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For my big sister, and my little sister, who
always made sure I didn’t do anything too
stupid. 
###
Chapter One
Bonaparte
There is little more frustrating to the
writer of a 25 page history paper than a
serious case of writer’s block that strikes at
page 24. Daniel Fitzgerald was in that
precise situation. 
The little black bar that marked his
place in the word processor winked at him in
a cheery, ugly little taunt. He’d written for a
solid six hours, but the flow of text from his
brain and onto his keyboard had ground to a
halt. The mental exhaustion had caught up
with him. He squinted, and tapped his finger
on his desk, as if he was turning the key to a
stubborn ignition. It didn’t help. 
That finger itched up to the little lock of
brown hair that hung down from his
forehead. His thoughts turned, and his finger
turned the little lock of hair across his skin, 
wrapping it up, then letting it hang free. Then
wrapping it up again. 
Two words slithered in from Daniel’s
window. "Good evening." 
Daniel was mentally gliding over a
dizzying array of minute facts concerning the
arrangement of Napoleon’s armies at
Waterloo, so he was understandably zoned
out. The short greeting drifted over the
surface of his brain, but didn’t quite sink in. 
And then it did. 
He was alone. He hadn’t heard anyone
come in. He didn’t recognize the voice. He
turned his head away from the stacks of
reference books crowding his computer desk
and toward the source of the sound. 
Hovering outside Daniel’s bedroom
windowsill was a person—only not quite, 
because its head was that of a frog. It was
dressed in a purple and red pinstripe suit. 
Round red eyes stared out from under a
wide-brimmed top hat covered with so many
colors and holographic stripes it made
Daniel’s eyes water. White-gloved hands
fingered a wooden baton. 
The frog man offered a thin smile. "Your
pardon. I realize you must be busy, but I
would like to -" 
Daniel sighed and turned back to his
computer. He stared at the blinking line on
his monitor. Nothing put him to sleep like
things he didn’t really want to do. The
Napoleonic Wars had seemed so interesting
at the time. 
"Ahem." The frog tapped his cane on the
wall. "Might I come in?" 
"Well, why the hell not?" Daniel said. "I haven’t had a lucid dream in forever." He
stretched his arms behind his head and spun
on his swivel chair. "Make yourself at
home." 
He watched with mild interest as the
frog-person struggled to wedge itself through
the window. Spindly limbs that were too
long for its tiny torso made the process a bit
awkward. Once inside, it stood straight. 
"May I sit?" 
"Be my guest." 
The frog swept its hat from its perch
over those red eyes and sat on the edge of
Daniel’s bed. "Thank you. Mr. Daniel
Thomas Fitzgerald, if I’m not mistaken? 
Sometimes I muddle the pronunciation of
your names." 
"You got it right this time. What are you
supposed to be?" 
The frog looked miffed. "My full name
is Xikanthus Vol'mund Dovian
pom’Nafalstra, but you may call me Xik." 
"Xik," Daniel said. "Welcome to my
dreams. What can I do for you?" 
"I can see you’re the down-to-earth sort. 
That is one of the more common
assumptions, but I can assure you this is not a
dream. You’ve been chosen for a purpose of
vital import." 
"Awesome. Let’s hear it." 
"…I’ve shielded the room so your
reaction didn’t alert your household, but I
suppose that was unnecessary. I understand
we look like one of your more common
amphibians?" 
"Yeah, a frog," Daniel agreed. 
"And yet you are…" Xik made a vague
gesture. "…nonplussed. I admit I expected a
measure of panic. Surprise, at least." 
"I guess fantasy stories had to be
grounded in something," Daniel said. "Here
you are. Or maybe I’ve played too many
video games and I’m desensitized to the idea
of circus freaks popping in through my
bedroom window." 
"I admit I’m abnormal by your
standards, but freak is too strong a term." 
"Just calling it like I see it. Why the hell
are you wearing that?" 
"…I expected a why-are-you-here, to be
honest." 
"You’ve got quite a few expectations." 
Daniel smirked. "You sneak into bedroom
windows often?" 
"Ah…relatively speaking." 
"Can I get you a drink? Water? Pond
scum?" 
Xik made a face. "Clever." He inspected
the room for a moment. His big red frog eyes
traveled across Daniel’s plain door, stuck
with three movies posters; his gaze lingered
on his bookshelf. There was a stack of old
comic books there, collecting dust, and a
row of video game cases. Finally, he looked
back to Daniel’s face. "I’m fine, but thank
you." 
"So, what’s this vital purpose I’ve been
chosen for? Need your gutters cleaned?" 
"More like Earth needs its gutters
cleaned." Xik stood again, which Daniel
found odd, considering he’d asked to sit only
thirty seconds ago. His long legs put his head
close to the ceiling. "Daniel Fitzgerald. Your
world is under assault by a vicious race of
creatures known as the Vorid. Throughout the
multiverse, they feed upon the souls of
sentient life, and as such, are diametrically
and irrevocably opposed to any living, 
breathing intelligence." 
"Funny. I haven’t seen that on the news
lately." 
"Magic assists them in remaining
clandestine, but rest assured, these creatures
are very active, and very intent on devouring
humanity." Xik leaned forward. "I am from
another universe that wages open war against
the Vorid. The multiverse, unfortunately, is a
very big place, and our resources are
pressed holding the Vorid where they are. 
Our solution to this problem is to empower
other peoples to fight for themselves, thereby
opening multiple fronts against our common
enemy. You have been selected to receive a
means of fighting them on behalf of your
entire race." 
Daniel gave a mock-solemn nod. "And
what does that entail, exactly, my amphibious
friend?" 
"I am a contract manager, a point of
contact between Humans, and Klide, my own
species. Contract is an approximate term—
our languages aren’t neat equivalents." The
way Xik said the words made Daniel feel as
though he’d said them many times before. "Its
essence is an enchantment which unlocks the
magical power residing within sentient
creatures. Your science has not advanced
enough to do this for you, and so we’ve taken
the initiative ourselves. Agree to the
contract, and you will gain the power to
protect your home, and people." Xik clasped
his hands. "In time, you will be quite
something among your own kind. Your
abilities are yours to do with as you wish—
aside from an obligation to fight the Vorid
whenever you encounter them. This is a war, 
after all." 
"…let me get this straight. You’re going
to give me magic to fight back against
interdimensional aliens that are attacking
Earth and harvesting our souls for food?" 
"More or less," Xik said. 
Daniel probed his temples with his
fingertips. "You’ve got to be kidding me." 
"I am entirely serious," Xik said. "The power you will obtain is enormous. The
magic you know from your fantasies, your
legends, is at times exaggerated or
incorrectly portrayed, but its might is
formidable. You can become a force for
good, or for whatever cause suits your fancy
—right this very instant. We aren’t
concerned with Earth’s politics and have no
desire to interfere in your society. The only
stipulation we have is that you fight the
Vorid. You will become a warrior for your
people." Xik extended his gloved hand. "Mr. 
Fitzgerald. Will you accept this burden? Will
you make the contract and fight for those who
cannot fight for themselves?" 
"No." 
Xik blinked. "…what?" 
"Nope. No thanks. Nein." 
"But…humanity is under duress as we
speak. Millions are dead already! And the
magic," Xik added, "once it grows, you’ll be very powerful. You’ll be able to achieve
anything you want." 
"Already got plans. I’m going to college, 
and then to law school. I don’t want to be a
superhero." Daniel brushed his hair back
around his ears. "Haven’t you read a book
lately? Adventure isn’t all it’s cracked up to
be." 
"That’s not the point." 
"Even if someone else takes over the
world, he’ll still need a justice department." 
"But your friends, your family! They
could be next! The Vorid -" 
"Are someone else’s problem." Daniel
folded his arms. "I could get killed in a car
crash tomorrow. A meteorite could destroy
my house. I could get mugged and beaten to
death. Or, I guess could get eaten by Vorid. 
Life’s fragile like that." 
Xik paused. "And that’s it?" 
"That’s it." 
Xik took a breath and started again. 
"You just really don’t care? You have an
incredible chance to end needless suffering
and become something amazing!" 
"I don’t need magic for that." Daniel
sighed. "Sorry, but you knocked on the wrong
door. You can take my winning lottery ticket
to someone else. Promise I don’t mind." 
Xik screwed his face up. "How you can
be so disgustingly apathetic is extremely
bothersome." 
"Welcome to Earth. Hope you enjoy
your stay." Daniel tilted his head. "Or do you actually think I believe you?" 
"You don’t believe me?" 
"A mysterious alien shows up in the
middle of the night and offers me a magical
contract—and I’m supposed to just take your
hand and leap off the cliff inside of two
minutes?" Daniel raised an eyebrow. 
"There’s a lot I don’t know. You’ve been
pretty vague. I don’t like the word vague
when it’s adjacent to the word obligation. 
This could be a demonic ritual for all I
know. What aren’t you telling me, Xik?" 
Xik let his arm fall to his side. He
narrowed his eyes. "…you’re very cold for a
human, aren’t you?" 
"I don’t like handouts. They tend to
come with leashes." 
They stared at each other for a long
moment. 
Xik huffed, then put his hands on his
hips. "This approach has worked for every
other human I’ve encountered. Everyone
jumped at the chance." 
"I’m not everyone." 
"A fine point. Perhaps, if you saw it
with your own eyes, you’d think differently." 
Xik waved a hand. 
Blue sparks flew over Daniel like a
cloud of shimmering confetti. They settled on
his exposed skin, then vanished. Daniel
stiffened, then felt at his arms with his
fingertips. "…what the hell was that?" 
"That spell will let you see through their
illusion. Nothing more." 
"Right. Thanks." 
Xik gathered up his puke-colored hat, 
fixed it atop his head, and leaned out the
window. He glanced back over his shoulder. 
"Are you sure that -" 
"Positive." 
"A good night to you, then." The eclectic
frog threaded its long legs back over the
windowsill, which was like watching a
multicolored toothpick jab itself through a
hole. In a flutter of white curtains, Xik was
gone. 
Daniel sighed and sat back. His index
finger automatically started working at his
lock of hair. This was the weirdest dream
he’d ever had. Had he looked up something
on Wikipedia about frogs or top hats? 
He rejected Xik’s offer more out of
spite for how inane it all was than anything
else, but the lack of information was a real
concern, too. Daniel’s goal of law school
might be uneventful, but he’d take boredom
over eternal suffering any day. Just look what
happened to Faust. 
"Hey Danny!" 
Felix burst into his room. His seven-
year-old brother dangled in off the doorknob
by his hands. The door’s hinges groaned and
creaked as they bore the sudden weight. 
Daniel, having stiffened in alarm, sighed
back into his chair. "You’ll break it if you
keep doing that." 
"Whoa!" Felix’s hands slipped off the
knob. He collapsed to the floor, then got to
his feet while Daniel laughed. "It’s not
funny!" 
"Absolutely. Not funny at all." Daniel
forced his face to be overly-serious. "No
laughing allowed." 
Felix folded his arms and tried to mash
his lips into a frown, but eventually a smile
broke through anyway. "Ok, I guess it was
kinda funny." Felix brushed his pants, then
his hair. Daniel’s hair was dark brown, but
Felix’s was a much lighter mix with plenty of
gold. Brown from James. Gold from mom. 
"Are you here to injure yourself for my
entertainment, or is there something you
wanted?" Daniel asked. 
"Um, dinner’s ready." 
"At least you would have broken your
neck for a good cause." 
Daniel clicked the save button on his
computer and followed Felix down the
stairs. They clomped across the tile of their
kitchen. James, their father, busied himself
moving cooked food from the stove onto
potholders waiting on their square wooden
table. 
Three sides of the table were set. The
fourth spot was empty. Plates and silverware
and napkins gave that fourth spot a wide
berth in the same way that pedestrians avoid
a ragged, smelly bum lying in the dark corner
of a subway. Something they’d rather not talk
about, not look at, and just altogether pretend
didn’t exist. 
Daniel tried to ignore the way in which
everything was squeezed onto the other
three-quarters of the table. He inhaled the
scent of garlic bread that wafted out of the
kitchen. They’d had pasta and garlic bread
quite a bit lately—it was easy to make—but
that was fine with him. He would eat pasta
every day if he could. 
They all sat down and scooted their
chairs into the table. There was a flurry of
clinks and slops as they doled out the sauce
and the noodles. "Are you working on
something?" James asked. 
"You noticed," Daniel said. "Shocking." 
"Well, you’ve been shut up there for a
while." 
Daniel chewed through a mouthful of
spaghetti. "History paper." 
"How’s it going?" 
"Alright. I don’t think Mrs. Faldey reads
my papers anymore. She just stamps an A on
it and pats me on the head." 
"She likes you, then?" 
"I was the secretary of the school’s
history club. I’ve had her three years in a
row. She wrote one of my recommendations. 
Of course she likes me." Daniel fixed his dad
with a look. "Guess you forgot?" 
James turned back to his food. "Hear
anything from colleges?" 
Daniel looked to Felix. His little brother
was obsessive about checking the mailbox; 
he was at that age when he was willing to do
everything from fetch drinks to beat the
drapes for a little attention. "No letters," 
Felix said. "There was just this magazine
with a bunch of tires on the front. We always
get that one. Do they sell a lot of tires at the
store?" 
"Apparently," Daniel answered. 
James sipped his water. "Just junk mail, 
Felix." 
"I don’t get junk mail," Felix said. "It just seems like a waste of paper and stuff. 
Why do we always get it?" 
Daniel snorted. "The wisdom of our
child sage never ceases to amaze me." 
"Hey, I was serious!" 
"Everyone gets junk mail," James said. 
"If they spray everyone with advertisements, 
someone will be interested and buy
something. At least, that’s the idea." 
"But it’s still wasting paper." 
"I didn’t realize you were getting so
conscious about resource allocation." 
"What’s allocation?" 
"How things are distributed," James
said. "For example, I allocated myself a
heaping pile of pasta." 
Felix smiled. "Oh. Well, we were
talking about recycling in class, and Mrs. 
White said it was bad to waste paper and
water and things, and junk is always a
waste." 
"Intelligent woman." 
As Felix related the more obscure
details of his day at elementary school, 
Daniel’s thoughts wandered back to the
magical frog-alien. He didn’t remember
waking up. Maybe he was just dozing in his
chair until Felix’s voice cut through. 
Eventually, he finished his plate. His
eyes found the empty seat on his left. He’d
sat in the same spot at their table since he
was born. For the first sixteen years of his
life, that fourth seat had an occupant. 
He’d never get used to the difference. It
was wrong. 
It hung on him, like a jacket. A black
jacket. It was soaked through, damp, and it
chilled him to the bone, sucking the heat out
of him in the way wet clothes do when worn
too long. No matter how long he stood in the
sun, it wouldn’t dry. The zipper was chained
shut around his neck, and trying to pry it off
only hurt his hands. 
There was a pause in the conversation. 
"How was work?" Daniel asked. He didn’t
really care all that much about the answer. It
was just to fill space. Keep his mind off a
vacant chair. 
"It was work," James said. 
"How about your old position?" 
James set his forearms on the table. He
looked away, then rubbed the back of his
neck. Just from that, Daniel knew what was
coming. 
"They passed me up for an outside hire," 
James said. "No big deal. We still have
plenty of money from the insurance. 
Wherever you go, it’s taken care of." 
"I’m not worried about getting taken
care of by you," Daniel said. James was
silent. Of course he was. "You said it was in
the bag. Your boss said it was in the bag." 
"Daniel," James started in a lecturing
tone, "Arnold doesn’t make all the decisions. 
Sometimes -" 
Daniel narrowed his eyes as his father
rattled off a list of the usual excuses. James
had been clinically depressed for over a year
and a half. He barely had the motivation to
feed himself for the first few weeks. It was
only the past few months that he’d finally
stuttered back into the world; he was
fortunate his old employer was willing to
give him another shot. 
"I’m lucky I kept my job at all after the
layoffs," James was saying. "There’ll be
other opportunities." 
Daniel stood and slapped his hands into
the table. The dishes rattled. Felix and James
both jumped. They sat there, looking at him. 
In his mind’s eye, Daniel saw himself
screaming his head off. Daniel had been
sixteen with a five-year-old brother, and his
dad checked out of life because he couldn’t
take the strain. The fact of the matter was that
his dad didn’t get the promotion because he
couldn’t be trusted, but he buried that under
excuses—along with every other fault he
had. 
Daniel felt the frown twist on his face. 
James had barely acknowledged Daniel’s
existence because he was too busy moping
for months on end, and now this crap, asking
him about his paper, pretending he gave a
shit as if they could forget it happened and go
right back to some sickly version of normal. 
He wanted to shout it all at the top of his
lungs. He wanted to throw it back in his
dad’s face. 
But Felix was sitting right there. Daniel
took a long, deep breath. "…I gotta write my
paper." 
He tried his very best not to stomp up
the stairs—and then he was in his room. He
kicked his door shut, then fell into his chair
and balled his hands into fists. 
His anger was justified. It had to be. 
Daniel had loved her every bit as much as
his father did, but for Felix’s sake, he pulled
it together and kept going. Meanwhile, James
fell to pieces. 
Did Daniel get an apology? No. Did
James admit he crawled into his room and
left them to themselves for two years? No. 
How about when Daniel had to quit
everything he did after school to make sure
Felix got home in one piece? Or how
Daniel’s part-time job was the only income
they had until the insurance finally paid out? 
And absolutely nothing on how Daniel
sacrificed his grades to make sure Felix had
enough to eat, no, that wasn’t worth a
mention. He might not get into college, but
hey, James didn’t care enough to bring it up. 
Guess it wasn’t that important. 
Daniel slammed his hands on the arms
of his chair. They stung and throbbed from
the strike, but he barely felt it. His teeth
ground together in the back of his jaw. 
Nope. None of that. Just right back to
normal. That other stuff never happened. 
Besides, at the end of it all, they got lucky, 
right? There would be other opportunities. 
He wanted to scream. He wanted to
break something. And he loathed the little
immature part of him that wanted that, 
whining and waving its arms because the
world wasn’t right, because the tree fell the
other way. Tough shit, kid. Get it together. 
Daniel inhaled deeply, sucking in the
scentless air of his bedroom. He went to his
closet. 
His mother’s cello was still there, 
leaning against the back corner. She’d
always said she’d give it to him one day. 
Technically, that day had come, but he still
thought of it as hers. 
He put a hand on the head of the black
case. Dust coated the plastic shell. Playing
used to be fun. He felt like everything came
out when he moved the bow over the strings, 
as if he was turning something inside himself
into music. 
The thought of hearing the instrument
again made something dark and cold tighten
around his heart. The black jacket almost
crushed him. 
He closed the closet and sat back in his
chair. The world was never fair. He knew
that more than anyone. But he couldn’t get
used to it. 
It was off. Wrong. All wrong. 


