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Episode 1










Attractive Narcolepsy




Memetic incursion in progress: estimated tale type
709 (“Snow White”)


Status: ACTIVE




Alicia
didn’t feel well.


If she was being honest, she hadn’t been feeling well for a while now.
The world was spinning, and everything seemed hazy and unreal, like she was
seeing it through the filter of a dream. Maybe she was. Dreaming, that is;
maybe she was dreaming, and when she woke up, everything would be normal again,
rather than wrapped in cotton and filled with strange signs and symbols that
she couldn’t quite understand. Maybe she was dreaming . . . 


In a daze, she called a cab and left the house, the door standing open and
ignored behind her. The dog would get out. In that moment, she didn’t have the
capacity to care. Alicia didn’t feel well, and when you don’t feel well,
there’s only one place to go: the hospital.


Alicia was going to the hospital, and when she got there, they would
figure out what was wrong with her. They would figure out how to fix her, and
everything would be normal again. She just knew it.




#




My day
began with half a dozen bluebirds beating themselves to death against my
window, leaving little bloody commas on the glass to mark their passing. The
sound eventually woke me, although not before at least a dozen of them had
committed suicide trying to reach my bedside. I sat up with a gasp, clutching
the sheets against my chest as I glared at the window. The damn things had been
able to get past the bird-safety net again,
and I still couldn’t figure out how they were doing it.


A final bluebird hit the glass, making a squishy “thump” sound. Feathers
flew in all directions, and the tiny birdie body fell to join the others. I
glared at the bloody pane for a few more seconds before turning my glare on the
clock. It was 5:22 a.m.—more than half an hour before my alarm was set to go
off, which was entirely unreasonable of the universe.


“Once upon a fuck, you people,” I muttered, shoving the covers off me and
onto the floor. If I wasn’t going to get any more sleep, I was going to get
ready for work. At least in the office, there would be other people to receive
my hate.


Wildflowers had sprouted from the hallway carpet again, this time in a
clashing assortment of blues and oranges. I didn’t recognize any of the
varieties, and so I forced myself to step around them rather than stepping on them, the way that I wanted to.
Research and Development would be able to figure out what they were, where they
originated, and what tale-type variants they were likely to be connected to.
The wildflowers were usually random as far as we could tell, but they had
occasionally been enough to give us a lead. Rampion
flowers meant a three-ten was getting started somewhere, while the strange
blue-white blooms we had dubbed “dew flowers” meant that a three-oh-five was
under way. It wasn’t an exact science, but very little about what we did was
anything like exact.


Turning the water in my shower all the way to cold produced a freezing
spray that chased away the last unwelcome remnants of the previous night’s
dreams and left me shivering, but feeling like I might have a better day than
the one indicated by the heap of dead bluebirds outside my window. Really, if
all that went weird today was a few dead birds and some out-of-place flowers, I
was doing pretty well.


I work for the ATI Management Bureau. Our motto is “in aeternum felicitas
vindactio.” Translated roughly, that means
“defending happily ever after.” We’re not out to guarantee that all the good
little fairy tale boys and girls get to ride off in their pumpkin coaches and
on their silver steeds. They’ve been doing that just fine since the dawn of
mankind. They don’t need any help from a government-funded agency so obscure
that most people don’t even suspect that we exist. No, our job is harder than
that. Fairy tales want to have happy endings, and that’s fine—for fairy
tales—but they do a lot of damage to the people around them in the process, the
ones whose only crime was standing in the path of an onrushing story. We call
those “memetic incursions,” and it’s our job to stop
them before they can properly get started. When we fail . . . 


When we fail, most people don’t hear about that, either. But they do hear
about the deaths.


There’s no dress code in my office, not even for the field teams, since
many of us have reasons to avoid the more common suits and ties. I still liked
to keep things formal. I pulled a plain black suit out of my closet, selecting
it from a rack that held ten more, all of them virtually identical. Pairing it
with a white button-down shirt and a black tie left me looking like an extra
from the set of Men in Black, but
that didn’t bother me much. Clichés are relatives of the fairy tale, and tropes
aren’t bad; they go with the territory.


My gun and badge were on the nightstand next to my SPF 200 sunscreen. I
scowled at the bottle. I hate the smell of the stuff—it smells like a shitty
childhood spent locked in the classroom during recess because the school
couldn’t take responsibility if I got burned, but also like trying to find the
right balance between flesh-toned foundation and sun protection. None of that
changed the fact that if I went out without lathering up, I was quickly going
to change my complexion from Snow White to Rose Red. “Lobster” is not a good
look for me.


My phone rang as I was finishing the application of sunscreen to the back
of my neck. I glanced at the display. Agent Winters.
“Answer,” I said curtly, continuing to rub sunscreen into my skin.


The phone beeped, and Sloane’s voice demanded, “Where are you?”


“In my bedroom,” I said, reaching for a tissue to wipe the last of the
clinging goo from my fingers. “I’m getting ready for work. Where are you?”


“Uh, what? Are you stupid, or just stupid? Or
maybe you’re stupid, I haven’t decided. Have you checked your texts this
morning?”


I paused guiltily. I hadn’t taken my phone into the bathroom while I
showered, and I could easily have missed the chime that signaled an incoming
text. “Let’s say I didn’t, to save time. What’s going on?”


“We have a possible seven-oh-nine kicking off downtown, and management
thought that maybe you’d be
interested in, I don’t know, showing the
fuck up.” Sloane’s voice dropped to a snarl on the last few words. “Piotr sent everyone the address ten minutes ago. Most of
the team is already en route.”


