I don't think they have a patron god. They were an Ojibwe custom, but they kind of spread all over since then.”
 
   “Hm.” Kingsley took an arm, helped him up, walked him out to the car as she plumbed his knowledge of native american traditions. But it wasn't enough.
 
   Coleman slid into the passenger seat. “We need occult information, and we need it fast. Bastet?”
 
   “Still pissed at me for that incident with the tiger,” Kingsley griped. “Also, I don't have anything cat-related for an offering. You?”
 
   “Nothing I'd give up,” he said. “So... the Goblin Market?”
 
   “Mmmmmnnnope. The Market's got variety but it's not fast, and I am seriously not up for dealing with fae today. Besides, we'd have to figure out where they've set up this month.”
 
   “This dream zombie thing had to happen during the first week,” Coleman sighed. “Always takes the Bureau diviners at least two to get a fix... All right. How about the Historical Society?”
 
   “Huh, that's right. We can get ordinary people in on this too. Sure, let me give them a ring.”
 
   “I'll do it. You drive.”
 
   “Let the angels take the wheel!” Kingsley yelled, and threw the car into motion, while whipping out her phone and gleefully punching in a number. Coleman made a grab for it, and for a while they had a good game of keep away. Moynahan just sat in the back and covered his face. 
 
   A few minutes into the drive, Kingsley pulled the phone back.
 
   “So, uh, they're not picking up.”
 
   “No? Huh, and it's definitely the museum's operating hours.” Coleman frowned. 
 
   “Let me try a few extensions.”
 
   “Let me,” Coleman countered. “I have a hunch, and I want to browse a bit, to see if it checks out.”
 
   Serious now, she handed it over without argument. And as Coleman switched the phone over to Grid browsing mode and started searching, his face grew solemn. 
 
   “Oh. Oh great.”
 
   “What?” Kingsley asked.
 
   “You'll never guess what the key exhibit at the museum is this month.”
 
   “Native American artifacts? Hazardous stuff that man was not meant to mess with? The world's biggest dreamcatcher?”
 
   “Close, but no. It's Australian aboriginal artifacts.” Coleman sighed.
 
   “So?”
 
   “The title of it is the Dreamtime Traveling Exhibit.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   Coleman nodded. “Yeah, I'm thinking that whatever's going on, the museum's either at the center of it, or has been turned into another nightmare realm-thingy.”
 
   Kingsley shrugged. “Hm. Want to make a stop before we hit the museum?”
 
   “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Child endangerment, violation of the work-labor laws, and bribery of a minor.”
 
   “Oh. That's all?” Coleman's sarcasm was not veiled in the slightest. 
 
   Kingsley grinned. “Well, the day is young. But I think that'll do for a start, and we could use some backup.”
 
   “Oh? Oh, I think I see where you're going with this. Sure, I think we can make a stop in the Brownstones before we hit the museum...”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
   It took a hell of a lot of reassurances before his mother pulled Jamie Steuben out of school, and let them haul the kid away. Coleman wasn't comfortable with the lies, so he let Kingsley talk.
 
   “Technically, they're not lies,” she said, pulling a hard right through traffic. Jamie cheered from his seat next to Moynahan as they missed a city bus by two whole feet.
 
   “How are they not lies?”
 
   “Well, we really are going to take him in for power testing and evaluation. And give him a tour of MRB headquarters. We're just taking a side-trip first. That's all. A peaceful day at the museum.”
 
   “I'm thinking the wrong one of us got the angel,” Coleman grumbled, and Kingsley laughed as she tilted the car up on two wheels to avoid crunching a semi-truck. Jamie laughed more, and clapped his hands. Coleman palmed his face. Moynahan just lay back, saving his strength and watching the world go by through the window.
 
   But they arrived at the museum without incident. The parking lot was about a third full, not far off from the standard crowd near opening hours on a weekday. The building, a classical style marble and concrete structure three stories tall, sprawled with four large wings jutting out in crooked directions. The place had never been properly remodeled, it had just gotten new additions over the years. 
 
   The agents, with Jamie in tow, moved up the wide stone steps with care. They passed between the ornamental stone owls flanking the place without trouble, and the door opened when Coleman pulled on it. But he stopped at the threshold and didn't go in.
 
   The lobby inside was dark, darker than the high windows above would suggest. 
 
   “Hey, cool,” Jamie said. “Watch this!” He waved a hand in through the door, and it distorted the space around it, sent ripples through the air like he was moving it through running water.
 