****
Daniel dropped his pack next to his
locker. If he was totally honest with himself, 
he’d been a little worried that blue sparks
would come snapping off his eyeballs when
he looked in the mirror that morning. But his
hometown, Aplington Ohio, was just the
same boring town as ever. His hair was the
same dark brown, his face was still cut the
same way, sharp lines and thin jaw. Felix
still got excited over his Reese’s Puffs. 
James still took his coffee black. 
Everything was the same. The same. The
same. 
Part of him had wanted that crazy dream
to be real. He hated himself for believing it
had happened for even a second. Hate, again. 
Infantile pettiness he couldn’t get away from. 
The frustration grated on him like nails on a
chalkboard. 
Daniel had just withdrawn his hand from
his locker when it slapped closed. Metal
slammed against metal like a gunshot. A
second slower and one of his fingers would
be broken. 
Kyle leaned against the shut locker. His
red mohawk was styled up above his head
with what must have been several handfuls
of gel. It looked like the end of a crusty
broom used to sweep up blood. "Hey
Fitzfaggot. How’s life?" 
"Oh, the usual." Daniel gave him a
puzzled look. "Don’t you have shit to eat or
something?" 
Kyle grabbed Daniel’s shirt in a fist and
pulled him forward. "I’ll kick your ass right
now if you want it that badly." 
"Easy, big guy. Just reciprocating." 
Kyle frowned, but, after a moment, let
him go. "The hell’s reciprocating mean?" 
Daniel’s jaw clenched with the effort of
not rolling his eyes. "It means I was just
giving back what you gave me. All in good
fun." 
"Fun, right," Kyle said. "Sure." 
Kyle kept talking, but Daniel didn’t
really pay attention to what he said after that; 
he was staring at Kyle’s wart. It was more
putrid every time he saw it. Daniel was
starting to associate it with the smell of
weed—that was how he usually knew Kyle
was approaching. 
Kyle leaned in close. "What are you
staring at, pretty boy?" 
"Just waiting for you to explain the
pleasure of your company." 
"I told you. Making sure you don’t wuss
out." 
"Wouldn’t miss it for the world." 
The bell rang. Kyle shoved a hand on
Daniel’s shoulder, knocking him into the
lockers. "It’s gonna be bad, Danny. But
you’d better be there. If you make me hunt
you down, you’ll regret that shit all summer." 
"Mr. Fitzgerald! Mr. Jennings!" Mrs. 
Faldey’s cheerful squeak peeled over them. 
Daniel’s pleasantly plump history teacher
could be a bit fussy, but she really knew
what she was talking about, and if you did
the work, she was more than nice. She
waved an arm at them as she walked down
the hall. "Don’t stand around in the halls! 
The bell rang!" 
"Fatass cunt," Kyle muttered. 
Daniel directed a glare of pure loathing
the idiot in front of him. That settled it. He
was bringing the bat. 
"Sorry Mrs. Faldey," Kyle called, "we
were just talking!" He turned and started off. 
Daniel started to turn in the direction of his
own destination. 
He stopped. His legs were still working, 
but his feet were nailed to the floor. 
Hanging flat on Kyle’s back was
something that looked like a stingray made
from jet black sludge. Glistening tentacles
protruded from bony ribbings on its spine. 
They were sunk into Kyle’s skin, right
through his T-shirt. It was half-merged with
him, grown into his body like some kind of
parasite. 
"Mr. Fitzgerald! You’ll be late!" 
Daniel jogged down the hall away from
Mrs. Faldey and across the courtyard from
one building to the next. Once he was inside, 
he slowed down, trying to process what he’d
seen. What the hell was that thing? 
The bell rang. He went down the
hallway a bit further, paused in front of his
English class for a moment, then tried to slip
through the door as quietly as possible. 
Mr. Griggs was Daniel’s English
teacher, and probably the coolest teacher he
had. The big man was straightforward, 
down-to-earth, and very funny. He also had a
pet-peeve about attendance. He was staring
down the entrance even as Daniel came in. 
"Dan. Third time this week." 
"Sorry, Mr. Griggs." Daniel picked his
way over backpacks and between desks. "I
have my last class -" 
"At the top of the Foster building, I
know. Somehow that didn’t stop you on other
days." Mr. Griggs tapped his desk. "Take a
seat." 
Daniel threw his bag off his shoulders
and sat. He ran his hands through his hair, 
sighed, and extracted his notebook from his
pack. Mr. Griggs started talking about the
book they were reading, Madame Bovary, 
but Daniel’s thoughts lingered on the image
burned into his eyes—the creature stuck on
Kyle’s back. 
The implications struck him all at once. 
It hadn’t been a dream. Xik was real. Magic
was real. That thing was a Vorid. 
Alternatively, and far more likely, he
was having some kind of prolonged
delusional episode. That or he was so bored
he’d mistaken a band logo on Kyle’s shirt for
a monster. He thumped his forehead onto his
desk. 
"Dan? Could you at least do me the
honor of your attention?" 
Dan snapped his head up. "Sorry. Long
day." 
"Ah, yes. The hectic life of the young
professional." Mr. Griggs smiled. "Since
you’re so excited for English, why don’t you
help me explain something?" Daniel waited. 
"Do you recall the scene when our
adulterous heroine is riding home from yet
another lust-fulfilling misadventure?" 
Daniel grinned. "You mean the part
where I paid attention?" 
A few people chuckled, mostly the guys. 
Mr. Griggs waved his hand. "Save it for your
special alone time. So, Bovary is riding
home in her carriage. Remember the old
woman she sees on the way?" 
"…yeah. Nasty old crone on the side of
the road." 
"Precisely. Can you explain Madame
Bovary’s actions at that moment to the
class?" 
Daniel tilted his head. "She cringes
away and shuts the curtain on the window of
the carriage. She can’t bear the sight of the
old lady. He took his time describing that." 
"Yes, that’s what happens," Mr. Griggs
said. He tapped the binding of the paperback
in his hands on a desk. "And you’re right. 
Flaubert does take his time. But we know
that Flaubert doesn’t just do it because it was
a Tuesday and he felt like it. As an author, 
he’s a perfectionist. He’s an artist." Mr. 
Griggs rubbed the book between his palms. 
"What is he saying? Why couldn’t Bovary
stand the old woman?" 
Daniel thought a moment. "It’s a symbol. 
The old woman is actually what Bovary’s
like on the inside. She knows it, but she’s
ignoring it, actively shutting it away." 
"And Fitzgerald earns his keep." Mr. 
Griggs turned back to the class. "That’s
exactly it—the passage is evidence that she
knows exactly what she’s doing, exactly how
bad she is—but she can’t own up. She’s
fatally flawed. She’s on the road to doom, 
but she can’t bring herself to acknowledge it
and change course. And we pity her for the
same reason. It’s almost too awful to look
at." 


****
The bell rang. The rustle of hoodies, 
zippers, and books being stuffed into bags
filled the room. "People!" Mr. Griggs called. 
"Read the last three chapters tonight! Test on
Monday! Final next Friday! Be ready, or be
dead!" 
Everyone began to file out of the room
without bothering to hide unpleasant
expressions. Mr. Grigg’s tests were
notoriously difficult, and now that the end of
the school year had come, the shadow of that
final leered over them like the grim reaper. 
Daniel shared their looks, but not because of
the academic threat. Aside from the one
answer he’d given Mr. Griggs, his mind had
been restless the entire period. 
"Daniel, hold up for a second." 
Daniel waited with his backpack slung
over one shoulder. Mr. Griggs sat on his
desk at the front of the classroom, and didn’t
move until everyone else was gone. 
"What’s up?’ Daniel asked. 
"Mr. Fitzgerald," he said. "What am I
going to do with you?" 
"I’m really sorry I was late." He meant
the apology. Mr. Griggs had written Daniel’s
second college recommendation. "I’ll do my
best to get here on time." 
"It’s not that." Mr. Griggs sighed and
shook his head. "You’ve gotten straight A’s
on my tests. You always read the material. 
It’s the last two weeks of school. I really
don’t care if you’re late, I just can’t make
exceptions, so I give you a hard time." 
"…oh." 
"I heard about the little brouhaha that’s
going down after school," Mr. Griggs
continued. "Would you like a ride home?" 
"Can I be straight with you?" 
"I always want you to be straight with
me." 
Daniel looked at his teacher. "They’re
getting me back. If I avoid it today, I’ll need
rides from you for the rest of the year. That’s
not so long, but then I’d have to stay in my
house all summer." 
"Then give me the full story and we can
attack the problem at its roots." 
"I’ll deal with it myself," Daniel said. "I get bruised up a bit, I go my way, they go
theirs. End of story." 
Mr. Griggs clasped his hands. "I’m not
going to run to the principal." 
"Look…" Daniel shrugged. "It’s not that complicated. A couple of guys…they were
getting messed with. They asked for help. So
I launched a little counterattack." 
Mr. Griggs’s face grew pensive. "Is that
so." 
That was all Daniel needed to say. The
previous week had seen an all-out barrage of
pranks all over the school. Lockers had been
rigged up to spray silly string or foam; others
had been filled with mud. Brake fluid was
used to corrode car paint. Shoe polish had
been set to dry on windshields and side
mirrors, obscuring the driver’s view with a
nasty coat that had to be chipped off. Every
bully of any note was targeted, and Daniel
Fitzgerald was the mastermind hidden in the
shadows. 
At least, he was hidden. The only reason
he’d done it was to go out senior year with a
bang. But some thug with a few spare brain
cells decided to hone in on one of Daniel’s
accomplices, one of the little snowflakes that
had been bullied. There was no courageous
last stand in the name of truth and justice. 
The nerd squealed like a pig, and now a lot
of people hated Daniel’s guts. 
"I admit nothing and imply no
involvement," Daniel said. 
"You sure you want to go out on a limb
like that?" Mr. Griggs asked. "Help is sitting right here." 
Daniel grimaced at the idea of going out
on a limb for those losers. He was an equal
opportunity hater—the thugs, for taking out
their miserable lives on other people—and
the geeks, because they didn’t stand up for
themselves. Playing both sides off each other
was something he did for fun, but he’d
miscalculated and made himself a target. 
That was all. Time to pay the piper. "It’s not
like I’m going to walk out and take a bullet
without putting up a fight." 
"Dan, use your head. We can -" 
"Gotta go. Don’t want to be late to my
next class, right?" He ducked out the door. 
"Daniel! Dan!" 
Daniel ignored Mr. Griggs voice and cut
a left at the first corner. 


****
Daniel took a detour at the start of his
free period. He had a lot on his mind, and he
needed five seconds together to get it
straightened out. Unfortunately, the men’s
bathroom was his only available option. 
It was everything a high school
bathroom should be—a dank, stained affair
that smelled faintly of urine. Graffiti
depicting male genitals coated every stall. It
reminded him of everything he despised
about the place. Childish. Petty. Pointless. 
He was a pessimist trapped in a world of
immature idiots. Hell by any other name. 
He stepped up to the urinal and
imagined Kyle’s face where his piss hit the
porcelain. He smiled to himself as pee struck
the wart. So much for maturity. 
He’d seen Kyle’s bushy mohawk a
second time a little while ago. The black
thing was still there, latched onto his body. It
looked distinctly real. 
Daniel sighed. Brooding about his
mental condition could wait. Right now, he
had to focus on mustering the troops. He
gave his hips a shake to finish his business. 
"So I’ve heard you have a bit of a
problem with some rough types." 
Daniel spun. Xik was there, sitting on
top of a stall door. His body was stooped to
keep his head from hitting the ceiling. His
legs dangled over the metal. Daniel stood
there, everything hanging out, staring. 
"I was under the impression that it was
appropriate decorum to cover the pelvic
region in your culture." 
Daniel fumbled with his fly, then zipped
up. "What the hell is your problem?" 
"Problem? My mission is to get you to
accept the contract, but I’d characterize it as
a challenge, not a problem." 
"…just…" Daniel shook his head. "It’s a little impolite to sneak up on people when
they’re in the bathroom. FYI." 
Xik hopped down. He towered nearly a
foot over Daniel, but was so thin a strong
wind might blow him away. His body
proportions had an uncanny weirdness—like
a clown with a grin that was just a little too
cheery. The awful suit didn’t curb that
sensation. "I came to a realization," the frog said. "A practical young man such as
yourself wouldn’t easily believe so wild a
story. You didn’t take me seriously because
you thought it was all a dream. I apologize
for my harsher remarks." Xik gave him a
slight tip of his hat. "You see, I’ve studied
you for about a week, and you showed no
small disdain for your current situation, in
life, and in this education facility. I
mistakenly believed you would snap up an
opportunity for change." 
Daniel squinted. Even in the dim
lighting, the top hat flashed like an inverted
rainbow. "…I guess you guessed wrong." 
"But you saw the Vorid on that young
man earlier, yes? Surely you’ve come to the
conclusion that this isn’t a dream?" 
"The only thing I’ve concluded is that
I’m schizophrenic." Daniel swept an arm to
his waist and bowed. "Good day to you, 
magic frog man." He started washing his
hands at the sink. 
"You’re a tough nut to crack." Daniel
focused pointedly on scrubbing between his
fingers. "Ignoring me, now?" Xik asked. "I have it on good authority that’s almost
universally impolite amongst humans." 
Daniel ripped few paper towels free
and mopped his hands. "Not every human is
universally polite." 
"If you had magical power, those
threatening you would be easy pickings." 
Daniel threw the paper towels away, 
stood silently for a moment, then turned back
to Xik. The frog was waiting patiently for a
response. "The fact that you’re trying to lure
me into it just makes me more suspicious," 
Daniel said. 
"I know you’re not enthusiastic, but I
don’t decide who is chosen and who isn’t. 
Can’t I take an interest in your well-being
without being suspected of ulterior
motives?" 
"Why me?" 
"It’s more or less random. Though, 
limited to individuals of fifteen years or
older. We judged this age restriction was
appropriate after reviewing your physiology
and culture." 
"Are you going to keep harassing me
until I accept?" Daniel asked. 
"Harass is such a strong word. Bother -" 
Xik lifted a finger. "No, remind. I’ll remind
you until you accept." 
"I don’t believe in shortcuts. I don’t
believe in magic. I don’t believe in you." 
Daniel pointed at the spindly frog. "I do
believe in hard work and careful planning. I
do believe in myself. I don’t need magic to
feel or be special, let alone solve my
problems. Go back to whatever crack of my
brain you crawled out from." 
"Your confidence is admirable," Xik
said. "But will your determination hold up
against a gathering of your peers looking to
harm you?" 
"Watch and learn." Daniel left the
bathroom. 
Standing outside were three girls he
really didn’t want to see—Brenda, Alice, 
and Alex. They were the golden trio of
femininity at his high school, the pinnacle of
fashion and popularity. In other words, 
squawking vultures with too much makeup. 
He’d been proud to include their cars on his
list of prank targets. Apart from them, the
hall was empty. 
"Hey Daniel," Alex said. She tossed her
bleached hair over her shoulder. "We’ll be
watching the show. My boyfriend said he’d
give you a black eye just for me." 
"Which one’s your boyfriend?" Daniel
asked. 
"Josh Harrison," she said. "Everyone
knows that." 
Harrison. He was one of those guys that
spent all his time cutting class out by the auto
shop, smoking, and wearing leather jackets. 
"How nice," Daniel said. "You’re perfect for each other." 
Alex looked at him like she smelled an
insult, but her single functioning neuron
couldn’t quite catch it. "Yeah. We are. What
do you care, anyway?" 
"You’re right. I don’t." 
"We heard you talking to yourself in
there," Alice drawled. "But don’t worry. We won’t tell anyone you were playing with
yourself in the bathroom." They laughed
through their noses and drifted away. 
He was definitely bringing the bat. 
"Well," said a voice in Daniel’s ear. He
flinched. Xik was next to him, rubbing his
smooth green chin. "It’s amazing how they
can be so stupid and yet so irritating," he
said. "Is that what you were thinking?" 
"…take that, add some swears, and
you’re about there." Daniel glanced up. "Is this one of those deals where only I can see
and hear you?" 
Xik looked surprised. "How did you
know?" 
"I took a wild guess." 
"You’re quite discerning." 
"Just give me a heads-up if you’re going
to start talking when people are around." 
"Certainly." 
Daniel sighed and cupped a hand to his
forehead. Having conversations with an
imaginary friend couldn’t be healthy. 