Full incursions are rare. We usually get one or two a month, at most.
Naturally, this one would kick off before I’d had breakfast. “I’ll be there in
five minutes,” I said.


“You don’t even know where—”


“Good-bye, Sloane.” I grabbed the phone and hit the button to hang up on
her with the same motion, pulling up my texts as I bolted for the door. Even
obscure branches of law enforcement can break the speed limit when there’s a
good reason, and a Snow White starting to manifest downtown? Yeah, I’d call
that a damn good reason.
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There are a
few things you’ll need to know about fairy tales before we can get properly
started. Call it agent orientation or information overload, whatever makes you
feel more like you’ll be able to sleep tonight. It doesn’t really matter to me.


Here’s the first thing you need to know: all the fairy tales are true.
Oh, the specific events that the Brothers Grimm chronicled and Disney animated may only have happened once, in some kingdom so old that
we’ve forgotten whether it ever really existed, but the essential elements of
the stories are true, and those elements are what keep repeating over and over
again. We can’t stop them, and we can’t get rid of them. I’m sure they serve
some purpose—very little happens without a reason—but it’s hard to focus on
that when you’re facing a major beanstalk incident in Detroit, or a gingerbread
condo development in San Francisco. People mostly dismiss the manifestations,
writing them off as publicity stunts or crazy pranks. It’s better that way. Not
many people have the kind of ironclad sanity that can survive suddenly
discovering that if you’re born a seven-oh-nine, you’re inevitably going to
wind up poisoned and left for dead . . . or that rescue isn’t guaranteed, since
once you go inanimate, the story’s focus switches to the Prince. Poor sap.


We use the Aarne-Thompson Index to map the
manifestations as much as we can, cross-referencing fairy tales from all over
the world. Not every seven-oh-nine has skin as white as snow and a thing for
short men, even if Snow White is the best-known example of the breed. Not every
five-eleven is actually going to snap and start trying to kill her stepdaughter
or stepsisters, although the urge will probably rear its ugly head a time or
twenty. Like any rating system, the ATI has its flaws, but it mostly gets the
job done, and it’s better than running around in the dark all the damn time.


Some folks say using the ATI dehumanizes our subjects, making it easier
to treat them like fictional creatures to be dealt with and disposed of. Then
again, most of them have never put in any real hours in the field. They’ve
never seen what it takes to break girls like Agent Winters out of the stories
they’ve gotten tangled up in before the narrative consumes them. Me, I got
lucky; I got my sensitivity to stories by being adjunct to one, rather than
being an active part. My mother was one of the most dangerous ATI types—a four-ten,
Sleeping Beauty. She was in a deep coma when my twin brother and I were born,
the misbegotten children of the doctor who was supposed to be treating her
injuries and wound up taking advantage of her instead.


She slept through our birth, just like the stories said she should. We
didn’t pull the poisoned needle from her finger when we tried to nurse; we
pulled her life support cable. Mom died before the ATI cleanup crew could
figure out where the narrative energy was coming from, leaving us orphans.
Under normal circumstances, the narrative would have slammed us both straight
into the nearest story that would fit. The cleanup crew didn’t let that happen
though, despite the fact that I was already halfway into the Snow White mold,
and my brother was just as close to becoming a Rose Red. In a very real sense,
I owe them my life, or at least my lack of singing woodland creatures.


Most of the subjects we deal with are innocents: people who wound up in
the wrong place at the wrong time and got warped to fit into the most
convenient slots on the ATI. Others are born to live out their stories, no
matter how much damage that does to the world around them. It’s not a choice
for them. It’s a compulsion, something that drives them all the way to their
graves.


That’s the second, and most important, thing you need to know about fairy
tales: once a story starts, it won’t stop on its own. There’s too much
narrative weight behind a moving story, and it wants to happen too badly. It
won’t stop, unless somebody stops it.
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Whoever had
initially scrambled the field team was following the proper protocol: I started
driving blindly toward the address Piotr had sent to
my phone, only to come up against a cordon nearly half a mile out from my
destination. It was disguised as a standard police blockade, but the logos on
the cars were wrong, and the uniforms were straight out of our departmental
costume shop. Anyone who knew what the local police were supposed to look like
would have caught the deception in an instant. Fortunately for us, it was early
enough in the day that most people just wanted to find a clear route to
Starbucks, and weren’t going to mess around trying to figure out why that
officer’s badge had the wrong motto on it.


I pulled up to the cordon and rolled down my window, producing my badge
from inside my jacket. A fresh-faced man in an ill-fitting policeman’s uniform
moved toward the car, probably intending to ask me to move along. I thrust my
badge at him.


“Special Agent Henrietta Marchen, ATI Management
Bureau,” I said sharply. “Tell your people to get the hell out of my way. We’ve
got a code seven-oh-nine, and that means I’ve got places to be.”


The young man blanched. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said. “We were told to
stop all cars coming this way, and we thought all agents were already inside
the impact zone.”


“Mmm-hmm. And while
you’re apologizing, you’re not moving anything out of my way.” I put my badge
back inside my jacket. “Apology accepted, sentiment appreciated, now move.”


He nearly tripped over his own feet getting away from my car and running
to enlist several more of the “officers” in helping him move the barrier out of
my way. I rolled my window back up to discourage further conversation, sitting
and drumming my fingers against the steering wheel until my path was clear. I
gunned the engine once, as a warning, before hitting the gas and rocketing past
the cordon like it had personally offended me—which, in a certain way, it had.
I detest lateness. When you’re late in a fairy tale, people wind up dead. And not true-love’s-kiss, glass-coffin-nap-time dead. Really
dead, the kind of dead you don’t
recover from. I am notoriously unforgiving of lateness, and being late myself wasn’t improving my mood.