   “Cute trick,” Coleman patted his back. “You see anything in there?”
 
   Jamie poked his head in, pulled it back. “Whoa. Yeah. There's something stinky over to the right. And there's this 'Brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr' noise.”
 
   Coleman reached into his holster, before remembering that his bullets were a melted puddle in Emberlane Cemetary. Still, he wasn't helpless. “All right. Let me lead the way, and stay next to Kingsley, please.”
 
   “Aw man, I got this! I can do hero stuff! It's easy!” Jamie tried to push past Coleman. He stopped when Kingsley laid a hand on his shoulder, and squatted down to look him in the face.
 
   “Hey. He's not trying to protect you, he wants you to protect me.”
 
   “Oh! Uh. O-okay ma'am.”
 
   She grinned, and held out a hand, which he took with all the care of a knight accepting a lady's favor.
 
   Coleman just shook his head and stepped into the lobby.
 
   This time, he was ready for it. Even so, his head swam for a second. He blinked several times, and looked around. The lobby was full of people, muttering to each other in some sing-song language. It didn't seem like words, and though the people moved around, they never seemed to exit the room, or accomplish much beyond pacing about. A glance at the signs showed the gibberish that the agents had noticed before, in the first dream-affected area. And he heard that sound, that low wavering hum that the kid had heard. It danced and sighed back and forth, never stopping. Music? Something like that, but he'd never heard the instrument before.
 
   And then there was an easing of pressure behind him, and Kingsley slipped in with the kid in tow. The kid who was now wearing a leather jacket, a fedora hat, and carrying a whip in his free hand.
 
   “Nice.” He couldn't help but grin. Much as he hated bringing a kid along into possible danger, the boy's powers couldn't be denied. For once, they had the heavy artillery. Moynahan slipped in behind them, gun out and ready.
 
   They followed the kid's directions, and passed through the archway into the next room.  It was a long hall filled with taxidermied animals that now moved in their exhibits like they were alive again. But the air overhead was smoky, and across the hall he could see a figure crouched over some sort of cooking pot on a flickering fire. A large figure, perhaps about twelve feet tall. And sweet hell, the smell... It was as if the primal essence of the odor of cooked meat had met and meshed with the ur-smell of rotting meat, and had an illegitimate child out of the union. It was a smell that didn't assault the senses, but just flat out murdered them, and pled guilty in court. This smell should not be. Not even in a dream.
 
   And then the figure turned, and he shuddered at the sight. A hag, with withered breasts, a hunched back, and a protruding, bloated belly that he took at first glance for pregnancy. Frankly he didn't know and he didn't want to know, for he was too busy staring at the face. It was a mass of wrinkles, a beak of a nose that curved like a twisted tree branch, and two milky gray eyes that oozed slime continuously as the smoke of the cooking fire abraded them. Her mouth opened with a sucking noise, revealing two yellowed things that might have once been teeth, and a worm-like tongue that slid out, tasting the air like a serpent would.
 
   “What the heck is that?” He whispered.
 
   “Oh shit.” Moynahan said. “Pot Tilter. Get to cover!”
 
   “Talaa macheem...” The hag drooled as she spoke. “Dushii?” She peered into the pot.
 
   Coleman was already diving, and shouting as he went. “What does it do? Tell me!”
 
   “DUSHII!” The giant cried, and took hold of the pot. With corded wiry muscles standing out on her frame, she tilted the immense clay pot, aiming the mouth of it toward him. He had about a second to note that the water defied gravity, boiling and roiling but staying within the pot, not pouring out. He had another second to note that the scraps floating on the surface of the pot were the remnants of faces, arms, legs, and other bits of human flesh.
 
   “It does that! And then it cooks and eats you!” Moynahan shouted.
 
   There was a great roaring sound that overrode even the great droning 'Brrrrrrr' that echoed throughout the museum, and a huge rush of air grabbed Coleman, and tugged him toward the pot at full speed. He flailed for balance, tried to find a foothold, and failed.
 
   As his sunglasses were ripped from his face he shot a look back, to see Kingsley holding her own in place, being pulled by the immense suction but held up by a whip wrapped around her leg. At the other end of it, Jamie was holding on for dear life to an exhibit plaque. Moynahan was out of sight, probably behind cover.
 
   And then he hit the pot. He grabbed the sides, feeling his skin sizzle from the heat before the little bit he had melted away. But the demon skin beneath didn't care about the heat, and he hung on for grim life, jamming his feet over the lip of it and staring down into the grisly stew of boiling water and gore now inches from his face.
 