****
Daniel waited in the AV Club room just
after the bell for last period. The club room
was the pinnacle of modern technology, 
assuming you were a nerd 15 years ago. 
A mess of wires connected a blinking
stack of ancient routers to a series of
computers set along several tables. Most of
the computers were real dinosaurs, fat, bulky
monitors resting above ugly tan casings. The
whine of the cooling fans filled the air. A
secure locker in the back held a few cameras
and video recorders. The place was
basically an excuse for the club to hang out, 
play old video games, and put another
interesting line on college applications to
make themselves look like worldly
individuals worthy of tertiary education. 
Slowly, they came. Daniel watched from
the front, leaning against a whiteboard. There
was Tom, a fat kid with a soul patch about
three inches long hanging off his chin. Then
Jake, a bag of skin and bones that never shut
up about World of Warcraft. Daniel actually
did like video games, but there was only so
much he could take about balancing DPS
with crit percentages before he tuned out. 
The rest of them he knew by sight and
body odor. The stench that one of the fat ones
gave off was palpable. It had been Jake that
had confided in Daniel and asked for his
help, and to Jake that Daniel had relayed
instructions; he didn’t care to learn the rest
of their names. 
There weren’t any girls, obviously. 
None of them had the balls to talk to women. 
The seven of them sat awkwardly, heads
low, shoulders hunched. Their poor posture
accentuated the motley collection of body
types. Xik had vanished. Maybe he was
watching, or maybe he’d gone ahead to the
meeting grounds. Or maybe Daniel was
slowly edging closer to the deep end. 
"Is this everyone?" Daniel asked. 
"…yeah," Jake muttered. 
Daniel brought his hand down on the
front desk. The hard smack of palm on wood
made them jerk to attention. "You guys look
like you’re going to a funeral. I said we’d be
getting revenge. Time to seize the day." 
"The hell do you want from us?" Tom
asked. If a wet paper bag had a voice, it
would sound like he did. "We’re going to get
our asses kicked. Nothing new there. Except
this time they won’t stop at our asses
because you went so crazy." 
Daniel stared at Tom until he looked
away, then swept his gaze across each of
them in turn. "So are you going to blame
other people for your problems or do
something about them? I don’t remember
mentioning anything about letting them walk
all over us. Who’s got the key to the locker?" 
Mr. Stench raised his hand. "Great. Unlock
it. I want two people with cameras. We’re
recording the whole thing." 
"They’ll just smash the equipment!" Tom
protested. 
"No, they won’t." Daniel hefted his
backpack up onto the desk. "We’re going in
armed and ready. Is there anyone here that
isn’t eighteen?" 


****
They walked through the grassy field
behind the high school. Daniel led the hike
with as much spring in his step as he could
reasonably fake, which wasn’t much. The
attitude of his companions was oppressive. It
felt like a death march. It was a simple plan, 
really, but they all thought it would fall flat. 

Morons. All you have to do is point and

shoot. 
Jake and the smelly fat kid carried the
cameras. Each dangled from a shoulder strap
that kept it fixed to the cameraman’s chest, 
leaving their hands free. They would see
more or less what their owners saw. 
They plunged into the woods past the
field. After a long walk filled with snapping
twigs and crunching leaves, they started to
hear voices. Daniel caught a flash of clothes
through the trees. They arrived at a wide dirt
clearing. 
The clearing was a hotspot for all the
school’s illicit activity. He’d even heard of
raves happening there on the weekends. The
scent of stale beer wafted over the forest’s
cool dank. 
About ten or twelve guys were waiting, 
clustered in small groups. Every offended
clique had representation, though the jocks
and some of the nastier goths made up the
majority. True to their word, Brenda, Alice, 
and Alex were all there. Their matching
smug grins stretched all the way to their ears. 
Daniel’s troops were immediately
demoralized by the difference in numbers. 
Daniel cleared his throat. "Make sure you’re
recording, now." They checked the cameras. 
"Fancy seeing you here!" Kyle stepped
out from his group. The wart on his face
trembled as he walked. "You guys ready to
get the shit kicked out of you?" 
"Wait a minute," Daniel said. "I thought we were here to talk about this." 
His own side gave him weird looks; 
others laughed. Kyle just snorted. "I really
hate you, Fitz. You know why?" 
"I’ve got the strangest feeling you’re
about to tell me." 
"That’s why," Kyle said. "You just can’t keep the arrogant shit from spilling out. 
You’re always looking down on everyone
like they’re your little peons, like you’re a
step ahead of everyone. I’m gonna hit you so
hard your mother’ll wake up with bruises." 
Kyle placed a thoughtful finger on his cheek. 
"Oh. Wait. She’s dead. Guess I’ll have to
settle for your dad. He’s kind of a bitch, 
though, right?" 
Daniel inhaled, exhaled, and slowly
forced his clenched fists to relax. "Kyle, we
don’t want to fight. We just want to talk." 
"If you’re not coming over here, I’m
going over there." Kyle started forward. His
gang quickly joined him. 
"I’m prepared to defend myself," Daniel
said loudly, "but I don’t want to fight!" 
Kyle raised his fists. "Shut up!" 
Daniel lifted a pen out of his pocket and
pointed it forward. "Bang!" he shouted. 
Kyle stopped, and blinked. Everyone
else stared. 
"What?" Daniel asked innocently. "It’s just a pen. But you should be aware that I’m
within my rights to defend myself if you keep
threatening me." 
"I’m going to enjoy this," Kyle said. He
moved to close the gap. 
Daniel pressed the button on his fake
pen. A cloud of pepper spray blasted across
the six feet to Kyle, catching him straight in
the eyes before fizzing out. Kyle screamed
and clutched at his face. He lost his balance
and fell to the ground. 
Someone kicked Kyle to the side. It was
Harrison, Alex’s boyfriend. "Oh no, pepper
spray," he said. "Too bad you only had one." 
Daniel took the next pen out of his
pocket and sprayed it before anyone could
react. Harrison was wailing on the ground
next to Kyle in seconds. "Too bad you’re a
dumbass." 
Angry bullies rushed forward. 
Empowered nerds came to Daniel’s defense, 
each one wielding several of the single-shot
pens. Daniel drew back behind the line and
let them do the work. 
Foggy streamers of aerosolized pain
crisscrossed the clearing. Some of the
attackers tried to cover their eyes to protect
themselves—but that just forced them to fight
blind, and it didn’t save them from breathing
the stuff in. Even Daniel’s socially inept
soldiers couldn’t screw up that advantage. 
In less than a minute, eight more had hit
the deck; the rest took off, stumbling back
through the woods. One of the nerds took a
nasty uppercut, but he got back on his feet in
short order. Alex was left standing alone
near the trees, whimpering over the loss of
Harrison. 
Daniel caught the attention of his
cameramen, and made the arranged gesture—
a flick of his fingers across his eyes. They
cut the footage. 
Daniel took a little bottle of bleach out
from his other pocket. Harrison was still
sniveling on the ground, clutching at his face. 
Daniel shoved him onto his stomach with his
foot and dumped the bottle all over the back
of his jacket, destroying the leather. 
And then Daniel drew out the aluminum
baseball bat from under the back of his
hoodie. 
He walked over and kicked Kyle until
he twitched away from his friends. The thing
still clung to his back. Daniel took the
opportunity to give it a more clinical
inspection. 
The Vorid was slimy, pulsating. Half of
it seemed solid. Other parts were like
sludge, shiny, moving, oozing into Kyle’s
body in some places and back out in others. 
The tentacles shifted when Kyle moved, but
he was totally oblivious to the fact that it had
its hooks set into him. 

Freaky. 
Daniel brought the end of the bat to rest
against Kyle’s temple. Kyle managed to
crack his swollen eyelids. He moaned
something unintelligible. 
"Let me make this clear." Daniel
crouched down next to him. "Screw with me
again and I’ll ruin your shit so badly it’ll be
closed casket." He stood straight and touched
the bat against the bridge of Kyle’s nose. 
Kyle cried louder. 
Daniel brought the bat up and swung like
a golfer going for a long drive. 
He planted it into the ground a few
inches from Kyle’s face, kicking a clod of
dirt and dead leaves into his mouth. Kyle
flailed and spluttered. 
"Next time," Daniel said, "I break your face in." He looked back. "That goes for the rest of you assholes, too. You mess with me, 
or any of them, it gets paid back double. And
in case you think you can tell someone about
this, think again. It’s all recorded, and all it
will show is us coming to talk and you
making threats and attacking us. So unless
you want to spend the summer in Juvie, back
off. You’ve been warned." 
Jake sniffed and rubbed at his nose. 
"There’s a lot of the spray floating around. 
Let’s go." 
Daniel was starting to tear up a little
himself. "Let’s." 
They formed a line to walk back through
the woods. With the battle won, the party
transformed into the Magnificent Seven like
night giving way to dawn. Each retelling of
the peppery defense was more dramatic than
the last; they were giddy with adrenaline and
an unaccustomed rush of victory. 
Hypocrites to the end. But they were his
hypocrites. 
Once they reached the front of the
school, there was practically a line to give
Daniel high-fives. Daniel put on what he
hoped was a smile and let them have their
fun. Any idiot knew you always brought guns
to a knife fight. It wasn’t like he was a
genius—just better prepared. 
After overseeing the terms of their future
alliance and grudgingly accepting a few
sweaty dork hugs, Daniel started his walk
home. It wasn’t long until Tom caught up
with him. His extra pudge jostled as he
jogged. "Hey, Dan!" 
Daniel stopped and waited for him to
catch up. It was an effort to keep the disdain
off his face. "What’s up?" 
Tom caught his breath for a second. "I
just…wanted to say…thanks, man." He
wiped his hand across his soul patch. 
"Really." 
"You’re welcome." 
"And…sorry for going off, back in the
AV room. I thought it was gonna be bad." 
"He who laughs last," Daniel said. 
"…could they really go to Juvie for that
stuff?" 
Daniel shrugged. "Dunno. They’d
probably get off, or just get suspended or
something. But they don’t know that." 
Tom grinned, then frowned again. "Can I
ask you something?" 
"What?" 
"Before, when you asked everyone if
they were eighteen? What was that about?" 
"Ohio state law only permits those who
are eighteen or older to carry pepper spray," 
Daniel said. "I wasn’t going on camera to
incriminate myself." 
Tom made a smirk. "You were looking
out for us the whole time, huh?" 
"Not really. I got it all before this
started, just in case. I didn’t know if some
guy twice my size would come up behind me
while I was keying his car. They had a bulk
deal online." 
"Dan?" Tom asked. 
"Yeah?" 
"…you know, if you want, you can come
by the club whenever. Honorary membership
as far as I’m concerned." He rubbed the back
of his neck. "I mean, it’s almost summer, but
we could hang out. The computers look like
crap, but we’ve actually done a lot of work
on them. We can run Wing Blade
Commander at 30 FPS." 
Daniel thought about how to respond to
that for a moment, but nothing clever came to
mind. "Yeah, maybe. See you around." 
"See you." 
Daniel left the school behind and
trudged along the sidewalks of Aplington. 
Lines of Cape Cod homes sat on either side
of the road in uniform rows. White trimmings
and preened lawns stared at each other from
across the street in a lazy competition to be
the most boring house on the block. He felt
out of place, a splotch of movement in the
middle of a scowling stillness. 
A car passed, slowly. Daniel felt the
brush of air as it went by. He glanced at the
driver. 
There was a Vorid latched onto his
back. 
The man rolled over a manhole cover, 
making the car shake. The black pustule on
his neck quivered slightly as the vehicle
absorbed the shock. The car rolled around a
corner, and was gone. 
Daniel swallowed. 
And then, Xik was there again, this time
floating in midair alongside him, as if sitting
in an invisible hammock. He didn’t say
anything for a bit, so Daniel ignored him. But
privately, he was almost glad to see the
creepy frog. 
Funny. He’d just won what might be the
biggest showdown in recent Aplington High
memory, and he was already…he didn’t have
a word for it. Maybe that’s why he was
going crazy—the monotony was getting to
him. Xik was a fantasy free from the
mundane hostility of suburbia. 
"I expected you to take him up on that," 
Xik said. "He seems to be offering an honest
friendship." 
"I’m the type with a thousand
acquaintances." 
"Are you sure you aren’t just a
misanthrope?" 
"Out of the crooked timber of humanity, 
no straight thing was ever made," Daniel
quoted. He glanced at the alien frog. "I don’t
necessarily dislike people. I just hate high
school." 
"Wise beyond your years? An old soul, 
perhaps?" 
"Whatever." 
"Do you think yourself better than your
upbringing?" 
"Correct me if I’m wrong here, since
you seem to know so much about the human
race," Daniel said, "but it’s pretty common to expect the bare minimum from the confines
of government-funded secondary education." 
"I thought we were talking about the
students, not the high school itself." 
"We might as well be," Daniel said. 
"Here’s hoping college isn’t as shallow as a
mud puddle." 
"I see," Xik said. The two small words
came together like ponderous footsteps, as if
he suddenly understood some great secret to
which Daniel wasn’t privy. 
Daniel didn’t pause in his walking, but
he squinted. "What?" 
"You’re not arrogant. Not terribly. 
You’re just very jaded. It’s a shame, really. 
You’re a ball of potential." 
"Are you here to screw with me for
kicks, or do you have something to say?" 
"Well, you did certainly show me," Xik
said. "I won’t underestimate you again." 
"Gee wiz. Now I feel all warm and
fuzzy." 
"No, it was something!" Xik made his
awkward frog smile. "I believe the one
infected with a Vorid spawn lost control of
his bladder from fear. He won’t be bothering
you again soon." 
Daniel’s face lit up with the evil grin of
a jack-o-lantern. "No. He won’t." 
"Did you mean what you said?" 
"What, about killing him?" 
"Indeed." 
"He’s not worth risking murder
charges." 
Xik put a finger to his lips. "Pragmatic. 
So, have you given any thought to the
contract?" 
Daniel sighed. He seemed to be doing
that with increasing frequency. "Upon further
consideration, the answer is still no." 
"Well, my mother always said I was an
optimist." 
Xik left Daniel to his thoughts after that. 
His purple-and-red pinstripe suit drifted and
zipped about the rooftops. He examined the
brick chimneys and power lines with a sort
of condescending curiosity. 
Daniel put his hands in his pockets as he
watched the frog glide about. Assuming he
hadn’t gone insane, Xik was, apparently, a
magical alien from another dimension. He
wondered how strong he was—a magician
that could do a few tricks, or some kind of
powerful wizard? For some reason, Daniel
was leaning toward the latter. As odd as he
was, Xik exuded that type shameless
confidence. 
He wasn’t sure if it was wise to feed
what might be a hallucination, but as far as
he could perceive, Xik and the Vorid were
very, very real. That spawn thing looked
pretty unhealthy, but at the same time, there
wasn’t anything to say Xik could be trusted. 
Daniel didn’t like the idea of being a pawn
in a multiversal war. He needed more
information. 
The internet had to have something. Xik
hadn’t mentioned how many people already
had powers, or for how long this had all
been underway. Even if there was some
secret war going on, people would see
things, hear rumors. Other chosen fighters
might be talking about it themselves. He
should do a little research. If he really was
crazy, he wouldn’t find anything. 
Then again, if he was really crazy, 
maybe his imagination would make up stuff
for him to find. 
A mile and a half from school, Daniel
reached his house. It was the same cookie-
cutter version as the rest of them—garage on
the right side, two windows in front, steeped
roof. He unlocked the door and kicked his
shoes off on the wood floor next to the stairs. 
"Yo!" 
"Hey Danny!" Felix’s voice called. His
brother scampered in from the kitchen, 
waving an envelope in his hands. "Guess
what came?" 
"…a college?" 
"Yeah, it’s from Northeastern!" 
Daniel snatched the envelope from his
brother. His hands crinkled the edges. The
Northeastern University seal was stamped in
the corner. He ripped open the top and
gingerly extracted the papers from inside. 