The control van was parked at the absolute edge of the probable impact
zone. I pulled up next to it. The door banged open barely three seconds later,
and five feet eleven inches of furious Goth girl threw herself out of the
vehicle, already shouting at me. At least, her mouth was moving; thanks to the
bulletproof, charm-proof, soundproof glass in my car windows, I couldn’t hear a
damn thing. I smiled, spreading my hands and shaking my head. It was a shitty
thing to do, but considering the morning I’d been having, winding Sloane up a
little was perfectly understandable.


She stopped shouting and showed me the middle fingers of both her hands,
an obscene gesture that was only enhanced by the poison-apple green nail polish
that she was wearing. It clashed nicely with her hair, which was currently black,
tipped with an unnaturally bright shade of red. Nothing about her could be
called “subtle” by any conventional means, and that was how she liked it. The
more visible she was, the less she felt at risk of sinking back into her own
story.


“Getting a little saucy today, I see,” I said, finally taking pity on
Sloane and opening my car door so that she could shout at me properly. “What’s
the situation?”


“Andy’s working with the grunts to clear out as many of the local
businesses as possible before shit gets ugly,” said Sloane. “And you’re late.”


“Yes, but if we’re still clearing coffee shops, I’m not late enough that
you’ve been waiting for me at all.” I took another look around the area. In
addition to our control van, I could see four more vehicles that were almost
certainly ours, going by their paint jobs and lack of identifying features.
“Who called it in?”


“Monitoring station,” said Sloane. She shoved her hands into her pockets,
slouching backward until her shoulders were resting against the side of the
van. The resulting backbend made my own spine ache in sympathy, but she
continued as if she weren’t trying to emulate a contortionist, saying, “They
started getting signs of a memetic incursion around
two o’clock this morning, called it in, didn’t get the signal to wake us
because there was nothing confirmed. The signs got stronger, the alerts kept
coming; on alert ten they woke me, I came into the office and sifted the data,
and we started mobilization about twenty minutes later.”


I nodded. “And you’re sure it’s a seven-oh-nine?”


“She has all the symptoms. Pale skin, dark hair, affinity for small
animals—she works in a shelter that takes in exotics, and half the pictures we
were able to pull off of her Facebook profile show her with birds, rats, or
weird-ass lizards hanging out on her shoulders.”


The image of the bluebirds committing suicide via my
windowpane flashed across my mind, there and gone in an instant. I
managed not to shudder, turning the need for motion into a nod instead. “Have
we identified her family members?”


“Yeah. No siblings, father remarried when she
was nine years old, stepmother owns a beauty parlor and tanning salon. She’s
pretty much perfect for the profile, which is why we’re here.”


“Mm-hmm.” I considered Sloane. She was our best
AT-profiler; she could spot a story forming while the rest of us were still
looking at it and wondering whether it was even in the main Index. But she was
also, to put it bluntly, lazy. She liked knowing where the stories were going
to be so that she could get the hell out of their way. She didn’t like knowing
the details behind the narrative. Details made the victims too real, and
reality wasn’t Sloane’s cup of tea. “And we’re positive about her tale type?”


Irritation flashed briefly in her eyes, there and gone
in an instant. “Jeffrey confirmed my research, and he said we haven’t
had a seven-oh-nine here in years. We’re due.”


“If that’s all we’re going by, we’re due for a lot of things.” Some
stories are more common than others. Seven-oh-nines are thankfully rare, in
part because they take a lot of support from the narrative. Dwarves aren’t
cheap. Other stories require smaller casts and happen more frequently. Sadly
for us, some of the more common stories are also some of the most dangerous.


Sloane’s expression darkened, eyes narrowing beneath the red and black
fringe of her hair. “Well, maybe if you’d shown up when we were first
scrambling this team, you’d have been able to have more input on what kind of
story we’re after. You didn’t show up for the briefing, so the official
designation is seven-oh-nine.”


I bit back a retort. Another promptly rose in my throat, and I bit that
back as well. Sloane didn’t deserve any of the things I wanted to say to her,
no matter how obnoxious she was being, because she was right; I should have
been there when the team was coming together. I should have been a part of this
conversation.


“Where’s Andy?” I asked.


“Behind you,” said a mild, amiable voice. It was the kind of voice that
made me want to confess my sins and admit that
everything in my life was my own fault. That’s the type of quality you want in
a public relations point man.


I turned. “What’s our civilian situation?”


“I’ve cleared out as many as I could, but this isn’t an area that can be
completely secured,” said Andy, as if this were a perfectly normal way for us
to begin a conversation. Tall, thick-waisted, and
solid, he looked like he could easily have bench-pressed me with one arm tied
behind his back. It was all appearances: in reality, I could have taken him in
either a fair or an unfair fight, and Sloane could mop the floor with us both.
What Andy brought to the table was people skills. There were very few minds he
couldn’t change, if necessary, and most of those belonged to people who were
already caught in the gravitational pull of the oncoming story.