   For a few seconds he thought he was fine. But then the smell hit him. No longer shielded by the distance of the hall, it made his stomach churn and his muscles weaken.
 
   “Talaa, talaa macheem...” The hag crooned behind him, and he felt something hit his back, and push. He turned his head to see that she'd picked up a stirring-stick of sorts, and was using it to try to jam him in.
 
   The boiling water got nearer, and he gritted his teeth, held back his rising gorge. This next part was going to suck...
 
   He waited until she hauled the stick back again, and brought it down towards his back. And he let go with one hand, willingly letting his face and part of his side dip into the water, in order to grab the stick. Even as the boiling water blinded him and scalded the skin from his face, he felt his fingers close upon the gnarled wood. And as it pushed him down, he let go with his remaining hand and pulled. 
 
   And before the hag could let go, the suction of her own pot pulled her in too.
 
   A screech, a horrible wailing, an immense weight on top of him, and Coleman focused all his energy on holding his breath. The boiling water couldn't kill him, even though it hurt. Drowning, though? Well, that was a different story. 
 
   Then an immense cracking noise, and water roared away on all sides as he tumbled free. He had air again... and with air, the stink returned. He gave in to his body's needs, and vomited, bringing up everything he'd eaten over the last day. His sight returned,   though everything was tinted red. 
 
   From under Coleman, a gray serpent the size of his arm wormed out and considered him with white eyes. It raised a feathery crest, as it nodded, with something of a solemn air.
 
   <Hero. You have slain the pot tilter. For this I owe you a debt of—>
 
   He threw up on the snake. In between heaves he caught a brief glimpse of Kingsley, with a metal post in her hand, prodding the sodden remains of the hag.
 
   <Hero. Please stop vomiting on me. I am Galeru of this place, who swallows—>
 
   “Blaaarrrrrgh!” He coughed and spat. 
 
   The serpent furled its crest. <I think I shall give you a minute. Yes?>
 
   “Yes,” he managed, before coughing out more bile. “Carrots? Oh come on. I didn't even eat— BLARGGGGHHHH!”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
   Kingsley sighed as Coleman collected himself. She'd hoped that smashing the pot would free him, and that had been the case. The hag seemed well and truly dead, and she dropped the post she'd used to good effect a minute ago.
 
   “Snakes,” Jamie intoned, “Why'd it have to be snakes?”
 
   <I am a serpent> came the voice that she didn't hear with her ears. <Hello young one. Hello woman. Are you family to the hero?>
 
   “He wishes,” Kingsley grinned. “So Galeru, huh? What are you doing here?”
 
   <Not Galeru. Galeru is much bigger. I am Galeru of this place, and I came with my artifacts. But then the man tricked me and took my scales, and now he's playing the pipe all wrong. At least the pot tilter is not trying to cook me any more. I owe your hero a debt, once he can talk again.>
 
   “Give him a minute. He got a faceful of her smell, it looks like.”
 
   The serpent bobbed and nodded, and she studied it. “So. This man who took your pipes... he's playing them now? That's the Baaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa sound I'm hearing?”
 
   <Well, he has a woman to play them for him. Mostly he works with the dreaming. He is doing it wrong, though, the songlines are all a mess.>
 
   “Dreamers. Like Jamie?”
 
   Jamie looked up, and hid a taxidermied bunny guiltily behind his back. “I didn't do anything.”
 
   “You saved my butt kid, that's worth a bunny to me. Keep it.”
 
   “Really?” The kid grinned. The bunny went in a pocket, dread in every bit of its body language.
 
   The serpent answered Kingsley. <Yes. He is strong in strange ways. The man who tricked me is making them dream of the dead. There are others. Some do not dream, but they have power over the things that are dead. He is making them dream. He is doing it badly.>
 
   “Okay...” Kingsley popped her gun free of its holster, and slid her last clip in. Only a few bullets. Well, she'd just play it by ear, wouldn't be the first time. “Can you describe the perp?”
 
   <Purp? He is not purple. He is a man, and has two legs.>
 
   “That's, uh, not exactly helpful,” said Moynahan.
 
   <He also has a face. It is usually smiling. Actually, he has two.>
 
   “Two? Okay...”
 
   <One of them is fuzzy.>
 
   “You've lost me there,” Kingsley said. She looked to Moynahan, who spread his hands and shook his head.
 