Mr. Daniel Fitzgerald, 

We are pleased to inform you that
Daniel crunched the letter in his hand
and punched the air. "I’m in!" 
Felix hopped around on the floor. "Does
this mean you get to go to the crimin—
criminin -" 
"School of Criminology and Criminal
Justice?" 
"Yeah, that." 
"That’s exactly what it means." 
Northeastern was Daniel’s top pick, and he
was officially accepted. Finally, some good
news. Finally, he was off the treadmill and
moving forward. 
"You did it!" Felix shouted. He went up
on one foot and spun around; his socks were
slick on the wood floor. 
Daniel turned into cold marble. 
Sitting on his brother’s back was a
black, pustuled monster. Its tentacles snaked
through Felix’s skin and clothes, embedded
themselves in his spine. It quivered slightly, 
gooey and disgusting. 
A Vorid. 
Felix turned back to his brother with a
smile on his face. Bit by bit, it faded, the curl
of his lips turning down. "Dan? What are you
looking like that for?" 
"…I’m gonna go upstairs. History test to
study for." 
"Huh? You never study for -" 
Daniel ran for his room before Felix
could finish. 
Chapter Two
Legal Text
"Are you alright?" 
Daniel sat in his chair and said nothing. 
Xik rested on his bed, one leg folded
over the other. He sipped a drink he’d
produced from nowhere. Daniel stared at the
liquid as Xik swirled his cup. It looked like
dark purple syrup. 
"You know," the frog said, "if you
agreed to the contract -" 
"Shut up about the contract for five
seconds!" Daniel shouted. He heaved the
anger out, propped an elbow on his desk, and
rested a hand on his forehead. 
Xik unfolded his legs and cupped his
drink in both hands. They stayed like that for
a time, neither one moving. 
"It’s plain that you care about your
bother very much," Xik said. "I apologize for my insensitivity." 
"…Kyle was infected. He seemed
normal. What happens with one of those
things?" 
"I’m not to tell you the details until the
contract is sealed." 
"Look," Daniel said. "I’m not agreeing to anything until I know every dirty bit about
the consequences, so either start talking or
get the hell out." 
"I suppose, in your case…" Xik sighed
and set his cup down in midair. It vanished. 
"Those small creatures are called spawn. 
They are tools, bioengineered to prepare the
soul for high-efficiency extraction. Your
brother’s life is now measured in days." 
"…how long does it take the work?" 
"It depends, but usually between 12 and
24 hours. Felix is at risk." 
Daniel shook his head. "That makes no
sense. If people were disappearing that fast, 
everyone would notice." 
"Magic, Daniel," Xik said, "is
dangerous and nuanced, but very powerful. 
Those who lose their souls are replaced by a
magical shell. Over the course of about a
week, that shell steadily vanishes from the
world. This creates a buffer against the kind
of collapse that would alert the populace at
large. All those who knew the lost soul
forget the person even existed." Xik put a
thin finger on his chin. "Or rather…it’s the
other way around. Their existence fades from
reality, and reality bends to compensate. The
time interval is so that reality does not tear." 
Daniel frowned hard. "What would
happen if a mother forgot her son? Her entire
life would change. And what about photos, 
and paper records?" 
"Terrifying, isn’t it? Of course, those
who were closest to the shell don’t survive
unscathed. With holes in their lives that
large, they often develop serious mental
complications as they struggle to justify and
explain their own lives to themselves. 
Human population statistics indicate a rise of
mental illness in your developed countries. 
This is because developed countries have
more places with big cities, and the Vorid
prioritize places with more people." Xik
folded his arms. "And here you are, happily
ignorant, refusing to assist. Does the issue
seem more relevant now that it’s reached
your own stoop?" 
"Will I…forget him? Just like that?" 
"Yes—unless you have the power of the
contract. Those with magical gifts are
immune to the effects of the spell; such a
widespread construction can only provide a
thin screen. Of course, with your power, 
you’d be able to save him outright." 
Daniel couldn’t begin to imagine the
consequences of forgetting Felix. If it wasn’t
for his brother, he didn’t think he would have
made it this far. "Can I ask you something?" 
"Of course." 
"I just want to get on with my life. I’ve
got other things to do. I don’t have time to
save the world. I’m sure there’s plenty of
other people that are more than willing. You
don’t have to waste time on me. But please, 
just get rid of that thing on my brother." 
"What are these goals of yours, exactly? 
What’s driving you so hard?" 
"It’s none of your business." 
"Fair enough." Xik shrugged. "I would
help you if I could, but my interference in
this world is quite limited. It is an intrinsic
part of the spell that allows me to be here. 
Appearing—that is easy. Physically touching
this world requires energy to which I don’t
have access. To save your brother, you must
agree to the contract." 
"Let’s see it." 
"What?" 
Daniel tapped his desk. "Contract this, 
contract that. Show me some literature. What
are the rules?" 
Xik gestured. There was a soft patter. 
Daniel turned around in his chair. Resting on
his desk was a surprisingly mundane stack of
paper. It was exactly six pages of plain, 
double-spaced English text. 
Daniel licked his thumb and flicked
through it. "This is a magic spell?" 
"Spell is a colloquial term in your
language for an act of magic," Xik said. "It doesn’t really mean anything. Magic already
existed in your world before the Vorid
arrived, you know. Many are naturally
talented." Xik took a breath. "So, no, that isn’t the spell. It just outlines what the spell
does." 
"How long have the Vorid been here?" 
"About ten years," Xik said. "They’re
being fought by your homegrown wizards, 
among other things…but they’re losing
ground." 
"And…" Daniel thought a moment. 
"What are you and your people called, 
again?" 
"We are known as the Klide." 
"How long have you been here?" 
"We’ve only been making contracts for
about a month, now," Xik said. "There are
now several dozen contractors scattered
across six of your continents. It’s a
dangerous thing to do." 
"Why?" 
"We grant you this power with the
understanding that you’ll fight the Vorid, but
without an extremely powerful spell that
takes more energy than we can spare, we
can’t control your use of said talents," Xik
explained. "By making more magicians, 
we’re destroying the boundaries of the
magical subculture that already exists in your
world. They’re a secretive bunch, for
obvious reasons, and they have their own
rules and laws. We can’t take responsibility
for what contractors do in their free time, so
there’s plenty of people that would rather we
did nothing." Xik folded his arms. "If we sit and watch, the Vorid will quite literally eat
you. If we do act, there’ll be a new class of
undisciplined superhumans running about and
robbing banks—or what have you. We
choose to act and hope that you’ll sort the
rest with the wash once you’re not being
preyed upon like an easy snack." 
"Basically, people can and probably
will abuse their powers when they’re not
fighting Vorid. The magicians that already
exist don’t want to deal with that, or lose
their monopoly on magic." 
"Precisely." 
"You seem very concerned about energy
use. Are aliens all environmentalists?" 
Xik huffed. "We are not a small species
confined to a single planet, like yours. We
use the energy of galaxies to keep our
civilization running. Ultimately, energy is the
currency of universes, of life itself. 
Conservation is extremely vital, and the war
is not helping." 
"So, the only thing that, uh…" Daniel
paused. "…real wizards dislike is the fact
that untalented snots are getting a shot at
power." Xik nodded, but it was a small, 
hesitant motion. "What else, Frogger?" 
Xik rubbed the back of his neck. "The
nature of the gift…it’s a delicate subject for
your people." 
"I’m getting really tired of beating
around the bush," Daniel said. 
"The Vorid are a vast and diverse race," 
Xik said. "Even with the contract in place, 
you’re much too weak to defend against any
serious assault. Not to demean your
homeland, but this universe is a tiny
sideshow to the real battle; it has seen only
the earliest probes of Vorid forces. 
Therefore, we include in your contract the
ability to grow stronger. This is forbidden by
your indigenous magical community." 
Daniel raised an eyebrow. "Seems
counterproductive to forbid something so
useful." 
"Normally, magical talent is decided at
birth," Xik said, "Like a muscle, it can be strengthened with effort, but only so far—
some are just stronger than others. You, a
contractor, absorb the life energy from every
Vorid you destroy, and in so doing, your own
pool of power grows. Contractors become
the Vorid of Vorid." 
"Fighting fire with fire. Turn us into
parasites to drain on the parasites." 
"Your assessment is accurate," Xik said, 
"but it isn’t all so one-sided. We are giving
you the means to fight back, after all. 
Consider your own country. The United
States offers military support to regimes
which fight on its behalf. Twenty years down
the line, those same regimes might use those
weapons for nefarious purposes of their
own, but at the time, it seemed a good idea to
give an ally the means to defend itself. Is the
United States fully responsible for the evil
committed later?" 
"…that’s oddly specific." 
"I am well-versed in your history," Xik
said. "Being a contract manager, I am a sort
of diplomat." 
"Does that mean you’ve been in touch
with the…wizards?" 
"We made contact a year ago," Xik said. 
"We wanted them to take contractors under
their wing, but they…were stubborn. They
resist the idea that life absorption is
necessary to their success, and refused to
accept our help. We’ve failed to convince
them otherwise." 
"And now you’re going behind their
backs and doing it anyway." 
"We must," Xik said. "Vorid are that
threatening. They are a plague upon the
entirety of the multiverse. We have to use
everything we can to survive. 
"But at the same time, we can’t fight
directly," Xik continued. "If the Klide and the Vorid threw their full weight upon one
another, the clash very well might tear apart
something so fundamental that existence
itself would be in danger. And so we fight
around one another. Worlds like yours—
small, isolated—have become the
battleground. We conduct ourselves through
proxies, playing games of territory and
allegiance. We cannot afford to let your
people be absorbed because we can’t afford
any people to be absorbed." 
"…it’s a giant, multiversal cold war." 
"Frozen solid," Xik confirmed. 
"So this getting-stronger process…" 
Daniel waved a hand. "…makes the
newcomers on the magic scene a threat to the
old guard? Despite the fact that we have a
common enemy?" 
"Unfortunately." 
"All anyone ever cares about is political
positioning after the dust settles. It’s this kind
of shit that makes me misanthropic." Daniel
made a face. "I almost want to say yes just to
spite them." 
"Almost." 
Daniel narrowed his eyes. "Why is it
illegal? For natural wizards?" 
"It’s so-called dark magic," Xik said. 
He raised a gloved hand. "This is a fallacy. 
There is no dark and light magic, just as
there are no evil tools and good tools. It is
how it is used that matters. But." Xik went
quiet. "The spell does not—cannot—
discriminate between different forms of life. 
If you kill Vorid, you absorb them and grow
stronger. If you kill humans, you absorb them
and grow stronger." Xik met Daniel’s eyes
with his red stare. "If you killed a powerful
magician, or even another contractor that has
absorbed many, many souls…you’d become
that much stronger. Powerful enough, 
perhaps, that you couldn’t be challenged." 
Daniel swallowed. "I can see why it’s
discouraged." 
"Indeed. But against the flood of the
Vorid, we have little choice but to go to such
extremes. If you had to choose between
humanity’s complete erasure or the use of a
nuclear weapon on your own soil, which
would you pick?" 
Daniel gave a single nod. "Live today. 
Do your best to clean up the mess later." 
"Exactly." 
"So by signing this thing, I’d become an
illegal alien within the magical community." 
"An admirable continuation of our
political metaphor," Xik said, "but I’ll be honest with you. You wouldn’t be looked
upon nearly as favorably as an illegal alien. 
Most would consider the contract a curse, 
and you a pariah. If you were discovered, 
they would take immediate action to stamp
you out." Xik indicated the papers with a
long finger. "The details are there in full. 
Study them at your leisure." 
"My leisure. I wish." Daniel looked at
him. "How much time does my brother
have?" 
"The extractors come at 2am, your local
time, to remove prepared souls once a
month. Based on previous observations of
Aplington, that’s three days from now." 
"What’s an extractor?" 
"Spawn prepare souls," Xik said. 
"Extractors collect the spawn, absorb the
souls, then release the spawn to repeat their
task. Spawn and extractors are both
automated, in a sense. Above them are
overseers, who regulate extractor activity." 
"Sounds pretty organized." 
"A well-oiled war machine. In fact, this
is all almost completely automated. They
aren’t even paying real attention to you yet." 
Xik exhaled. "Perhaps now you’re beginning
to appreciate the threat?" 
"Can’t you do something about the
extractor?" 
"The strength to fight, channeled across
an interdimensional pipeline, would
consume too much energy." 
"Is that a no?" 
"Correct." 
"…then it’s up to me." 
"Yes." 
Daniel’s lips thinned. "No other
contractors around here?" 
"I’m afraid not." 
"No one within three days travel? 
Incredible." 
Xik gave him sharp look of disapproval. 
"For someone so adamantly apathetic, you’re
asking quite a lot from people who are
consumed with their own lives, their own
battles, and busy keeping their heads down." 
"Apathetic?" Daniel said. "Where the
hell was this bit about being a cursed life-
sucking magician last night? You kept quiet
because you figured to save the juicy stuff
until after I was locked in." Xik’s averted
gaze confirmed Daniel’s words for him. "I
don’t want to be anyone’s savior. I just want
some stability for me and my brother. I guess
an average life was too much to ask from the
universe. Wanting to live without being
bothered is just too much ambition." 
"If you had agreed last night, I would
have given you more details before
bestowing it in full, so please calm
yourself." Daniel sat back in his chair with a
skeptical look on his face. Xik was quiet for
a long time. "Perhaps it is unfair to thrust this burden on you," the alien said. He lowered
his big frog eyes. "But wouldn’t you rather
know? Wouldn’t you rather be the one
fighting than the one going about without a
care in the world?" 
"No. War is young men dying and old
men talking." 
"Who said that?" 
"I forget. But they were right." 
"…maybe so." Xik said. "But are you
really stubborn enough to let your brother
die?" 
Daniel slapped the contract. "Can this
be altered if I find any of its conditions or
stipulations lacking?" 
"…well, I -" 
"Yes, or no." 
"…yes. Probably," Xik added quickly. 
Daniel swiveled to face his desk. He
dragged a piece of scrap paper over and
carefully began to read, copying parts as he
went along. He expected tricks, or at least
some vaguely worded clauses, but it was
open and direct. By the end of it, he’d
written a short summary of the entire
contract. 




- On condition of agreement, the

contract manager will advise the

contractor in matters pertaining to magic

and the Vorid. 




- The contractor agrees to use his

magic for the purpose of combating Vorid. 

If it is judged by council that this

responsibility is neglected to serious

extent, the contractor shall become an

enemy of the state and treated as Vorid; on

this account, there will be no quarter or

appeal. 




- In exchange for this service, when not

in combat against our mutual enemy, the

contractor shall be free to use his powers

at his discretion. However, if the

contractor’s actions violate local laws or

otherwise earn the enmity of those in his

universe or any universe to which he

travels, the Klide will offer no special

protection or guarantee of safety. The

contractor is solely responsible for the use

of his powers. 




- The artificial unlocking of magical

talent provides the contractor with unique

magical skills, but does not necessarily

enable the contractor to learn any and all

forms of magic. 




- The contractor will be unaffected by

Vorid spells that replace extracted souls

with magic shells. He shall be able to tell

them from real people, and his memory will

remain unaltered. 