Put in a lineup, we certainly made an interesting picture. All three of
us were dark-haired, although Andy and I were both natural,
while Sloane’s intermittent brushes with black came out of a bottle. Andy had
skin almost as dark as his hair. Sloane was pale but still clearly Caucasian. I
had less melanin than your average sheet of paper, and could easily have been
mistaken for albino if not for my blue eyes and too-red lips—although more than
a few people probably assumed that my hair was as dyed as Sloane’s, and that my
lip color came courtesy of CoverGirl. We definitely
didn’t look like any form of law enforcement. That, too, was a sort of truth in
advertising, because the law that we were enforcing wasn’t the law of men or
countries. It was the law of the narrative, and it was our job to prevent the
story from going the way it always had before—impossible as that could
sometimes seem.
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We set the
junior agents and the grunts to holding the perimeter while we walked two
blocks deeper into our isolation zone, trying to get eyes on our target. We
found her getting out of a cab that had somehow managed to get past the
cordon—not as much of a surprise as I wanted it to be, sad to say. Most of the
police didn’t have any narrative resistance to speak of, and our junior agents
weren’t much better. If the story wanted her to make it this far, she’d make
it. The obstacles we were throwing in her way just gave her tale one more thing
to overcome.


There are times when I wonder if the entire ATI Management Bureau isn’t a
form of narrative inertia, something gathered by a story so big that it has no
number and doesn’t appear in the Index. We’d be a great challenge for some
unknown cast of heroes and villains. And then I push that thought aside and try
to keep going, because if I let myself start down that primrose path of doubts
and disillusionment, I’m never coming back.


Our target paid her cabbie before turning to stagger unsteadily down the
sidewalk. She was beautiful in the classical seven-oh-nine way, with sleek
black hair and snowy skin that probably burned horribly in the summer. She
looked dazed, like she was no longer quite aware of what she was doing. One of
her feet was bare. She probably wasn’t aware of that, either.


Andy pulled out his phone, keying in a quick series of geographical tags
that would hopefully enable us to predict her destination before she could
actually get there. Finally, he said, “She’s heading for the Alta Vista Medical
Center.”


I swore under my breath. “Of course she is. Where else would she be
going?” Alta Vista was the largest hospital in the city. Even if we’d been able
to close off eighty percent of the traffic coming into our probable impact
zone, we couldn’t close or evacuate the hospital. Not enough people believe in
fairy tales anymore.


“Shoot her,” said Sloane.


“We’re not shooting her,” said Andy.


Sloane shrugged. “Your funeral.”


“Let’s pretend to be professionals . . . and pick up the pace,” I
snapped. Sloane and Andy exchanged a glance, briefly united against a common
enemy—me. They knew that I wanted them to be mad at me rather than each other,
and they accepted it as the way the world was meant to be. Besides, we all knew
that our job would be easier this way.


We followed the target all the way down the road to Alta Vista, hanging
back almost half a block to keep her from noticing us. Our caution was born
more of habit than necessity; she was deep into her narrative haze, moving more
under the story’s volition than her own. We could have stripped down and danced
naked in front of her and she would just have kept on walking.


“If we’re not going to stop her from getting where she’s going, why are
we even bothering?” Sloane walked with her hands crammed as far into the
pockets of her denim jacket as they would go, her
shoulders in a permanent defensive hunch. “She’ll play out whether we’re here
or not. We could go out, get breakfast, and come back before the EMTs finish
hooking her to the life support.”


“Because it’s the polite thing to do,” said Andy. He was always a lot
more at ease with this part of the job than Sloane was, probably because the
only thing Andy ever escaped was a respectable profession that he could tell
his family about. Sloane missed being a Wicked Stepsister by inches, and she’s
always been uncomfortable around the ATI cases that tread near the edges of her
own story. I can’t blame her for that. I also can’t approve any of her requests
for transfer. Jeff’s fully actualized in his story, and I’m in a holding pattern,
but Sloane was actually averted. That gives her a
special sensitivity to the spectrum. She’s the only one who can spot the memetic incursions before they get fully under way.


“She’s a seven-oh-nine,” snarled Sloane, shooting a poisonous glare in Andy’s
direction. Metaphorically poisonous: she never matured to the
arsenic-and-apples stage of things. Thank God. Once a Wicked Stepsister goes
that far, there’s no bringing her back to reason. “You can’t do anything for
them, short of putting a bullet in their heads. Even then, the dumb bitches
will probably just get permanently brain-damaged on the way to happy ever
after.”


Andy raised an eyebrow. “Gosh, Sloane, tell us how you really feel.”


The target approached the doors of the Alta Vista Hospital. Even at our
half-block remove, we saw them slide open, allowing her to make her way inside.
If the story went the way the archivists predicted, her own Wicked Stepmother
would be waiting inside, ready to hand her a box of poisoned apple juice or a
plastic cup of tainted applesauce. That would let the story start in earnest.
That’s the way it goes for the seven-oh-nines. All the Snow Whites are
essentially the same, when you dig all the way down to the bottom of their
narratives.


Sloane shifted her weight anxiously from one foot to the other as we
waited, looking increasingly uncomfortable as the minutes trickled by and the
weight of the impending story grew heavier. Then she stiffened, her eyes widening
in their rings of sheltering kohl. “There isn’t a five-eleven
anywhere inside that hospital,” she said, and bolted for the doors.


Swearing, Andy and I followed her.


Sloane had been a marathon runner in high school, and she’d continued to
run since then, choosing it over more social forms of exercise. She was piling
on the speed now, running hell-bent toward the hospital doors with her head
slightly down, like she was going to ram her way straight through any
obstacles. Andy had settled into a holding pattern about eight feet behind her,
letting her be the one to trigger any traps that might be waiting. It wasn’t as
heartless as it seemed. As the one who had come the closest to being sucked
into a story of her own without going all the way, Sloane is not only the most
sensitive—she’s also the most resistant. She could survive where we couldn’t.