   She shrugged back. “Come on, let's go. You can lead the way, Galeru-of-this-place?”
 
   <Yes. But without my scales I cannot fight him.>
 
   Moynahan squinted. “Scales. Are they rainbow colored?”
 
   <Why, yes! You have heard of us?>
 
   “Kind of. Actually, when we get a minute I'd like to talk—”
 
   Kingsley held up a hand. “Afterwards, Rookie. Galeru-of-this-place, just show us the way. We'll take it from there.”
 
   <All right.> The feathered serpent slid across the floor, and they followed.
 
   And as they did, things got weirder.
 
   They went up a flight of stairs that shifted position and proportion as they went, seeming to breathe as they expanded and contracted. They crossed through a room where water streamed from the floor up to flood the ceiling, and skeletons of fish and other sea life chased each other through the upside down ocean. At one point they moved through a hallway where music had colors and patterns. But Galeru-of-this-place kept a slithering course and never hesitated, so they ignored the scenery and kept up.
 
   They came to a tower room that flashed with odd light. The pattern in the floor reflected to the ceiling, and the walls were a sheer black, as if they were made from obsidian. In the center of it was a large symbol, carved into the floor with glowing light. It was a dreamcatcher, and in the center of the web a woman sat playing a long pipe. She didn't stop playing, not even to draw breath. The woman's skin was light brown, her hair black and straight, and she wore silver-rimmed glasses. Her calfskin dress was embroidered with beads and symbols, and her eyes were lost in some sort of trance. She was wearing tennis shoes and white socks that had no place with the rest of her costume. 
 
   Over her stood a man with skin as brown as a nut, with a full gray beard. His eyes were sharp and twinkling and gold. He was wiry and had a strange stance, as if standing upright was a thing he rarely indulged in. His only garment was a furry pelt wrapped around him, with the head and muzzle draped over his own head like a hood. As they watched, he dipped his head so that his face fell into shadow, and the pelt almost seemed to open its eyes.
 
   The teeth were still on the pelt, Kingsley noticed. 
 
   Then Moynahan stepped forward. “Old Man Coyote.”
 
   The old man cackled.
 
   Coleman looked toward him. “Who?”
 
   “Low-grade deity. Trickster type. This joker gets up to trouble like you wouldn't believe. I did a paper on him a few years back.”
 
   “Dude, you're naked,” Jamie said. “Put some pants on, man.”
 
   “Pants?” Old Man Coyote's voice was high-pitched and wobbled, but full of an infectious joy. “I need no pants! Damn the pants, full speed ahead!”
 
   “Yeah,” Moynahan went on, “There's good aspects of Coyote. But this isn't the kind Coyote, or the serious Coyote who helps his people. This is the stubborn, foolish, horny one who gets drunk and does stupid stuff. The head shaman of the reservation I visited had nothing but bad things to say about him.”
 
   “Hey! I can hear you!” Old Man Coyote scratched his beard. “Perhaps that means my wife here should play louder. Play louder, woman!”
 
   She tried, but the volume didn't increase by much.
 
   Galeru-of-this-place poked his head up. <She can barely play. Give me back my scales, you thief!>
 
   “What, these?” Old Man Coyote pulled what looked like a jeweled sash out of his pelt. Glittering and twisting in the odd light, they caught the eye and held it with a myriad of colors. Kingsley felt the tug, felt the urge to flick on angelsight and view the order of it...
 
   She resisted. She had the feeling that she would be there a while if she did that, caught in the glory of their order. 
 
   Instead, she asked “Why?”
 
   “What why?” Old Man Coyote said. “We made a bargain. I kept my end.”
 
   <You tricked me into giving them to you! They did not need cleaning!>
 
   “Well, I told you I would give them back when I was done cleaning them. I'm not done yet. And why are you not soup, foolish serpent?”
 
   <The pot tilter is dead.>
 
   Old Man Coyote laughed. “Oh, you killed my other wife? Well good, it would have been ugly babies anyway. And that breath, whoooo!”
 
   Kingsley heard Coleman starting to gag behind her. She pushed horrible mental images from her mind. “No, I mean why are you doing all this?”
 
   “Ha, it is simple. Well no, it is complicated. But since you are very stupid, I will tell you what is happening. I am fixing my mistake.”
 
   “Mistake?” Kingsley asked.
 