"…Xik." 
"Yes?" Xik leaned forward. "Finished
reading?" 
"There’s nothing in here about the
magic." 
"What do you mean?" 
"Say I accept the contract," Daniel said. 
"What can I do? Breathe fire? Wear pinstripe
suits? Conjure tea?" 
"Well, about that." Xik fiddled with the
collar of his suit. "I’ve no idea." 
"…you’re serious, aren’t you?" 
"Deadly," Xik said. "Magic can be
learned by those with the talent for it, but it
takes years of study to master. You are
different." Xik lifted his index finger. "I know one thing for sure: you gain what you
would call an enchantment. Any tool you use
will be very sturdy and have the capacity to
harm Vorid. The efficacy of said device will
depend on your weapon of choice and the
strength of your powers. Secondly." He
flicked his middle finger up. "It gives you
your own particular magical talent." 
"Xik, you’re killing me. Be specific." 
The frog shook his head. "I told you—I
don’t know. It depends on the individual. 
Amongst the species I’ve visited, I’ve seen
flight, telekinesis, accelerated healing, 
transmutation…it could be anything. Unlike
normal mages, you will have an intuitive
grasp of your power without the need for
sigils." 
"Sigils?" 
"The monkey wrench, as it were, of the
magician," Xik said. "A sigil serves to focus magical energy into a defined purpose. It’s
like a magic word…just more complicated. 
Point being, you don’t need them." 
"…one last question." 
"Yes?" 
"Is it really random? Picking me out of
seven billion people?" 
Xik unfolded his legs and knitted his
hands between his knees. "Natural magical
talent is a link of the soul into the energy grid
that underwrites all reality. Magic is the
ability to call upon and manipulate that
energy. Few in your universe are so lucky. 
Fewer still occupy your position—more
talent than the average person, but not so
much that it manifested as magical power." 
Xik looked at him. "You are one of those
people. In a sense, it was random." 
"In a sense." Daniel nodded. "And that solves the mystery of your persistence. I’m a
rare breed, and you need every soldier you
can get." 
"You have an incisive manner of finding
out what you want to know." 
"I just hate bullshit." 
"I see." 
Daniel sighed. He held his head in his
hands. He fiddled with the lock of hair that
hung over his eyes, spinning it in circles with
a finger. 
And then he stopped. "Can you take it
away from me?" 
"The contract’s magic?" 
"No, my pet elephant," Daniel said. He
put a hand over his eyes. "Yes, the contract. 
Can it be taken away?" 
"No. It’s permanent." 
"How permanent?" 
"Absolutely permanent," Xik said. "The contract alters the connection between your
soul and the multiversal energy field. 
Undoing that would be like un-burning a
piece of wood." 
"Great. Let’s get this over with before I
change my mind." 
Xik clapped his hands together. 
"Then…?" 
"Yeah. Where do I sign?" 
"You don’t need to." Xik peeled off one
of his white gloves, revealing smooth, lime
green skin. The frog stretched out his hand. 
"We just have to shake." 
Daniel looked at the extended hand for a
long moment. Was there any other way? No. 
He couldn’t fight the Vorid. That thing was
stuck in Felix’s back, grown into the skin—
even if he could rip it out, it would take
Felix’s insides with it. Magic was the only
thing that could save his little brother. 
Daniel started to swallow, but he
stopped halfway. It felt like trying to choke
down a basketball. 
There were two possibilities. The first, 
and the far more likely, was that he’d gone
completely insane. The second—this was all
real, and Felix’s soul was in danger of harm. 
No, not harm—removal. Erasure. 
He took Xik’s hand. 
Green fire flared down Xik’s arm. 
Angry flames coated Daniel’s hand in an
instant. He jerked free of Xik’s grip; the frog
let him go without a struggle. 
The fire didn’t burn. It wasn’t fire, 
either—it didn’t give off light. It spread like
ooze, but it flickered and wavered like fire
should. It coated his wrist, then slipped
under his clothes. It felt like moist rubber
steadily sealing him up. 
The flames rounded his shoulder, spread
down across his chest, and then up his neck. 
Daniel felt himself tense as it crept up to his
chin, but it stopped there, leaving his face
exposed. He kept his focus on his bookshelf, 
trying to ignore the rest of it. Eventually, the
wet rubber worked down his legs, squeezed
into his shoes, and curled about his toes. 
It stopped. For a moment, Daniel
relaxed. This was it—he was the Green
Lantern in a latex costume. A little more
ostentatious than he’d expected, but hey, 
maybe he’d be a real life superhero. He
started to rise. 
A beam of red light cut through the air
between Daniel and Xik. He threw himself
back down into his chair. Blinking showers
of lasers blossomed to life in seconds. 
Numbers, symbols, and lines twisted into an
intricate net within the glowing construct. 
Daniel’s eyes darted to keep up with the
changes. 
The lights formed a rough orb, which
began to spin, and it grew, like a ball of
twine picking up extra slack. Through it all, 
Xik was silent, and still, an odd green statue
that grounded the chaos. 
The rotating sphere halted. Someone
turned up the dial on the brightness. The
bedroom was dyed in maroon light. Whites
reflected pink; blacks and browns went the
color of dried blood. 
Daniel felt a punch in the chest. He
grunted and shut his eyes. A rush of air
whipped his hair and clothes and stung his
face. He struggled to get a new breath in the
high wind. 
And then it was gone. 
He sat back, snapped his eyes open, and
breathed. The red lights had vanished. He
checked himself over. The green coating was
gone. No injuries. 
"How do you feel?" Xik asked. 
"I guess…" Daniel blinked a few times. 
"…well…about the same, really." 
"First you need to learn about your new
sense, and how to conceal yourself. Close
your eyes and relax." 
Daniel did as he was instructed. A few
long breaths helped his heart return to a
normal pace. "Ok." 
"Scrying—that’s what you’re about to
do—takes concentration. The only rule is
that you must be still. Remember that." 
Daniel nodded and shut his eyes. "Now," Xik continued, "imagine stretching your mind
outside your body, floating up into the room. 
Push yourself out of your body." 
Daniel prepared himself for a herculean
effort of will. Xik made it sound simple, but
from what he’d seen so far, magic was
anything but. He braced his hands on the
armrests of his chair and mentally shoved
himself through his skull. 
It was a bit hard to tell if anything had
happened. 
"Open your eyes." 
Daniel opened them. They widened
immediately. The color had gone. 
Everything was cast in shades of grey. 
The edges of objects wavered as if made out
of smoke. He was a spirit in some ethereal
alternate reality. 
"Very good." Daniel turned. Next to him
was a shining sphere of light. It pulsed as it
spoke. "The light is me. You look about the
same, just so you know. Come. I’ll show you
your brother, and the Vorid. To move about, 
simply will it. It will happen. Just like
moving an arm or a leg." 
It turned out to be as easy as advertised. 
Daniel followed Xik’s sphere without
trouble. They passed right through Daniel’s
door like phantoms, then floated across the
upstairs landing and down into the living
room. Felix was on the couch, watching TV. 
He was a bright fire compared to the pale, 
ghostly cushions, almost painful to look at. 
The Vorid was latched onto his back
like a leech. Its tentacles wound through
Felix’s body, wrapping around him in
patterned, pulsing net. 
And he could see it now—the pattern. It
reminded him of Xik’s magic, only smaller, 
less complex, a carefully constructed tangle
of black lines and sigils. A dark cloud rested
around it, the antithesis of Felix’s white soul. 
Daniel watched it with sick fascination. "Can
it see us?" 
"No. Vorid spawn have little
intelligence and no magic of their own." 
"How do I kill it?" 
"Let’s return to our bodies first." 
Xik’s white ball went up. Daniel
followed. They slipped through the ceiling
and back into his room. 
Daniel focused on moving himself back
into his head, and in a moment, he was there. 
He blinked. The color was back. The smoky
fog had vanished, replaced with the straight, 
solid lines of reality. 
"You’re a natural." 
"Are there any limits on that?" Daniel
asked. 
"Did you notice how everything
appeared rather hazy? Indistinct?" Daniel
nodded to him. "The further you are from
your body, the worse that grows. If you kept
going, everything would become a solid blur. 
There’s a certain risk of getting lost, so stay
conservative when you scry. There’s no time
limit, and it’s not very taxing, but you still
need to eat and drink at some point." 
"…what happens if I didn’t come back
to my body?" 
"It would seem as though you’d fallen
into a permanent coma. But don’t worry
about it. As your power grows, you’ll see
further at a glance. You won’t have to
physically move your spirit." 
"I still have to sit still though, right?" 
"Yes." Xik waved a few fingers in a
circle. "Three dimensional movement creates
ripples in the energetic continuum which
obscure the senses." 
"…oh yeah, right. Sure. Energetic
continuum." 
"Sorry. If you moved, you’d just see
static, so when you scry, keep still. There are
ways around this, but supposing I could even
get you one, the inertialess systems we have
installed on our ships are as large as your
house. Not very practical for personal use." 
Daniel’s mind spun, but he filed away
the idea of interdimensional space ships in
the back of his head. More pressing matters
were at hand. "So what kind of drawbacks
does magic have? Just in general?" 
"It will tire you just like any other task," 
Xik said. "Consider it a muscle. Stronger
people can do more without as much strain. 
You’ll have to find your limits on your own. 
Be sure to practice regularly." 
"Ok. So." Daniel slapped his hands on
his knees. "Vorid. Killing." 
"Spawn are easy to destroy, even as
weak as you are now," Xik said. Daniel was
a bit miffed at that comment, but he kept his
mouth shut. "First we need to find out what
your talent is. A moment." Xik closed his
eyes and murmured something. He waved his
hand, but nothing happened that Daniel could
see. After some silence, he looked up. 
"Speed. And a secondary ability, to imbue
objects with durability and force. That goes
beyond their ability to harm Vorid." 
"I thought I’d be throwing fireballs or
something." 
"An important aspect of magic is
physical enhancement. You can move faster
than the average human. Running speed, 
reflexes." 
"So I’m the Flash?" 
Xik frowned, baffled. "Afraid I’m not
familiar." 
"He’s a superhero." 
"Superhero?" 
"A hero," Daniel said, "only super." 
"…how illuminating." 
"Don’t worry about it." 
Xik cleared his throat. "Your secondary
ability will be useful. Your enchantment can
apply to more or less anything you touch, but
you should work with your hands first. That
will help you get used to manipulating the
energy." 
Daniel rubbed his knuckles. "I don’t
really want to touch that thing." 
"No time for squeamishness. But don’t
be in a hurry, there’s plenty more
fundamentals." 
"Felix doesn’t have the time for this sh -
" Daniel stopped himself, and took a breath. 
"The sooner, the better." 
"I’ll explain as quickly as possible," 
Xik said. "But this is important, so listen
closely." Daniel leaned forward. "Contractor magic—your powers—are already
undetectable by other magicians. Your soul, 
however, can still be detected. That’s going
to be a problem if you’re ever found
somewhere you’re not supposed to be." 
"Ok. So what do I do about it?" 
"What I’m about to teach you is more
valuable than the strongest attack. Not even
the Vorid have grasped Klide concealment
techniques. To be hidden is to survive." 
****
Daniel trod down the stairs and into the
living room the old fashioned way. Felix
was still lounging on the couch. After-school
cartoons blared from the television. 
Apparently all the fun upstairs didn’t leak
out. Xik walked next to him, watching. 
"Hey Felix," Daniel said. 
Felix’s eyes stayed on the TV. "Huh?" 
"Stand up for a second." Daniel grabbed
Felix under the shoulders, lifted him up, and
set him on his feet. The Vorid wobbled
slightly. Daniel’s face scrunched up. That
thing was nasty. 
"What are you doing?" Felix said. "I’m trying to watch!" 
"Hold still. There’s something on your
back." 
Daniel drew his fist back and
concentrated. A tendril of force snaked from
his core and out into his hand. The skin of his
forearm and fingers glowed with soft white
light. He punched the Vorid straight on. 
It shrieked like a cat thrown into a pool. 
A smoking, cracked crater was left on its
spine, harsh and pale against the black. The
tentacles withdrew from Felix and snapped
back into its body like a turtle retreating into
its shell. It leapt off Felix’s back and
skittered across the floor. 
"Don’t let it get away!" Xik shouted. 
The Vorid made for the front of the
house. Daniel pounded his legs into the
ground, and, in an instant, he’d passed it by. 
He swiveled, surprised by his own
speed, but managed to get himself between it
and the door. The Vorid hesitated. Daniel
came down hard with his foot, pushing the
power into his heel. It tried to jump again, 
but the bottom of his shoe was faster. He
crushed it like a cockroach. 
It twitched once, went still; and then it
started to fall apart. The slimy black body
crumbled to a fine dust. 
If they weren’t inside, he’d think a wind
had caught the remains. The pile of crumbs
drifted into the air like dust kicked high on a
hot day—black, volcanic dust. The dark
cloud rushed into Daniel’s chest. 
A surge of energy hit him like a rock. 
His heart skipped a beat, injected with the
magical equivalent of an adrenaline shot and
five cups of coffee. His fists clenched tight. 
It felt good. 
Felix turned around and scratched his
head. "Uh…what was that about?" 
Daniel straightened and relaxed his
hands. "Nothing. Just messing with you." 
Felix made a face and looked back at the
TV. "Aww, I just missed the best part! You
suck!" 
"You suck more." 
"Your face sucks." 
For a moment, Daniel almost responded
with the expected response drilled into him
by a lifetime spent in the American school
system: your mom sucks. 
But he couldn’t say that. Not to Felix. 
Daniel snapped his fingers and squinted
hard. "You win this time, Fitzgerald. But I’ll
have my revenge!" Felix laughed and
plopped back on the couch. Crisis averted. 
"I’m gonna take a walk, ok?" Daniel said. 
Felix shrugged. "Ok. See you." 
Daniel locked the front door and went
around the edge of his house. He stopped at
the corner near where a few tall shrubs
shielded him from the road. He tightened his
fist and focused. In a moment, the white
power was back, coating his hand like a
glove. The energy waited patiently, waiting
to be released. 
He dropped his hand, then gathered the
power into his feet and jumped. White light
burst under his shoes. He leapt into the air at
least as high as he was tall, then fell onto his
butt and rolled over in the grass. He did it
again, this time grabbing the edge of the roof
with his hands. He pulled himself up and
walked around on the tile. He’d never been
up on the roof of his house. 
"Having fun?" 
Daniel jumped back, then sighed. Xik
had appeared next to him. "Would you stop
doing that?" 
"I enjoy your surprise," Xik said. "It’s the only time I can get something out of you." 
Daniel stretched his arms. "So did I just
get a ton of strength from that thing?" 
"No, not at all. Killing spawn is like
stomping ants. You’ll have to take out quite a
few to feel a significant difference. This is
mostly all what you had inside yourself." 
Daniel looked his pinstriped friend up
and down. "I feel like I could sprint a mile. 
And do a hundred pushups." 
"Right after absorption, you’ll gain a
boost to your stamina, and heal faster, too," 
Xik explained. "Even without magic, your
normal physical abilities will improve. 
You’ll probably find you need much less
sleep, if any at all. The night won’t hinder
you—your eyesight will improve to
compensate." 
"Sounds convenient." Daniel punched
his fist into his palm. "So. Three days? Now
that I’m a superhuman, think I can take on that
extractor?" 
"Absolutely not. You’re not to touch any
more Vorid, not until it’s come and gone." 
"What?! Why the hell not?!" 
"Because it would swat you like a fly." 
Daniel drew back. That was as stern a tone
as Xik had taken with him. "Your brother
was the exception. One missing spawn will
go unnoticed. More, and you’ll draw
attention that will kill you." 
It slowly coalesced inside Daniel’s
brain. "…I wait until the extractor passes
through. Then I go on a spawn killing-spree
to increase my strength. A month later, when
it comes back, I kill it then." 
"Indeed. And when you kill that one, a
replacement will come. And if you kill that
one, then more." 
"Then what’s stopping them from
annihilating me right now?" 
"You have once miniscule, flimsy
advantage," Xik said. "Obscurity." 
Daniel thought back to his magic lesson. 
"You mean concealing my presence, like you
showed me?" 
"That will hide you from any scrying
magic users, yes," Xik said. He waved a
hand. "But that’s not really what I was
getting at. The Vorid forces here are on
autopilot. Earth is rather densely populated, 
but it’s in a lonely corner of the multiverse, 
which is an extremely big place." Xik made
his frog smile. "The Klide keep their main
forces somewhat locked-up, after all. 
Meanwhile, to keep expanding, their war
machine invades elsewhere on their behalf." 
"…so I’m not even fighting the Vorid, 
I’m fighting their robots? What the hell?" 
"It all stems from the same magic, and
so you can absorb it," Xik said. "The spawn are biological. The extractors are machines. 
Both are just engineered constructs. They
follow programmed instructions resting at
the juncture of magic and technology." 
"…so…as long as I’m careful, the real
ones won’t show up, right?" 
"Your magicians have dug in their
heels." Xik shrugs. "They have no choice. 
Humans are being harvested everywhere. But
noticeable delays in schedule will show up
in their analyses. It won’t be long until they
launch a real attack. In the meantime, your
goal is to cautiously build your strength." 
"You mentioned something else—an
overseer." 
"I did. Spawns are created and
maintained by extractors. Extractors
themselves are automatons; they can adapt
somewhat to a changing situation, but as you
said, they’re just magical robots. They can’t
really plan ahead. Overseers are the first
actual sentient individual within the Vorid." 
"What’s above them?" 
"Soul energy is like their currency," Xik
said. "Their overseers are as farmers and are
the majority of their population. Above them
are the nobility, the lords and their families, 
the warrior caste. Above them, several
thousand of what you might call princes, who
each command the loyalty of many lower
nobles." 
"Who’s the boss?" 
"The royal family, led by their king." 
Daniel put his hands on his hips. "Are
you serious? Why are the Vorid here, feeding
on us? If they’re so advanced, can’t they do
something else for energy besides suck out
our souls? Invasions sound really
inefficient." 
"You’re right, of course," Xik said, 
"though you underestimate the amount of
energy in a soul. Like an atom, souls have
huge amounts of potential energy given their
size. But for them, it’s a religious matter." 
"…are you joking?" 
"Absolutely not," Xik said. "They have a doctrine of continual expansion and
conquest. They’ve consumed all the sentient
life in their home universe and have ventured
beyond it in search of greener pastures. They
consider it their holy mission to reunite all
the magic of the universe, all the souls, back
into one supreme being from whom their king
claims descent. They believe that this act
will activate a magical singularity that will
overcome the natural degradation of entropy
and reset the entire multiverse. Then, the
cycle will repeat. If they don’t do this, they
believe that all useful energy will inevitably
be consumed and everything will languor for
all eternity in total dissociated heat death. In
order to propagate life, they must consume
it." 
Daniel took a long breath. "Holy shit." 
"Quite." 
"Back up a minute. What’s a heat
death?" 
"The probable end of every universe. 
You know that your star is burning through
its fuel, correct?" 
"Well, yeah," Daniel said. "But it’s got enough for a few billion years, right?" 
"True. But what happens when it runs
out?" Xik pointed into the sky. "The sun is the energy source of your entire solar system. 
You could move to another sun, use other
stars. But eventually, eons into the future, 
they will all burn themselves out. That, or
collect into black holes. But even black
holes will eventually radiate away the last of
their energy. One by one, all the billions of
galaxies will vanish into blackness. The
universe will be nothing but scattered gases
and background heat—a silent state known
as heat death. The energy which sustains life
and motion itself will have been used up." 
Daniel mulled it over in his head. "And
their solution to this problem, basically, is to
gather everything together?" 
"Yes. We’ve run the numbers, to borrow
a saying from your language. According to