“Sloane!” I bellowed. “If it’s not a seven-oh-nine,
what is it?”


She didn’t have time to answer, but she didn’t need to. She came skidding
to a stop so abruptly that Andy almost slammed into her from behind, both of
them only inches from the sensor that would trigger the automatic door. Those
inches saved them. I could see the people in the lobby through the glass as
they started falling over gently in their tracks, all of them apparently
sinking into sleep at the same moment.


I let momentum carry me forward until I came to an easy stop next to
Sloane and Andy. “Great,” I sighed. “A four-ten.”


I hate Sleeping Beauties.
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The cleanup
crew cordoned off the entire block surrounding the hospital, buying off the
inevitable media and local police with stories about a natural gas leak. “Radon
gas,” said Andy to a dewy-eyed reporter who looked like she had six brain cells
to knock together, all of them devoted to keeping her from falling off her
stiletto heels. She was nodding gravely in time with his words, making me
faintly seasick. Andy can be damn convincing when he wants to be. “It’s
invisible, it’s scentless, and . . .” he stepped forward, moving in for the
kill, “it’s deadly.”


The reporter took an unconscious step back, dewy eyes widening even
further. She looked like a startled deer. “Where did it come from?”


“Natural caverns, ma’am. The city’s riddled with them,” said Andy. I
groaned to myself, making a mental note to tell our media division to plant
some old city records about natural caverns. Undaunted, Andy continued, “Don’t
worry. As long as we can keep this area clear of civilians, we’ll have this all
cleaned up in a matter of hours.”


The reporter nodded, thrusting her microphone into his face as she
recovered her composure enough to start asking inane questions about the
supposed gas leak. I turned my attention from Andy to Jeff, head of the on-site
cleanup crew.


“It’s not really radon gas, is
it?” I asked. Stranger things have happened once a four-ten shows up on the
scene. As long as people fall down and don’t get up again, it falls within the
borders of the story. The narrative doesn’t care how little sense it makes.


“No,” said Jeff. I let my shoulders start relaxing. “It’s a new strain of
sleeping sickness that’s somehow managed to hybridize itself with the H1N1
flu.”


I stopped relaxing. “You’re saying we have an airborne Sleeping Beauty?”


Jeff nodded. “Her influence is confined to the hospital right now, probably
because the vents were closed when she went fully infectious, but eventually
it’s going to start spreading.”


“How bad could this get?”


“Bad enough.” His expression was grim. “There’s
no vaccine, since it’s a new disease. Antibiotics won’t work on a virus. It
seems to spread through the air. One little crack and we could have a citywide
outbreak. City turns to state, and hell, we could lose the whole seaboard. This
thing wants to spread, Henry. It
wants to get bad enough—”


“—to attract a Prince,” I finished grimly. “Some
opportunistic son of a bitch out to nail a Princess for the sake of a payoff.
I hate Princes. The goddamn things are worse than rats.” I froze, considering
the implications of that statement.


“I don’t like them much either, Henry, but I don’t see how else we’re
going to stop this story before a lot of people get hurt.” Jeff gave me a
sidelong look. “I don’t like that look on your face. What are you thinking?”


“Get me Sloane,” I said, my own gaze swinging toward the hospital. “I
have a job for her.”
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“You’re
insane,” announced Sloane, folding her arms across her chest and distorting her
skull-and-crossbones T-shirt graphic into something that was less pirate and
more Picasso. “I’ve always known that you were going to go over the edge one day,
but this is worse than I thought it was going to be. I just figured you’d start
talking to bunnies and singing into wishing wells.”


“Be as nasty as you want, Sloane; that won’t change what I’m asking you
to do.” I met her eyes as calmly as I could, trying to ignore her digs at my
borderline seven-oh-nine status. I had all the hallmarks—a dead mother, a
redheaded twin, and a deadbeat father who tried to claim custody over the
protests of his flaxen-fair trophy wife—but I dodged that bullet years ago, and
I’ve been dodging it ever since, bluebirds and unwanted wildflowers aside.
Sloane knows that, just like she knows that I’ll never respond in kind. It
wouldn’t be fair.


“What makes you think this is even going to work?”


“It’s going to work because we’re dealing with a pathogenic Sleeping
Beauty this time. The story’s trying to buck us off its trail and keep us from
disrupting the narrative. That’s fine, because if it’s a disease, it falls
under the AT Index for ‘vermin,’ and if the problem is vermin, we can resolve
the story with another story.”


“So you want Sloane to find you a two-eighty?” Andy shook his head. “I
know you don’t like the four-tens, but don’t you think this is reaching a
little?”


“It’s reaching, sure, but Henrietta’s got the right idea,” said Jeff
abruptly. We all turned to look at him. Our resident archivist had his copy of
the Index open, propped on one arm, his finger anchored midway down the
two-eighty column. He always had a paper Index in the
van: the story could change computer readouts if it got enough momentum, but
there’s nothing that changes a printed copy of the Aarne-Thompson
Index. “There’s a reported variation here where the two-eighty killed the
village that refused to pay him by piping the Black Death into their houses
while they slept. Pipers can control disease. The narrative supports it.”


“Then it’s settled,” I said, firmly. “We’re going to give it a try.
Sloane, you’re our fairy tale detector. Go do your job. Find me a Pied Piper.”


“I fucking hate you sometimes,” she snarled, and turned to stalk away.


Andy waited until she was out of earshot before he asked, “Do you
honestly think this is going to work?”


“I have no fucking clue,” I replied. “But that’s not the important
question here, is it?”


“What is?” he asked, eyeing me suspiciously.