   Old Man Coyote wrung his hands, and nodded. His face betrayed long-suffering. “Yes, I know, it is hard to believe. But I once made a mistake. Long ago, death was not what it is now. People could come and go as they pleased, between living and dead. I told them to stop that. Living should be living, and dead should be dead. Otherwise people would fill up the land!”
 
   “Well duh,” Jamie said.
 
   Old Man Coyote grinned. “You understand! Smart child. I will find you a wife. You should have more smart children when you are a man. Anyway, the people disagreed with me. So they built a lodge, where the dead could come to be alive again.”
 
   “Wait,” said Jamie. “Didn't you just say that people could come and go between life and death already? Why would they need a lodge for that if they could already do it?”
 
   “Who is telling this story?” Old Man Coyote shouted, his face disappearing under the pelt. It almost seemed to snarl, as the light twisted. “I take it back! You are very stupid after all! I had hopes, since your skin is brown. But no, you are white in spirit.”
 
   “Dude, not cool,” Jamie said. “You're kind of racist.”
 
   “Shut up. Anyway, they put a feather on the lodge. When someone died, it would turn bloody. And the people would see the bloody feather and come and sing, and the dead would ride the whirlwind to the lodge. And the people would sing them alive.”
 
   “All right,” said Kingsley. “So what did you do?”
 
   “Hee... I waited until a whirlwind came, and I shut the door. And so the whirlwinds carry the dead forever.” He glanced over his shoulder, looked around at nothing. Then he turned back to them and smiled, laying a hand on the pipe-player's head. “But she is helping me change that.”
 
   “Who is she?” Kingsley asked.
 
   “Some woman. Sought to be a shaman. Called me up. Got more than she expected.” He shrugged. “Her pups will be smarter than she.”
 
   “Poor kid,” Coleman said.
 
   “Ah, but she plays well,” Coyote smiled. “And with this borrowed dream medicine, I can change the story. The dead of the people will be able to come back now.”
 
   “How does that help you?” Kingsley asked.
 
   “Well when I told the people no more dead returning, I meant it! But we did not plan for a whole horde of white people to come out of nowhere and kill us! Now my people are few. But when the dead start to come back, my people will grow in number again, so that they can take this land back! And then maybe some of your land too, see how you like it.”
 
   Kingsley looked over to Galeru-of-this-place. “Can he do that?”
 
   <Well it is his story. I suppose he can change it. But the dead have many rules now. I do not know how it would go.>
 
   “Uh.” Moynahan shook his head. “This magic deals with dreams, right?”
 
   <Yes. Though it is not magic. It is the Is.>
 
   “So what kind of dreams of the dead have we been through lately? The dead rising are a source of fear in modern myths. I don't think he'd grant his people the resurrection he wants. I think he'd curse his people to rise as zombies. That's the trick with aboriginal dreaming, you don't always get what you want. You aren't the only dreamer out there.”
 
   Kingsley shuddered. “It makes a horrible kind of sense. Ah, Coyote, I think this is gonna go bad for everyone. Dreams of the dead are not so nice these days. I think you need to stop. This is one of those plans.”
 
   “Hee hee hee! No. Soon the dream will spread, and I will have enough powerful dreamers to make this work through the land. You may as well go home. It will all be done in a night or two.” Coyote's teeth were sharp as he smiled. 
 
   She raised her gun and fired at him. Moynahan and Jamie jumped at the report, which echoed through the chamber.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   “Fool of a woman!” Coyote laughed. “I planned for this. I knew stupid white people would try to stop me. Only creatures of the dream can pass through this medicine I made!” He indicated the design below. “Nothing else will pass.”
 
   She looked over to the serpent. “Galeru-of-this-place? Anything you can do here?”
 
   The serpent shook his head from side to side. <He would beat me again. Without my scales I can do little.>
 
   Kingsley looked to her team, and beckoned them in. “All right, group huddle.” Once together, she glanced over to Moynahan. “Okay Rookie, what's the play?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yeah. You know this guy better than we do.”
 
   “Um...” He gnawed his lip. “Old Man Coyote... He's no fighter, but he set things up so we can't fight. He's kind of a thief, a con artist. Clever but proud.”
 
   “Focus,” Coleman rumbled. “In the stories, how is he beaten?”
 
   “Well, he kind of beats himself. He's his own worst enemy.”
 
   Kingsley nodded. “Alright. That works. Gods like this are all about stories, so if we build a way for him to shoot himself in the foot, he'll have to take it.” An idea occurred to her then, a horrible, wonderful idea. “And I think I know how to kick this off...”
 