our mathematics, it doesn’t work out. 
Therefore, on both moral and factual
grounds, we oppose their campaign of
universal genocide." 
"You gave me the impression they were
bugs. Mindless drones." Daniel sat on the
roof tiles and folded his legs underneath him. 
He looked up. Puffy clouds floated along in
the sky, oblivious to the tiny things on the
ground. "This is worse. They’re an empire of
zealots. They must think what they’re doing
is the right thing to do." 
"You’ve grasped the situation soundly. 
We tried to reason with them, but our many
diplomatic missions have all been destroyed. 
We’ve long since stopped sending them." 
Xik folded his arms behind his back. 
"They’re a monolithic force trying to crush
everything. What I’ve told you is most of the
little we’ve learned about them. They aren’t
interested in cultural exchange." 
"This is a hell of a lot to take in." 
"It is the reality of the world you live
in." 
"It’s kind of depressing," Daniel said. 
"We’re fighting for a universe that will burn
out." 
"Better than a universe in which
everyone is dead." 
"Can’t argue with that." 
"In any case," Xik added, "that end is still an unfathomably long time away. Over
100 trillion years for your universe, about
the same for mine. Enough time, I suspect, 
for us to find a better solution." He made a
sort of grim smile. "We’ll be gone by then
anyway." 
Daniel looked back. "Hey, if you’re so
advanced, don’t you have super-medicine? 
Immortality?" 
"We live about 400 years. That is
considered…enough. After that time, we
have a choice to either commit ourselves to
recycling or go into stasis. Or keep living—
but that’s frowned upon." 
"So -" 
Xik raised his white-gloved hand. "I
can’t go into the details, Mr. Fitzgerald. It’s
a bit hypocritical, but aside from giving you
the means to defend yourself, I’m not to
interfere. Especially concerning technology." 
Daniel shrugged in acceptance. The
Klide lifestyle wasn’t really relevant, 
anyway. Earth had bigger problems. "So…
extractors are pretty tough?" 
"One could rip you limb from limb quite
easily." 
"Thanks for the vote of confidence." 
Daniel rubbed his nose. "And overseers?" 
"There are a variety," Xik said, "though the most common aren’t very flexible, for
magicians. Makes them easier to train. Their
magic is still extremely powerful, of course, 
and being a sentient individual as smart as
you or I, they’re much more dangerous." 
"You know…if we don’t kill that
extractor, a lot of people are going to die in
three days." 
"Yes. A lot of people." 
"Isn’t there anything we can do?" 
"No." 
Daniel didn’t know what he felt then. 
He’d signed the contract and had his magic, 
and he was still a useless weakling. The
world was spitting on him and laughing
about it. 
Xik must have seen it on his face. 
"Remember this anger, Daniel. Remember
how you felt when you saw a spawn on your
brother’s back. You’ll need that feeling." 
"You think so?" 
"Your earth is a complicated place. 
Humans, like many races, are capable of
great irrationality, be it from love, or hate. I
fear that the Vorid are merely one of your
worries." 
"…I’m not surprised." 
"Really?" Xik said. "So suspecting of
your own people?" 
Daniel shifted on the tile somewhat, 
drawing in one of his legs. "You mentioned
love and hate. You forgot fear. I wonder
what a wizard is afraid of?" 
Xik gave him a grim nod. "Your magical
orders might very well have hidden more
history from us than we expected." 
"Everyone has skeletons in their closet." 
"Too true." 
"I don’t blame them, though. Seriously." 
"The ever-pragmatic Mr. Fitzgerald
doesn’t blame them for the consequences of
their fear?" 
"I don’t have a right to," Daniel said, 
"considering I’m no longer human, am I? I
turned myself into a monster to get what I
wanted." 
"…that’s quite a suggestion." 
"It’s true." Daniel looked at his hands. "I have to kill things, now. It’s part of the
program." He stared at his fingers a bit
longer, then glanced back to Xik. "But we’d
rather die on our feet than live on our knees. 
Said a great man at some time. I forget." 
"…I’ll remember your words," Xik
said. "I am sorry, Daniel." 
"It’s the reality of the world I live in," 
Daniel repeated. He sighed. "I can’t trust
anyone, can I? Wizards, or contractors. I’m
wanted by one group as a criminal, and by
the others as a potential source of power." 
"Not everyone is bad. But yes." Xik
turned away. His voice was quiet. "Stay
hidden, Daniel. Stay safe." 
"Are you leaving?" 
"You’ve put me behind schedule." Xik
smiled. "…I was surprised you changed your
mind so quickly, though. Even if it was for
your brother." 
"…if this…" Daniel murmured. "If it’s
all a dream—if it’s all some insane
nightmare, it doesn’t matter what I do. But on
the off-chance it’s real, I should take it
seriously. That’s what I decided." 
"You would come to that sort of
conclusion." Xik walked to the end of the
roof and raised a hand. "Until we meet
again." 
"Happy trails." 
Xik paused. "A question. Do you really
think my appearance is off-putting? No one
else said anything." 
"Totally. Just get a simple black suit. 
My eyes bug out every time you move." 
Xik tipped his puke-colored top hat. 
"Then I suppose I will." And then he
vanished. 
Daniel slipped the stone Xik had given
him after explaining how to conceal himself
out of his pocket. It was a smoky green oval, 
cold and smooth. He rolled it through his
fingers. It didn’t even need magic to work; he
just had to squeeze hard. Xik couldn’t help
him fight, but if he absolutely needed to talk, 
Daniel had a line of communication to the
Klide. 
For a moment, Daniel almost didn’t
believe any of it had happened. He closed
his eyes. The tang of his magic power was
there, a burning ball at his center, a white
little flame. But for some reason, his insides
were numb. He laid back and folded his
arms behind his head. 
A multiverse hurtling toward an
inevitable heat death 100 trillion years in the
future. An alien race of religious fanatics
bent on absorbing all sentient life. Another
alien race fighting back. A world of
magicians living in secret. And himself, a
contractor, a human Vorid that could absorb
his enemies and grow stronger. 
All in less than 24 hours. And here he
was, relaxing on his roof. Maybe video
games really did desensitize you to this stuff. 
Except if he died, he wasn’t going to
pop back to life. 
There had to be a good reason the
absorption magic was forbidden. Something
terrible had happened; he was sure of it. 
That’s how people operated. Given a car
accident, they put up a stop sign. After the
fact, sure, but at least they acted. 
But it was also the only choice he had. 
Besides, it was like Xik had said—weapons
weren’t intrinsically good or bad. It was
how they were used that mattered. 
Or, he’d just made himself the bad guy. 
A monster. A nuke about to go off. 
Daniel sighed. Worrying about the
morality of it wouldn’t do him any good. He
was a contractor now. A Klide mercenary. 
More practically, he was isolated. He
couldn’t rely on whatever organization was
already out there, and he definitely couldn’t
rely on other contractors. He was on his
own. 
Daniel put the green stone back in his
pocket and jumped down from the roof. 


****
On Sunday night, Daniel lay awake in
his bed. He stared at the clock for a while. 
His jaw ached. He clutched his sheets up to
his chin. 
It felt like cowering from the
boogeyman. 
Tense as he was, he could easily feel the
tiny white orb at his core, his very soul
itself. It was his connection to magic—to the
underlying motive force of the multiverse. 
The width of that energetic pipeline that
determined magical strength. Daniel’s was
still small…but bright. 
As Xik had taught him, he hid it away. 
He mentally buried himself with plastic
wrap, one layer at a time. Like scrying, it
wasn’t that hard—willing it was enough. He
just had to stay focused. 
Xik hadn’t gone into much detail on the
sigil-based human magic, but the contract
made it possible for him to exercise his
powers intuitively, just like Xik’s race. He
didn’t have to direct things with sigils, or
structured spells—just keep his mind sharp
and his thoughts clear. In terms of magic, he
was more Klide than human. 
Something sharp and dark cut at
Daniel’s senses. He clenched up even
tighter, balling his knees into his chest. 
It faded. 
Daniel kept himself wrapped in his
blankets and his powers. He stared at the
clock on the wall. For thirty long minutes, the
wall-mounted device became a terrible
machine counting his time away. 
Click. Clack. 
Click. Clack. 
Click. Cla-
The dark edge came again. 
It was like the sheen of an oil slick at
night—black, but viewed at the right angle, 
suddenly reflective, the colors oddly twisted
and warped. And there was a sort of stench
that hung over it, somewhere between bad
gas and old car engines, that made you think
you’d never breath fresh air again. An oil
spill on the fabric of reality. 
And then it was gone. 
Daniel couldn’t fall asleep, but he
wouldn’t want to anyway. He waited another
hour, eyes peeled, senses as keen as he could
make them. 
Nothing happened. 
He crawled out of bed and checked his
brother’s room. Felix was tangled up in his
comforter. His breath was the small, even
wisps of deep sleep. Safe and sound. 
Daniel slipped back to his bed. He slept
in fits and starts, twenty minutes there, ten
minutes here. The ticking of the clock echoed
in his head. Even when he dozed, he could
still hear it, a constant, glaring clatter that
wouldn’t leave him alone. When his alarm
finally sounded, he felt like he’d been staring
at the wall all night. 
The morning tumbled into an exhausted
blur. Hot water from a shower. Dressed. 
Bowl of cereal. Then school. Lockers
slamming. Glaring fluorescent lights. Pale
yellow hallways. 
History class came, and he finally
unloaded that paper on Mrs. Faldey’s desk. 
He trudged to the back of the room and
slumped into his chair. 
His classmates babbled. Everyone
flipped out notebooks and pens and pencils. 
The normality of the sounds was like a
lullaby. He was half asleep by the time Mrs. 
Faldey’s voice squeaked through the air. 
"Good morning, good morning! Hope
nobody’s caught senioritis at the last
minute!" 
For a moment, Daniel felt a flash of ugly
annoyance at being shaken back to the
present, but he couldn’t stay mad at her. He
rubbed his eyes, then blinked to clear the
bleary haze. 
Mrs. Faldey had to turn sideways to fit
her love handles through the door; her bright
red dress was big enough to substitute for a
circus tent. Her eyes quickly found the
towering stack of history reports leaning off
her desk. "I see I’ve got some light reading
ahead of me. Everyone turned in their paper? 
Anything after today is a letter grade off the
top!" 
Daniel’s thoughts trailed back to
immediate concerns as she began her usual
lecture. Xik claimed he would need less
sleep, but apparently that hadn’t kicked in
yet. He was too tired to care. 
But not even Mrs. Faldey’s vibrating
soprano could keep him awake for long. His
head bobbed, then nodded, then found a
lovely pillow in the form of his folded arms. 
He was enveloped in a dreamless nap. 
The bell clanged in Daniel’s ears. His
eyes shot open. For a moment, he wasn’t sure
where he was, and then his brain restarted. 

School. History class. Tired. 
Daniel peeled his face off a bit of drool
that had accumulated on his desk. He
automatically moved to jam his notebook in
his bag, but he hadn’t even gotten it out in the
first place. He shook his head to clear the
cobwebs, and after a slow recovery, he
ended up at the back of the pack leaving
class. 
Mrs. Faldey cleared her throat as he
went by. "I saw you sleeping back there, Mr. 
Fitzgerald. Have a late night writing my
paper?" 
He shook his head. "No, something
else." 
"Oh, really? I expect your usual
precision, then!" 
Daniel started to turn away. Something
in him skittered. He blinked a few times, 
hard. 
A white haze surrounded her body. It
formed a thick sheen all the way around her
person, as if she’d been outlined in chalk. 
He’d been so out of it he hadn’t noticed. 
"Daniel? Are you alright?" 
He tried to shake the cobwebs out of his
head, but when he looked back at her, the
outline was still there. "Um…fine. I need
some coffee or something." 
"It’s that Mr. Griggs pushing you all
again, isn’t it? That man is incorrigible." 
Daniel pushed his lips up in a smile so
false it felt like he was wearing a mask. "I
guess so. See you tomorrow." 
Mrs. Faldey sat her arms up against her
hips. "You be sure to go to the nurse if
you’re feeling under the weather, alright?" 
"Yeah." 
Daniel wandered through the halls. The
bell rang again. He didn’t hear it. His feet
carried him to his next class by habit. 
"…Dan? Hello!" Mr. Griggs snapped
his fingers. "Earth to Fitzgerald!" 
Daniel jerked his head up. "What?" 
The class burst into laughter. Daniel
was still standing in the doorway. Mr. 
Griggs sighed. "Everyone’s half dead
because of that history paper. Get to your
seat before I have a hernia." Daniel went
over and sat down as Mr. Griggs muttered
something about Mrs. Faldey. 
Mrs. Faldey. She was a shell. Sometime
over the weekend, between when he’d seen
her last and gaining his powers, she’d had
her soul sucked out. Extracted. And now she
was a shell. What the hell was going to
happen to her? 
Daniel forced himself awake to avoid
giving Mr. Griggs ammunition, and escaped
English without further event. It was then that
he caught a glimpse of Kyle’s red mohawk. 
Kyle was outlined in a band white fog. 
He was a shell, just the same. Daniel
watched him carefully, but he was headed
the other way. 
He didn’t feel an iota of concern for that
crack-smoking idiot. 
But Mrs. Faldey was innocent. Mrs. 
Faldey was a sweet old history teacher that
actually cared about people. Mrs. Faldey let
him sleep in her class because he wrote good
papers. He liked Mrs. Faldey. 


****
"Hey, um…Mrs. Faldey?" 
She stopped with her keys in her car
door. Daniel stood a few feet from her in the
teacher’s lot outside his scholastic
penitentiary. He could feel the black asphalt
under his shoes, radiating heat after sitting in
the sun all day. 
"Hello Daniel!" She waited, expecting
him to speak, but when he didn’t say
anything, she started again. "Is there
something I can do for you?" 
"No, just…" 

Your soul’s been ripped out. You’re

magical residue of your former self. You

have less than a week to live. 
"Well," he said, "it’s summer and
everything…I mow lawns to earn a bit of
cash, and I thought I might as well ask, since
I saw you." 
Mrs. Faldey’s cheeks brightened with a
twin-dimpled smile. "That’s very nice of you
to offer. You know, it’s just getting a little
high. Do you know my address? Maybe you
could come over tomorrow." 
"I wouldn’t mind today." 
"Are you sure? You were a bit sleepy
earlier, to say the least." 
"I’m young, I can take it. I can do it now, 
if you’re going home." 
She chuckled. "Well, how about I give
you a ride to my house? You can use my
lawnmower." 
"That’d be great." 
They clambered into her old Honda
civic. Her weight made it rock slightly on its
wheels as she slumped into the driver’s seat. 
The interior smelled like pinecones and old
people. As they started down the road, 
Daniel sent a text to Felix explaining where
he was. 
It turned out her house was less than a
mile from Daniel’s. The Cape Cod shape
was there, but that was the end of any
similarity. The paint was faded; one of the
shutters was broken. Even from the ground
he could tell her gutters were clogged. The
lawn was an overgrown mess. 
She opened her garage. It was
immaculate, strictly organized; a strange
contrast to the outside of the house. She
pointed. "See the gas canister there?" 
"Yeah. I know the drill." 
"Well, if you get tired, you just come
right on inside. Be sure to kick your shoes
off, though." 
Daniel spent the next hour dragging the
lawn mower back and forward over her
savanna. It was flat ground, but the stuff was
so high he had to go over most of it twice. 
There was enough dead grass to choke what
remained to death, so he borrowed a rake
from the garage. Another half hour later, he’d
made a Kilimanjaro-sized pile of grass
clippings on the corner of the driveway. He
equipped an old pair of gardening gloves and
started shoving it into plastic bags. 
The afternoon sun went low. Sweat
stuck his clothes to his skin. Just as he was
thinking he needed a gallon or three of water, 
Mrs. Faldey appeared carrying a glass of
iced lemonade. "Freshly squeezed!" 
Daniel stripped his gloves and sucked it
down. He smacked his lips. "Thanks. I’ll be
done in a minute." 
"I saw you from the window, and I just
felt so bad I started baking some cookies. Do
you like chocolate chip?" 
Daniel chugged the rest of his drink, and
wiped his mouth with his sleeve. "Yeah. My
favorite." 
"Perfect. Well, I’ll see you in a minute!" 
She waddled back inside, his empty cup in
hand. 
Daniel finished up and kicked his grass-
stained shoes off before walking in the
garage door. He was glad he did; the wood
floors were polished so bright he winced. 
Shiny china filled a long cabinet in the
hallway. Dust was an ancient enemy that
Mrs. Faldey had long since vanquished. 
The scent of warm cookies sat in the air, 
rich and heavy. He followed his nose into the
kitchen. 
A golden horde of cookies lay over the
round kitchen table. Mrs. Faldey honed in on
him before he could reach the goods. "Wash
your hands, you’re not touching a thing until
you get that dirt off!" Daniel obediently
scrubbed off at her sink. "Ok, sit, sit." 
He sat at her table. He pinched a cookie
from the table and popped it into his mouth. 
It tasted like melted chocolate and love. 
A full glass of milk materialized next to
him, and Mrs. Faldey sat with her own cup. 
They had a few quiet moments, sharing the
soft bliss of oven-warm pastries. 
After his fifth in a row, Daniel sat back
and patted his stomach. "I haven’t had
cookies in forever." 
"Well, you’re welcome to them any time
you want." She reached into her pocket and
pulled out a twenty dollar bill. "Is this
enough?" 
"More than enough." He put it in his
wallet. "Thank you." 
"Oh no, thank you. That lawn was out of
control. I might have to ask you to tackle it
again!" 
"…yeah." 
"We ought to get you home, then, hmm?" 
"Yep." 
"Alright then." Mrs. Faldey stood and
extracted a piece of Tupperware from one of
the cabinets. She scooped a dozen cookies
into it and snapped it shut. "Here, take a few
home. You have a younger brother, is that
right? Felix?" 
Daniel nodded. A little smile grew on
his face. "These’ll be gone by tomorrow." 
"Good!" 
The drive home wasn’t eventful. She
pulled into his driveway. Daniel stepped out
of the car, but stopped with a hand on the
door. "Hey, Mrs. Faldey?" 
"Yes?" 
"…your gutters looked a little clogged. I
could clean them out. I’ve done that with my
dad a couple of times." 
"That would be great! Tomorrow, then, 
or some other time?" 
"Tomorrow’s fine. Can I go to the
history classroom after the last bell?" 
"I’ll meet you there, Mr. Fitzgerald." 
She waved her hands as if looking into a
crystal ball. "I see more twenties in your
immediate future!" 
Daniel laughed and leaned back. 
"Thanks for the ride home." He shut the door. 
She backed into the road, gave a friendly
honk of her horn, then peeled away. 
He could see the white outline of her
shell through the Civic as it rolled down the
street. 