“Can you think of anything better?”


Andy was silent.


I nodded. “I thought not,” I said. “Come on. Let’s get back to the van.
The coffee should be ready by now.”
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The
containment team estimated that the hospital would be able to hold our Sleeping
Beauty—identified by the research crew back at headquarters as Alicia Connors,
age seventeen, daughter of a fairly prominent local family that had also been
reported as inexplicably asleep—for approximately six hours before the
contagion started to spread. They were close. The people nearest the hospital
began slumping gently over approximately five-and-a-half hours after our four-ten
went inside, marking the first cases outside the
hospital walls.


“If Sloane’s not back soon, we’re going to need to look at pulling our
men back,” said Jeff, watching as Andy continued his attempts at crowd control.
“We can’t afford to have an entire team fall asleep for a hundred years. The
strain on personnel would be unbelievable.”


“She’ll be here,” I said. “God, I hate Sleeping Beauties.” Why that
story, out of all the possible stories, should have the sort of staying power
it does is beyond me. Centuries of helpless girls, half of them rotting away
years before their Prince could come. It makes me sick.


“I know,” said Jeff. “Look, Henry—”


Whatever platitude he’d been preparing about hating the story, not the
subject, was cut off as Sloane came storming back up the street, managing to
stomp at a pace most people can’t manage when running. She was hauling a
frail-looking slip of a teenage girl along by one arm. The girl was clutching a
concert flute in one hand, and she looked distinctly alarmed. I couldn’t blame
her. Sloane is distinctly alarming.


“Here,” announced Sloane, shoving the girl in our direction. “Demi Santos.
She’s a music major at the community college. I
followed the pigeons. You explain what’s happening to her. I’m going to go
twist the heads off some kittens.” She spun on her heel and went stalking off
again.


The brusquely identified Ms. Santos shot us an alarmed look. Jeff, trying
to be helpful, said encouragingly, “Don’t worry. Sloane very rarely twists the
head off anything.”


Demi Santos, now officially convinced that she’d been abducted by crazy
people, burst into tears.


“Jeff, handle her,” I snapped. “Sloane!” I
stalked after my runaway team member, who didn’t stop, slow down, or turn to
look at me. “Sloane!”


“Fuck you, princess,” she said, holding up a hand and once again showing
me her middle finger. “I did what you asked. Now go save the day like a good
little hero while I slink off like a good little villain.” Her last word dripped with venom. I found myself wanting
to retreat as my inner Snow White stirred, alarmed by the presence of danger.


Forget that. “You want me to write you up?” I demanded.


She stopped walking. I didn’t.


“I could do that, you know,” I said, pulling up even with her. “All I
have to do is send in one little report that says you’re not as redeemed as we
all want to believe you are, and you’re going back to rehab for another six months.
I don’t want to file that report. Do you want to make me?”


“I hate you,” she said, without turning to look at me.


“Sometimes I hate me too,” I said. “But I can’t care about that right
now, and neither can you. I need to know what’s up with that girl. With—what
did you say her name was?”


“Demi Santos,” said Sloane, voice dropping to a mumble. “She’s a music major. Theory and composition.
There were pigeons lined up on the windowsill of the practice room. Mice and cats in the grass, all listening to her. She’s our
girl, Henry. She’s been primed to go for years, but nothing’s ever managed to
push her over the edge, because she has her music, and she has her family, and
she’s never felt the need that makes
a Piper. She’s never reached for the power.” She finally turned to look at me.
Her mascara had run down her cheeks like liquid tar. I didn’t need to ask how
long she’d been crying. “She never wanted to be a story, and we’re going to
force her.”


“We have to. If we don’t—”


“There’s always another way.”


“What do you want us to do? Should we kill Alicia? Because that’s one way
to end the story—assuming we could get close enough to pull it off, that is,
which I seriously doubt. Should we find a Prince? Waking one of them would do just as much damage as
waking our Piper. Maybe more—if we have a Prince and a Beauty both, the odds
are damn good that we’re going to get an Evil Sorceress. You’re the closest
candidate. Do you want to risk that?”


Sloane looked away. “No,” she mumbled.


“You think I want to do this to
her? Sloane, you know me. You know
better.” The idea of someone deciding that my
story needed to be completed, that my fairy tale needed to be awakened . .
. it was enough to turn my stomach. And yet I knew full well that if someone
ever managed to get a Magic Mirror to work, I was likely to find someone from
the head office standing on my doorstep with an apple and an apologetic
expression.


“You sent me after her.”


“Yeah, because what I want doesn’t always mesh with what I need in order
to do my job. But I promise you: we’re not going to hurt this girl for nothing.
This thing . . . it has the potential to infect the whole city, maybe the whole
state. We’re saving a lot of lives.”


Sloane was silent.


I sighed. “Do you need a little bit?”


“Yeah.”


“I’ll be back at the van. Come join us when you’re ready.” With that
said, I turned and walked away from her, giving her the space that she needed
to come to terms with what she’d just done. Giving Demi to us was tantamount to
betraying her, in Sloane’s mind: she had just condemned the girl to life on the
ATI spectrum.


Now we just had to make sure that it was worth it.
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Andy was
still trying to calm Demi down when I returned. She was holding an open can of
Diet Pepsi, taking small sips and hiccupping occasionally as he reassured her
over and over again that we weren’t going to let Sloane anywhere near her. I
stayed well out of the way, waiting for her to stop crying and dry her tears. I
am not one of nature’s more reassuring people, and even if this city contained
another Pied Piper—which was statistically unlikely; the story is popular, but
it’s not that popular, and there
aren’t that many variations—we didn’t have time to send Sloane out to find
them. The contagion was continuing to spread while we all stood around getting
in touch with our feelings. If Demi wasn’t up for the job, the entire city was
at risk of an extended, unplanned nap time.