   After a quick whispered conversation, they had about three fourths of a plan. Old Man Coyote watched with amusement, after he pulled a hip flask from his pelt and drank it deep.
 
   Finally, Kingsley straightened up. “So, Coyote, we think you're full of ploobst.”
 
   The old man squinted. “What is this you say?”
 
   “Ploobst. You know, that stuff that happens after you eat. When you move your bowels.”
 
   “Dung?” He said. He scratched his pelt.
 
   “No, not that. Like that, but ruder. What's the word?”
 
   “Ah. You mean shit!”
 
   Jamie, Moynahan, Kingsley, and Coleman all put their hands to their mouths, and spoke in unison: “Ooooooooooommmmmm...”
 
   Old Man Coyote stared at them. “What are you doing?”
 
   The echoing sound of footsteps came from the hall. Large footsteps.
 
   “WHO'S THAT SWEARING?” A screeching, cacophonous voice shrieked.
 
   The ears on Old Man Coyote's pelt drooped. “What have you summoned?” He whispered.
 
   A shadow fell across the group, and the Agents parted to one side, with Jamie and Galeru sliding to the other. “Miss Loomis,” said Jamie. “She don't hold with no swearing.”
 
   “YOU!” The she-beast screeched, as she heaved herself through the door. Half again as large as Pot Tilter had been, and twice as ugly. “YOU NEED YOUR MOUTH WASHED OUT WITH SOAP! NAUGHTY BOY!”
 
   “And technically, you summoned her.” Kingsley smiled. “Have fun with that.”
 
   And then they sat back and watched the fur fly. Literally.
 
   


  
 

EPILOGUE
 
   “That's the full report?” Director Carceri asked.
 
   “For the most part, sir.” Coleman nodded. “Jamie sent the taxidermy dream bunny in to grab the rainbow scales while Coyote was distracted, and once they were retrieved, Galeru was able to wake Miss Yellow Moon and start restoring the songlines of the city's dreaming. Whatever those are.”
 
   “We got Jamie some ice cream afterward. He's down getting power testing now.” Kingsley smiled. “We couldn't capture Old Man Coyote, but I didn't expect to. When a trickster god decides to bug out, they bug the heck out.”
 
   “And Sarah Yellow Moon?”
 
   Kingsley's voice got an edge to it. “Currently down in medical getting checked out. We took a few minutes to fully explain to her why it's a bad idea to listen to trickster gods. Or to summon things you can't fucking control, that are capable of messing with your mind to get their way. I hate these cases. Smart and talented enough to do actual magic, but dumb enough to think it solves more problems then it causes. We'll be seeing a lot of her, I think.”
 
   The Gray Man nodded, taking a pull from his cigarette. “Indeed. But then, incidents and cases like this are why we were founded.” He sighed. “Well. All's well that ends well, I suppose.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Kingsley nodded.
 
   “Good work. Dismissed.”
 
   They swung by the medical wing on their way out, and Moynahan stirred as they walked into his room. His face and arms were plastered with bandages, and he had an IV drip in one wrist. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey yourself. How long are you on bedrest?”
 
   “Doc says two days,” Moynahan let his head sag into the pillow. “I'll see those birds in my sleep.”
 
   “I don't doubt it,” Coleman said. He pulled up a chair, eased himself into it. “Still want to be MRB?”
 
   The young man looked over to him. “I don't know. Don't feel I was much use out there.”
 
   “You did okay, kiddo,” Kingsley said, moving in closer and ruffling his hair. “Saved our asses in the graveyard, got the victims free of their predicament. And you ID'd the native stuff in the museum. Oh, and figured out Old Man Coyote's weakness. Not bad for your first day.”
 
   “Well yeah, but I don't have any powers, or anything like-”
 
   Kingsley slapped him. “Don't.”
 
   “What?” He put a hand up. “What did I say?”
 
   “Don't apologize for being human. Don't ever. Because humans? Humans are pretty badass, kiddo. There's a reason that the supernatural critters kept quiet, before they had no choice but to step out of the shadows. They fear us. And that suits me just fine.”
 
   Moynahan blinked. “You think I did good? Then yeah. Yeah, I guess I'll stay.”
 
   “Good. Oh, and by the way, you need a new nickname,” Coleman rumbled. “And I think we've got just the one. You've earned it, after all.”
 
   Coleman stood, and offered his hand. “Welcome aboard, Agent Rook.”
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