****
That night, Daniel went out to the track
by his school. The skies were clear, and the
moon gave him a good amount of light. It was
humid out. His jeans dampened when he
walked through the grass. 
He grasped his stopwatch, then set
himself on the end of the track. He
concentrated his power in his legs. A gold-
white light crackled over his clothes from his
hips down to his ankles. 
He clicked the stopwatch and lunged
forward. His shoes pounded the track, filling
the air with a repetitive thwack. When he
reached the 100-meter line, he clicked the
watch again, and slowly let himself jog to a
stop. 
He glanced down. 7.4 seconds. 
He was the fastest man in the world. 
He sat down on the track. He didn’t feel
tired. He wasn’t even breathing hard. 
The magic, the war—maybe it was all in
his head. He could be sitting in a padded
room right now. 
But maybe it was real. And that meant
this was war. It wasn’t a distant campaign in
some unpronounceable country two oceans
away. He was the soldier. He was sitting on
the field of battle right now. 
Xik was right—in terms of relevance, 
Aplington was a lonely outpost on the edge
of Antarctica. But there was power in
obscurity. 
A lonely wind brushed his back. It was
quiet. 
Time to hunt. 
Daniel stood, pulled on the ski mask
he’d jammed in his pocket, and walked to the
first block near his school. The road
reflected the rusty yellow of overhead
streetlights. He closed his eyes and scryed. 
The world turned grey. There was no
longer any difference between brightly lit
and darkened areas. It all had the same
diffuse, ambient light, an overcast day that
went on forever. 
He pushed out and away, and he was
floating, a little dot of white fire in the ether. 
He drifted toward a house on his left. As he
approached, he could see the searing white
outlines of people through the walls. They
were resting in their beds. The telltale black
splotch of Vorid spawn was absent. He
sighed in relief. 
That was not the case in the next house. 
A bearish old man was in bed on the
second floor of his Cape Cod house. An ugly
black smudge of ink and smog clung to his
back. He shifted restlessly, unable to get
comfortable, blissfully ignorant of the root
cause. 
Daniel drifted back to his body, then
made for the lawn of the house. He put a
hand on his chin and considered his options. 
The front door seemed a bit too obvious. 
The lights of a car flashed around the
street corner. He ducked between bushes
marking the edge of the old man’s property. 
The car rolled past, continuing on deeper
into the neighborhood. 
He sighed, then stood. And then he saw
his way in—an ivy lattice was built into the
wall below the old man’s window. He set
his hands into the wood slats and tested his
weight. It creaked a bit, but held him. He
began a slow climb to the second floor. 
The window was shut tight. He peered
in, making sure the man was actually
snoozing, then pressed his hands against the
glass. He pushed up. It didn’t move. 
Daniel fished around in his pocket for
his Swiss army knife. He flicked open the
tiny saw and wedged it under the crack in the
window near one of the locks. 
He pushed power out to his hand. His
fingers were coated in the magic as if he
were wearing gloves—and his tool picked
up that effect. The red handle and steel
appendages were bleached solid white. His
fingertips felt as if they were being pressed
against something that was vibrating—there
was a slight loss of sensation, a touch of
numbness. A small hum reached his ears. Not
too loud, though. That was good. 
He set the tool against the edge of the
lock and started to saw. The grating made
him wince, but the magic made it quick
work. In five strokes, he sliced through the
plastic. The second lock went just as
quickly. 
He put his palms on the window pane
and slowly pushed up. Unfortunately, he’d
drastically underestimated how the magic
enhanced his finger strength. 
The window snapped up, clacking hard
into place. Daniel reeled backward, off-
balance, and his arms flew in circles, 
grasping for something, anything. 
His left hand caught part of the wood
lattice. He twisted backward and smacked
against the side of the house. One of his feet
slipped off the wood. His focus was shot, 
and the white light of the magic flickered
silent. 
His fingers were wedged between the
wood and the house siding, and now they
were bending back, straining to hold his
body up. Daniel shoved as much power as he
could into that arm. A thrumming filled the
air and a light like a torch bathed the yard. 
He dragged himself back and threw
himself over the windowsill. With his head
now hanging in the bedroom, he looked up, 
expecting the worst. 
The old man dragged on a long, rattling
snore, rolled away from him, and fell still. 
Daniel let out an unsteady breath. He
inched his body through the window and set
ginger toes down on the carpet. 
With the man’s back now facing him, the
Vorid was right in Daniel’s sights. He crept
along, wincing at creaks and groans in the
floorboards. He made it to the edge of the
bed without further incident. 
Daniel paused. He glanced at his feet. 
He looked up at the old man. 
He hadn’t really thought this far ahead. 
How was he going to kill that thing without
waking the bastard up? 
Daniel worked a finger into his hair and
turned it in a circle. The lock of hair flipped
up, then down, then around. He tapped his
thigh with his other hand. 
The finger turning his hair stopped. Ok. I

got this. 
Daniel reached out over the bed with
both hands. He pushed magic into both of
them at the same time. Each hand and wrist
glowed with a white power-glove. The
Vorid slithered slightly. 
Daniel brought his hands together, 
catching the Vorid on either side of its
mucus-coated carapace, and squeezed. It
shrieked and flailed like cat dropped in a
boiling pot. Inky tentacles withdrew from the
man, then slapped and beat at Daniel’s arms. 
Where it hit his power-coated skin, it only
burned itself, but he quickly earned a series
of lashes on his chest. 
A blade-like appendage stabbed out and
opened a burning cut on Daniel’s shoulder. 
He stumbled backward, weathering the storm
of blows, barely keeping his hands on the
thing. He fell to the floor, and the parasite
was on top of him, biting, whipping, 
clawing. It nipped at his face with the pincer
jaws of a scorpion. 
Daniel grunted and squeezed harder. 
The Vorid stopped attacking, and started
squirming ferociously in an attempt to
extricate itself. Daniel bared his teeth and
dug his nails into its flesh. 
The spawn screamed. A glass on the
man’s dresser shattered. Water sprayed over
the floor. Daniel winced and pushed harder. 
The Vorid’s shell-like carapace
snapped in two, and his magic-coated hands
mashed the soft bits into pulp. The bits and
pieces clinging to his arms vaporized to
black dust. It swirled up into the air, 
collecting itself into a black cloud that then
rushed into his chest. Daniel lay on his back
a moment, wheezing his breaths. 
He’d been starting to feel the stinging
from his wounds—but that stopped. He
stared at his hands in amazement. His skin
wavered, grew, and pressed together, sealing
the cuts. Rising red welts from the whipping
faded and vanished. The gash on his shoulder
melted away, though a bit of blood still
stained his shirt where the wound had been. 
His heart hammered against his ribcage. 
He felt great. Fantastic, even. Recharged and
ready to go. 
A deep growl rolled over the room. 
Daniel whipped his head up. A black
Doberman was standing at the door to the
bedroom, staring him down with narrowed
eyes. Daniel could practically see the cogs
turning as the dog’s brain rapidly reached the
conclusion that he was a foreign object. 
"…eh…Harley…" The old man rolled
up, rubbing his eyes. "…whatcha…" 
Daniel was up in a flash. He sprinted for
the window. And he was fast, but Harley had
the jump on him. 
Just as his hands reached the edges of
the sill, the dog’s mouth clamped around his
shoe. Daniel pushed power into his foot, then
kicked back. The dog whimpered as it took
the blow and fell back across the room. The
man shouted. 
Daniel flung himself outside. It was a
long drop. He tried to roll into it, failed
miserably, and took most of it on his rear and
lower back. The wind rushed out of his
lungs. He shifted onto his hands and knees
and coughed into the grass. 
"You sonuvabitch! Hope you think you
can outrun the police!" 
Lights were flicking on in the man’s
house and the house next door. Daniel
pushed through the pain and started jogging, 
one hand clutched to his stomach—pain that
faded in just a moment. He was still on the
rush of the Vorid. 
By the time the old man threw open his
front door, Daniel had sprinted several
streets away. He stopped to rest with his
hands on his knees. The lights of a car
pulling onto the road behind him forced him
to keep moving. 
Once he was sure he wasn’t being
followed, he doubled back around to the
school. Red-blue police lights were flashing
around the man’s house. Daniel took a quick
glance, then headed in the opposite direction. 
Part of him wanted to go home, but he didn’t
have time to call it early. 
One down. 
This was going to be a long night. 


****
Daniel learned a lot of lessons before
the sun came up again. 
Pets plagued him constantly. It turned
out they were a lot harder to sense than
people. Daniel reasoned they just didn’t have
the same sort of soul that humans did. He
was very cautious to inspect rooms for
animals before entering. 
He got a bit better at breaking into
houses, a skill of which he wasn’t sure he
should be proud. He ruled out climbing
entirely after the total fiasco of night one. 
Most of the time, against all common sense, 
he went through the front door. No one
expected you to just walk right in at two in
the morning. That almost always forced him
to cut the door open, but he figured most
were willing to sacrifice their deadbolts in
exchange for their lives. 
The most nerve-wracking thing was
sneaking up on people while they were
asleep. Sometimes they’d be lying on their
back, with the spawn tucked underneath. On
his second run, he decided to try using his
knife to cut the spawn instead of ripping it
off with his bare hands. 
The blade only made it a few inches
before getting stuck, and after shrieking like
a banshee, the Vorid made a break for it. 
Daniel dived, caught it in his hands, and
ended up squishing it to death anyway. He
barely made it out of the room before the kid
it had been latched onto realized he was
there. 
Being a superhero sucked. 


****
He kept exact count as he took down
spawn. There were definitely more after the
extractor had passed through—he’d seen
dozens at school, and it seemed as if every
other house had at least one. It must have
created them, or spread them. Like an
infection. 
14 Vorid and seven hours later, he was
feeling pretty tired. Brief bursts of speed
were more effective; it was when he used his
power for an extended period that it forced
him to stop and recover. When he killed a
Vorid, he got a burst of energy, but it was
more like a sugar high than a replacement for
real rest. 
His scrying improved dramatically. He
could see much farther at a glance; from
outside a house, he could view all its
occupants and easily tell if a spawn was
present. After a few kills, he didn’t have to
waste time drifting through walls trying to
find the things. 
At the end of the hunt, he went back to
the track and timed himself again. His 100
meter time was down to 4 seconds flat. 
There were other changes, too. He kept
flinching at sounds, poised on his toes at
chirps or creaks. His eyes caught more
detail—it was as if he could take in an entire
room all at once. Maybe it had something to
do with his reaction time speeding up. 
On top of that, even when he wasn’t
actively using magic, he was faster and
stronger than he’d ever been. His body was
light. It reminded him of the freeing sensation
of shrugging a heavy bag off his shoulders—
but all the time. 
He walked home feeling like he’d
finally accomplished something. People
were safe. He’d grown stronger. 
That night, he only slept an hour. When
he woke, he felt fully rested and ready to go. 
Without anything to do until school, and not
wanting to risk going out in the pre-dawn
light, he played some video games to pass
the time until morning. 
Chapter Three
Superhero
The gutters weren’t as bad as he thought; 
it only took him half an hour. 
Mrs. Faldey’s garage was a cornucopia
of tools. He found a ladder, buckets, and
even a gutter cleaning attachment for her
garden hose. One shelf had a pile of power
tools she probably didn’t even know how to
operate. He had a sudden mental image of
her using them to build bombs in her
basement, a fat woman in safety goggles bent
over wires and plastic explosives. 
He wheeled the tools out on a little cart
and went outside. He rooted through a
toolbox for some screws. Once he found the
right bit from a dusty crate, he used a level to
set the broken shutter back in place, and from
there, it was a simple fix. 
After she discovered his repair work, 
she ushered him into her living room to rest. 
A small loveseat with pink upholstery was
set in front of an old tube TV. The wallpaper
was gold and white stripes. It was an awful
combination, but somehow, it suited her. Up
on the wall behind the loveseat was a
clustered collection of photographs. Some
showed groups of people; others held
individual portraits. 
Mrs. Faldey came back in with cookies
and sat next to him. He tried to ignore how
her white shell wasn’t quite as bright as it
was the day before. 
It was a wasted effort. 
His magic didn’t let him ignore things. 
Details had been popping out at him all day
—the wrinkles of skin rippling over
knuckles, the texture of makeup, the way
eyelashes caught and reflected light. He
stared at the vacuum-patterns in the carpet
below him, momentarily entranced. 
Daniel closed his eyes and munched on
his cookie. "You have a lot of pictures. Are
they all family?" 
"Friends and family." She turned to
point. The couch groaned under her. Daniel
looked up at the photo she indicated, a big
black and white group shot. "That one is
when I was your age, just a freshman in
college. They didn’t have many women, then, 
you know. I was the only girl in my major." 
A woman stood near the middle of the
photo in a modest dress, clearly the idol of
the men surrounding her. The young Mrs. 
Faldey was much thinner, but he could see
her in it—the same warm curve of her cheek, 
and something about her hair. 
Daniel pointed to a picture of a man in a
military uniform. "Who’s that?" 
"My late husband, Jonathan Richard
Faldey. I met him my senior year." 
"He has a lot of badges." 
"And you bet your bottom he earned
every last one of them." She nodded at the
photograph proudly. "He was an officer. 
Served in Korea and Vietnam. He didn’t like
talking about it much, but his men loved him. 
I remember more than a few dinners with
them. They always had the best stories." 
"Cool." 
"You remind me of John, a bit." 
"Really?" 
"Oh yes." Her face brightened a little. "I was always the chirpy, energetic one. He
was quiet. Stern, even. If you didn’t know
him well, you would say he was
standoffish." 
Daniel scratched behind an ear. "Oh." 
She chuckled. "But I’m not comparing
you to the bad parts! He was fiercely
competent, but he never saw himself as such; 
that’s what I meant. And, rather than
antisocial, he was perhaps too empathetic." 
"That doesn’t really line up with stern." 
"No, it doesn’t." Mrs. Faldey gently
lowered her plate to her lap. "He’d never
admit it—I hardly think he realized it—but
that was his way of protecting himself. He
felt too much for those around him. And he
couldn’t bear it, so he kept his distance." 
Daniel looked back at the picture. 
Jonathan Faldey’s firm eyes stared back. One
frame over, a young Eliza was riding a bike
down a road, and next to that, a young John
was standing with his father in front of an old
roadster. Their whole lives, his and hers, 
was played out over the wall. 
He noticed something that seemed to be
missing. "…do you have any children?" 
"Oh, no. He didn’t want any, either. I
never minded." 
"Really?" 
"I’m a schoolteacher, dear. I’ve
thousands of children." 
Daniel turned away from her. He didn’t
want her to see his face right then. 
"He liked when I had them over," she
continued, "or when we met their parents, 
though he didn’t admit that, either. 
Sometimes I wonder…I think he might have
said he didn’t want any because, well, we
never had any. That was his way." 
"You loved him a lot." 
"I did." She patted him on the shoulder. 
"You’re very handy, just like him, too! That
garage is still his space more than it is mine. 
If you ever need to borrow anything, you just
let me know. A lot of car stuff is there, if
you’re into that sort of thing." 
"…thanks. I’ll do that." 