Andy straightened, waving to me. “Henry, I think you can come over now,”
he called, giving Demi an encouraging smile. “We’re mostly calmed down.”


“Thank you, Andy.” I walked over to them, offering Demi my hand. “I’m
Special Agent Henrietta Marchen. I assume that my
friend Andrew has given you a basic rundown of the situation?” She sniffled,
nodding. She didn’t take my hand. After a second of awkward silence, I withdrew
it. “Well, that’s good; it saves time. Has he told you what we need you to do?”


“No, ma’am,” she said. Her voice was barely above a whisper. Honestly, I
was just relieved to hear her speak. If she’d turned out to be a Little
Mermaid, I think I would have screamed.


“Okay, Demi, here’s the situation: we have a Sleeping Beauty in that
building.” I pointed to the hospital. “Her particular story takes the form of
an airborne infection. I need you to play your flute and lure in rats from as
far away as you can manage. Once you have them here, I need you to send them
into the hospital, pipe the sickness into them, and then pipe them into the
sewers to drown. Think you can do that for us?”


Demi stared at me. Finally, in the tone of someone who was just starting
to catch up with the rest of the class, she said, “You people are insane.”


“Probably,” I agreed, without malice. “We fight fairy tales for a living.
We’re the definition of ‘people who go among mad people.’ But whether we’re
insane or not, my proposal is a simple one. I think you’ll like it.”


“What’s that?” asked Demi, with natural, understandable wariness.


I smiled. I know how creepy I am when I smile. Whoever came up with “skin
as white as snow, lips as red as blood” and thought people would find it
attractive really wasn’t thinking things through. “Pipe the rats into the hospital,
and we’ll let you leave.”
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“Agent Marchen!”


The shout wasn’t a surprise. If anything, the surprise was that it had
taken so long to come. I swallowed my irritation and pasted my best expression
of bland obedience across my face as I turned to face the officious-looking
little man who was storming in my direction, dark clouds and thunder virtually
visible above his head. Deputy Director Brewer was thin as a whip, with dirty
blond hair that had probably been thinning years before he pissed off the wrong
person and got himself reassigned to the ATI Management Bureau. Probably. I mean, we were pretty aggravating before you got
to know us—and more aggravating after you got to know us—but I didn’t think we
had the power to make a man’s hair fall out.


According to Sloane, the deputy director not only
wasn’t on the ATI scale, he was so far from being a fairy tale that he
practically came out the other side to become an anchor to the “real” world. I
found that reassuring, somehow. It meant that he was one man who’d never stand
up and announce that he’d discovered his inner Prince Charming. His inner
bureaucrat, maybe, but in his case, “inner” was right up on the surface.


And oh, did he look pissed.


“Yes, Deputy Director?” I asked.


“What’s this I’m hearing about a civilian?”


I resisted the urge to glance back to the van where Demi was going over
sheet music options with Jeff, who was absolutely delighted to have an excuse
to download half the great composers of Europe on work’s time. They were
focusing on pieces composed during the Black Death, since they were more likely
to match up with the timeline on our Pied Piper variant. “I’m afraid you’ll
have to be more specific,” I said. “There are a lot of civilians involved in
this action.”


“Yes, but as most of them are currently unconscious, I think you know
damn well which one I mean. Where’s the girl?”


I raised both eyebrows, emphasizing the fact that the whites of my eyes
were almost the same shade as the white of my skin. “Do you mean Demi Santos,
by any chance?”


My expression had the desired effect. The deputy director stopped in his
tracks, actually rocking onto his heels for a moment before he recovered and
pressed on, snapping, “Yes, I mean Demi Santos. I have several eyewitnesses who
claim that a woman who sounds suspiciously like Agent Winters entered Miss
Santos’s music class without invitation and physically removed her from the
premises. The police were called.”


“Uh-huh. Did you call them off? Because we really don’t
have the time or manpower to deal with the police right now. I know this
is piling shit on top of shit, but seriously, if you make me try to talk to
some beat cop who doesn’t want to be here, I’m going to scream. And if I
scream, the bluebirds will find me.”


Deputy Director Brewer blinked at me as if he had no idea what I was
talking about, and even less idea of how to handle it. Again, he recovered
quickly, shaking his head as he said, “I don’t know what you think you’re
doing, Agent, but you can’t simply—”


“Demi Santos is a half-awakened two-eighty, as you would know if you had
stopped by the control van to read my mission log before coming out here to
confront me,” I said calmly. “In case you can’t remember the ATI off the top of
your head right now, that means she’s a Pied Piper. A Pied Piper at music
school with no control and no handler is a threat to public safety. She was
going to go live any day, and when that happened, a lot of people were going to
get hurt.”


He went even paler, if such a thing was possible. “Are you saying we have
two concurrent memetic incursions?”


The temptation to say yes and see him run was almost irresistible. I
resisted. “No, I’m saying Demi Santos is on the ATI spectrum, and is thus my responsibility,
not yours. She’s aiding us with this investigation.”


“Aiding you how?”


“Jeff can explain better than I can, sir,” I said. “I assure you, it will
all be laid out very clearly in his notes, as well as in my own. For the
moment, may I please recommend that you leave the scene? You’ll be safer behind
the cordon.”


His eyes narrowed. “Safer how?”


Deputy Director Brewer had risen to his current position by being a
by-the-book kind of man. The trouble was, his book didn’t have any happy
endings, and it certainly didn’t have evil witches, wicked stepsisters, and
talking mice. Sometimes getting him to understand the reality of what fieldwork
entailed was more trouble than I had the patience for. This was one of those
times.


“That hospital is ground zero for a sickness the likes of which we
haven’t seen in centuries,” I snapped, jabbing a finger toward the looming
shape of the Alta Vista Hospital. “There is a teenage girl asleep in there who’s going to kill us all if my team doesn’t prevent it—and
when I say ‘all,’ I mean everyone in this
city. That means coming up with an out-of-the-box solution. Enter Demi
Santos. Now, I can’t say for sure what’s going to happen to you if you’re still
standing here when she breaks out her flute, but I can say that you’re probably
not going to like it. The rest of us have been touched by these stories. We
have some resistance. You do not.
Now, with all due respect, sir, I
suggest that you get behind that cordon, before you get a hell of a lot closer
to ever after than you ever wanted to be.”


There was a moment of silence. It stretched out long enough that I
started to worry I had gone too far. Then the deputy director nodded tightly,
said, “I look forward to your report,” and turned to walk back toward the
cordon.


I stayed where I was, watching him go. When I was sure that he wasn’t
going to turn and come charging back, I sighed and made my own turn, heading
for the van. It was time to put my money where my mouth was and stop another
story before it got big enough to eat us all.
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Demi
Santos—who was nineteen, only two years older than our Sleeping Beauty—lifted
her flute to her lips, blowing an experimental note. According to the records
Jeff had produced, she was a natural musician. She didn’t have her first lesson
until she was sixteen. Six months later, she was already good enough to play
with any symphony orchestra in the world, and was going to college mainly to
get the paperwork to prove it. That kind of musical gift is one of the
characteristic hallmarks of the Pied Pipers—no matter how poor their
beginnings, they can always play their chosen instruments better than they have
any right to.


“I still think you people are out of your goddamn minds,” she muttered.


“And you’re still not wrong,” said Andy amiably. He was wearing
headphones as a precaution against her song. They were tuned to a white noise
station that should keep the effects of her story to a minimum. We hoped. Like
I said, fairy tales are not an exact science.


Demi shook her head, closed her eyes, and began to play.


It was a light, frothy classical piece—something that sounded like it
should be accompanied by harps and followed by polite applause. Instead, it was
accompanied by the manholes on the sides of the road beginning to rock in their
sockets, and the sound of Sloane’s shrill, indignant scream.


And the rats came.


The manhole covers were shoved aside as a flood of gray and brown bodies
boiled up from the sewers, surging seamlessly into the streams of rats pouring
similarly out of the alleys on every side. Sloane’s scream was repeated, just
before a pack of squirrels came stampeding from the direction of the park,
joining their cousins in the assault on the hospital. Even a few of the local
pigeons got into the act, making up the aerial branch of the vermin assault
force. The blended mass of squirrels, rats, and pigeons slammed into the
hospital’s automatic doors, overwhelming the sensors and stampeding,
scampering, and soaring their way inside.


Demi’s playing had stopped somewhere in the middle of the onslaught, her
flute dangling forgotten in her hands as she stared at the hospital doors. It
didn’t matter whether she played or not; at this point, she’d given the
instructions to her army of vermin, and they were going to do what she told
them to do.


“I always knew pigeons were just rats with wings,” commented Andy.
Sloane—stomping up with scratches on her cheeks and forehead, probably from
standing in the path of the squirrels—just glared at him.


“Did I do that?” asked Demi, sounding stunned.


The van door slammed open and Jeff emerged, grinning so broadly that I
could practically count his fillings. “You did it!” he said, jumping down to
the street and running over to take her by the elbow. “Come on. I’ve figured
out the best musical selection for you to use when you’re piping the virus into
the rats, and from there, it’s a pretty standard descending trill to get them
to commit mass suicide. You’re doing great so far. I’ll get you another soda,
and we can go over the sheet music—” Still talking, he led the unresisting
two-eighty away.


I stayed where I was, watching the hospital doors. Rats and pigeons
occasionally flashed by in the lobby, briefly visible through the glass. Andy
touched my shoulder.


“They’ll wake her up,” he said. “No Prince. No kiss. Just a disease scare
and a major reduction in local pest control business for a while.”


“I know.”


“She’ll probably never even know what happened.”


“I know.”


Sloane interjected sourly, “But we’re going to have to figure out what
the hell to do with a live Piper. She’s started her story now. Either we defuse
her or we bury her in a shallow grave somewhere off the interstate.”


“I know which one you’re voting for, and the answer is no,” I said, and
turned away from the modern-day castle where a silly little girl who’d pricked
her finger on something she shouldn’t have been touching was sleeping through
the day that she’d been born for. “Besides, there’s a third option.”


“What’s that?”


“We hire her.” I smiled a little, without amusement. “Who doesn’t dream
about fairy tales coming true?”


Sloane eyed me with something close to respect. “Sometimes I think they
got our Index numbers reversed,” she said.


“Sometimes, so do I,” I replied, and turned to follow Jeff’s route to the
control center, where our little two-eighty would be preparing for the
performance of a lifetime. There’s one thing the Brothers Grimm got very, very
wrong: There’s no such thing as “ever after.” That would require that the story
ever end.




To be continued in the next
episode. Your book will be automatically updated with Episode 2 and you can
continue reading from this page.




Discuss this episode with other readers in this
book’s Customer Discussions Forum on Amazon.com.
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