****
It wasn’t until the fourth day after the
extractor had come that Daniel began to
notice the real change. Maybe he’d been
ignoring it on purpose. Maybe he didn’t want
to see it. 
He knew he didn’t want to see it. 
His history class was missing five
people. The thing was, he knew they were at
school. One of them was the valedictorian. 
She had perfect attendance. 
Mrs. Faldey walked in on time, but the
sharp luster of her shell had faded to a dim
glimmer. She didn’t seem to notice how the
room paid her no attention. She wasn’t
aware of how her voice was quiet, of how
she kept losing track of the lecture. She
seemed confused the fourth time she asked
what day it was. 
Daniel gripped his desk in both hands so
hard his fingers hurt. He kept reminding her
of what she was talking about. He answered
all the questions she asked. He was the only
active participant, and he was more active
that day than he’d ever been. No one else
seemed to care. 
He was late to Mr. Grigg’s class again. 
His teacher slowly shook his head. "Daniel, 
every time you’re late, I die a little on the
inside." 
"Sorry." 
"You could at least start walking a bit
earlier when you have a free period." 
Daniel did a double-take. "What?" 
Mr. Griggs gave him a look. "Isn’t that
what a normal person would do?" 
"…I don’t have a free period before
this. History class. Top of the Foster
building." Daniel swallowed. "With Mrs. 
Faldey." 
Mr. Griggs frowned, then nodded. 
"Oh…right. Well, sit down." 
Daniel sat. Mr. Griggs blinked, shook
his head. Then he grabbed his chalk and
started writing. 


****
Daniel left school by his usual route, 
walking along the sidewalk up near where
the woods cut close to the road. Kyle was
there, waiting for him against a tree. His red
mohawk was pink around the edges where
the white shell encased him. His wart, on the
other hand, seemed even more disgusting
than usual. Daniel tried not to look at it too
closely, but it was like trying not to look at a
train wreck—so horrible you couldn’t tear
your eyes away. 
"Yo Fitz!" Kyle stood up from the tree
and moved to block the sidewalk. 
"Hey wart-face, what’s up?" 
Kyle lunged for him. Daniel gripped his
power on instinct. His sneakers shone as if
he wore shoes made of fluorescent light. 
Kyle’s attack came in slow motion, as if he
was moving through water. Daniel
sidestepped and let him stumble past. Kyle
took a few steps, surprised that he’d caught
only air. 
Daniel kept his magic flowing down
through his legs and to his feet. They were
like unshaded lightbulbs, but Kyle didn’t
even blink. People that didn’t have magic
couldn’t see it, couldn’t feel it. 
"What’s your problem?" Daniel asked. 
"Hold still, faggot," Kyle said. He spat
to the side. 
"Don’t make me put that video on
youtube." 
"I don’t care if you do!" Kyle shouted. 
"Ever since that day everything’s been shit. 
My friends won’t even look at me. They
think I’m a wimp because you got me in the
face with spray." He clenched his fist. "That killed my eyes for days. I’m putting you in
the hospital for a week." 
Daniel’s hands fell to his sides as he felt
the fight drop right out of him. Kyle’s friends
weren’t ignoring him because Daniel
outsmarted him. They were ignoring him
because he was turning into a ghost. Hitting
Kyle now was like curb-stomping someone
with no teeth. "…I don’t feel like it today, 
Kyle. I’m going home." 
"I don’t give a shit if you feel like it!" 
Kyle ran in for a tackle, arms wide. Daniel
watched it happen. He waited until the last
minute to dodge, and as he moved past, he
shoved a hand on the back of Kyle’s head. 
Kyle’s body followed into the dirt. 
Daniel watched him splay onto the
ground. His power had already progressed to
the point that a normal person couldn’t keep
up with him. He turned and started walking
up the sidewalk. 
Kyle clambered to his feet. "The hell are
you going?!" 
"Home, dumbass." 
"Fuck you!" Kyle shouted. Daniel turned
his head. Kyle had a knife out. He stabbed at
Daniel’s back. 
But Daniel had killed 176 Vorid spawn. 
Seeing the weapon, the pity he felt for his
assailant shriveled to nothing. 
Daniel’s right leg glowed white through
his jeans. He snapped his foot up with
everything he had. He felt the bones snap as
he connected the point of his shoe with
Kyle’s hand. The fingers contorted into
angles they weren’t supposed to go. The
knife flew into the trees. 
Kyle collapsed to the ground, howling. 
He clutched his arm to his chest. Daniel
watched him with a detached sadness, the
sort of expression people make when they
hear news about a natural disaster 5,000
miles away. 
He almost called an ambulance, but
then, remembering the long years of violent
harassment, turned away and left Kyle to
crawl in the dirt. 


****
The weekend came again. Daniel hunted
the Vorid as soon as his brother and father
went to sleep, and stayed out until it started
getting light. The blocks around the school
had been cleared; he had to range further
every day. Even then, he was killing more
and more each night because he could move
faster. 
He’d always had an average build; it
felt strange to run so fast and see his arms lift
fifty pound weights like feathers. He’d been
worried he’d wear out his clothes or hurt
himself from the friction or momentum, but
his power protected everything he touched. 
He had trouble stopping quickly if he was
really sprinting, but for the most part, his
enchantment grew with him. 
He kept measuring his top speed. His
gains from killing the spawn were
plateauing. At first, a few dozen had been
enough to knock a full second off his time, 
but now a hundred only cut a hundredth of a
second. 
In an odd moment of inspiration, he
decided to make a graph of kills vs speed. 
Surely science could discern the nature of his
superpowers. 
When he plotted it out, it was definitely
rounding out at the top. It was worrisome to
see his growth slowing, but there wasn’t
anything else he could do. Just keep stomping
ants. If he stomped enough, it wouldn’t
matter. 


****
On Monday, Daniel sat in the history
room alone. 
A map of the United States still hung on
the right wall. Everything else that had
marked the room for any form of social
studies was gone. There was a small ring of
dust around the spot where a globe of the
world had sat on the corner of Mrs. Faldey’s
desk, unmoved for years. The janitor had just
come in, given Daniel an odd look, and taken
it out the door. Daniel hadn’t tried to stop
him. He’d stopped trying to remind people
about her last week. 
The bell rang. No one came in. 
He’d asked a few people what they
were doing. They all thought they had a free
period. Mrs. Faldey and her history class
were erased from their minds, replaced with
foggy recollections of study hall. None of his
other teachers could remember her anymore, 
either. Just him. 
You had to have the required number of
history credits to graduate—some of his
classmates were in the class because they
had to be. Invented explanations filled the
gaps in their heads. They even contradicted
each other. When he pointed those out, they
became distracted, unable to focus on what
he was saying. 
Mrs. Faldey shuffled in. Her body was
transparent. The shell around her was an old
bulb about to burn out. She slowly lowered
herself into the chair behind her desk and sat
there. The warm energy that kept her smile
glowing had drained from her face. 
Daniel got up. "…Mrs. Faldey?" 
A little spark blinked into her eyes. "…
Daniel? I…feel a little lost. Hmm." 
Daniel stood at the front of the room. 
"You made it to class. That’s a good start." 
Mrs. Faldey smiled briefly, then flicked
back to neutral. Daniel was about to say
something when she looked back at him. 
"You have a good sense of humor. That’s
good. Very good." 
"…you think so?" 
She nodded slowly. "John always says
he loves that about me. You’re quite good at
that. Though, don’t let that cynical streak get
the best of you, now." 
"…I won’t." 
"I was telling him about you, and he said
what you need is some good hard work. He
was forgetting…about when you fixed that
shutter…didn’t he do that? I—it broke in that
big storm, last year, and you…no, he…ah…
hmm." 
Daniel watched her struggle. Her eyes
moved over her desk, searching for solid
ground to land on. They found none. The
room was silent again. 
Suddenly, she spoke. "You know, as
long as you keep laughing, you can get
through anything. That’s what I think." 
Her words reminded him of something
his mother had told him. Something that stuck
close. Too close. It was grown into him. 
Thorns embedded in his heart. 
Daniel squeezed his eyelids shut. "Yeah. 
Guess so." 
"I heard your mother died two years
ago. I always wondered about that." Her
head lowered. "I couldn’t ask you about that, 
though. It’s rude to ask things like that…" 
Mrs. Faldey frowned. "Isn’t it?" 
"She…and my dad, they got mugged. 
The guy panicked. She got shot." 
Mrs. Faldey’s eyes searched for
something. "…what now? I don’t
understand." 
"A mugger killed her. He killed her." 
"…I see." Her head bobbed. "What a
shame." 
It was too weak. The normal Mrs. 
Faldey would have been in tears. She would
have hugged him and patted him on the head
and told him not to give up on his dreams. 
She would have offered to call someone she
knew in Boston, to help him adjust when he
went off to school. She knew a surprising
number of people. 
Daniel wiped his eyes with the back of
his hand. Her body was growing translucent. 
Disappearing. "Mrs. Faldey," he said, "I’m sorry." 
Mrs. Faldey shook her head. "I’ve
been…tired, lately. Very…" 
And then she was gone. 
Daniel leaned against the blackboard. 
He looked to her desk. Her little nameplate
was blank. He kept staring at it, searching the
fine grains of metal for the letters telling the
world that his history teacher existed, but
they weren’t there. 
The bell rang before he knew it. He
trudged to English. Mr. Griggs kept throwing
him concerned looks. He ignored his
teacher’s call for him to stay after the bell. 
When school finally ended, Daniel
began to walk up the familiar sidewalk past
the woods. And then he started jogging up the
sidewalk, and then he was running, and then
sprinting past the trees, smashing through a
low branch hanging across the path. His
backpack struck his back as he pumped his
arms, faster, until he was using his power, 
faster, speeding through intersections and
past all the houses that all looked the same. 
For a terrifying instant, he felt totally lost, 
trapped in a labyrinth made from his own
neighborhood. 
He reached her house. There was a for-
sale sign in the front lawn. He charged up the
steps and kicked at the door with a glowing
foot. The door blasted off its hinges and
crashed into the front hall. He ran into the
living room. 
The photos were still on the walls, but
Eliza Faldey had vanished. The group scene
looked awkward without her as the
centerpiece. Her portraits were now squares
with nothing in them. A smiling John Faldey
held his arm around air. 
Daniel burst into tears. He fell on her
couch and pounded the cushions. He cried
until his throat was sore and he felt sick. He
climbed up onto the seat and bent forward, 
holding his knees to his chest. 
Maybe that was why Kyle had been so
desperate. On some level, he realized it—
that people were forgetting him. His only
outlet had been Daniel. What did it feel like, 
to be forgotten by your friends, your own
family? 
Daniel had killed hundreds of spawn, 
now. He killed hundreds of creatures that
would have otherwise erased people from
the universe. If he hadn’t intervened, the next
round would have been that much worse. 
Hundreds, gone. Winked out. Forgotten. 
Erased. 
How many towns didn’t have a
contractor to guard them? How many had
already been forgotten, how many cities
rubbed from maps, how many names and
dates and people vanished from history
books, stolen from minds? How many
children had no parents? How much of that
could the world take before it collapsed? 
And this was a backwater universe. This
was the edge of the storm. Earth was an
afterthought. 
Daniel stood. His hands were balled up
so tight his nails bit into his palms. Whatever
wizards the world might have were letting
this happen. They were ignoring Xik’s
warnings. They still didn’t feel desperate
enough to allow contracting. He wondered
what planet they thought they were living on. 
Unless they were strong enough to take
on extractors. That was the bottleneck. The
souls were fine if the extractors were
defeated, if the spawn were left unharvested. 
If the wizards were killing the extractors
every month, then they were probably
holding off the worst of it. 
But Aplington didn’t have a wizard. 
Aplington had Daniel. And if he killed one
extractor, more would come. He had to be
ready. 


****
School was out, and with that, Daniel
had a lot of time on his hands. He couldn’t
do quite as much during the day, but just
walking around, he found plenty of Vorid. 
Too many. 
His first encounters with spawn had
frightened him. He felt revulsion. Disgust. 
They were otherworldly, and it bothered the
hell out of him. 
When he saw them now, he felt only
hatred. 
His power turned the outside edge of his
hands into a blazing-white knife. He didn’t
need tools to cleave the parasites in two. He
was getting pretty good at sneaking up behind
people; they never noticed his powers. 
Hitting invisible bugs with an invisible glow
was easy enough. 
He relished every such opportunity. It
was his revenge, one slime-covered, putrid
little slug at a time. He killed them, and they
disintegrated into that black dust. The
remains floated into his chest, absorbed to
fuel his strength. And he immediately used it
to kill more of them, faster. 
He kept a mental count of his kills as he
patrolled further and further from his home. 
He hung a map of the town in his room and
crossed out blocks with a permanent marker
as he culled them of parasites. It was with a
gloating and compulsive finality that he
marked off the final intersection. 1,457
spawn and a single week later, Daniel had
cleared out the entirety of the Aplington
township. 


****
His hunting grounds run dry, he came up
with a new plan. His reasoning was simple:
the big city had more people, and therefore, 
more parasites. It was time to visit
Cleveland. 
He excused himself as spending a night
at a friend’s house. His father took it with
pleasant surprise. Daniel didn’t really care if
James believed the story or not—it was
more to give Felix the sense that things were
normal. 
He didn’t have a car, but he didn’t need
one. He could run faster through Aplington
than a car could drive. He left the isolated
suburbs behind, skirting the edge of empty
fields until he reached the exit onto 71 North. 
It was after dark when he left, and
normal people couldn’t see his magic, but
Daniel kept to the woods beside the
highway. The only light he had to go by was
the glow produced by his body. 
Running in the forest was like running
through a dark tunnel. The soft white
illuminated the trees in a blur of brown and
green as he sprinted ahead. The tree trunks
and leaves blended together in a stream, and
the wind whipped his hair. Even if he
decided not to dodge a particular branch, it
just snapped across him without hurting
anyway. The power turned his skin into
Kevlar, and the thick brush was trampled by
his sheer momentum. He could react to
sudden drops and rises in the ground faster
than they came up on him. 
It was a rush. He pushed his feet harder, 
churned his legs with more force, and the
tunnel of leaves turned into a high-speed rail
track. And if he focused, he could still see it
all, even running like this, the ripples of
cracked bark, the slightly dark veins of
leaves only just visible by the light of his
magic. 
Faster than he could have imagined, the
forest peeled away in favor of buildings and
suburbs. Cleveland loomed in the distance, a
nest of flickering skyscrapers prodding at the
purple nighttime clouds. 
Daniel checked his watch. His face
paled. He’d just run an hour car ride in 20
minutes. He wasn’t as nearly as tired as he
should be. 
Cars. Gas mileage. Was his magic like
that? It took a lot of fuel to get up to speed, 
and stop-and-go traffic burned gas, too. But
he’d sort of entered a sort of cruise control
state with his power, putting in just enough
strength to keep going. He hadn’t really
thought about trying to be efficient with how
he used his magic, but maybe there was
something to that. 
Without the woodland cover, he had to
slow up. They might not see the glow of
magic, but a person running across the
ground faster than a car would definitely
draw attention. 
Going house by house was boring, slow, 
and exactly what he was fed up with. 
Cleveland’s urban area was filled with
Vorid spawn—he could feel it—and he
didn’t run all the way there to flit around the
edges. He went straight downtown. 
His kill count skyrocketed on the
crowded streets—easy pickings. He found
that if he moved close and pulsed his power
briefly, he could frighten the spawn into
abandoning their hosts, and the civilians
were none the wiser. Their attempts to
escape were no problem; before, they were
darting little rats, slippery as soap. To his
improved senses, they were sluggish and
vulnerable. He stomped them down before
they could get more than a few feet. 
There were a few other places that
caught his attention—towering apartment
blocks seemed like juicy targets. And then
there were bars, and nightclubs, crammed
with drinkers and dancers. He debated trying
to sneak into one, then just decided to stick to
the streets. There were plenty of Vorid to go
around. He barely had to concentrate his
senses before another black splotch nicked at
his attention. 
Daniel cut a line through the city, 
attacking whatever was within easy reach. 
He wound through the alleys and bright
streets all the way down to a lonely avenue
on the edge of Lake Erie. The cool wind off
the water made him look up. He was right in
the middle of North Coast Harbor. 
The road was grey brick pavement. A
few parked cars were his only company. On
his left was the massive Cleveland Browns
stadium; past that, a curved steel and
concrete construct with big signs declaring it
the Great Lakes Science Center. He
remembered going there with his parents. He
hadn’t been in a long time. 
Next on his little tour was the Rock and
Roll Hall of Fame. The glass triangles that
capped the building jutted straight from the
street. Now those were good memories. 
He hadn’t really been into music until…
James brought him there. It had been just the
two of them. No mom, no baby Felix. 
And then across the street—a brick
compound with high fencing, complete with
barbed wire. Angry white and red signs
declared that none should tread upon the
ground of the U.S. Army Engineers. Funny
that an outpost of The Man was set facing a
monument for rock legends. 
He wondered if the government knew
about the Vorid. If they did, they had pretty
much decided to keep everyone in the dark. 
Maybe it was the memories, but
suddenly, he was tired. He was tired of
killing Vorid, tired of chipping away at a
problem a hundred thousand times bigger
than he was. 
His feet carried him to the very end of
the street. A few stone pylons connected by
heavy iron chains marked where manmade
things ended and the water began. He placed
his hands on the metal. The lights of the city
made a blurry reflection in the dark lake, and
then, a few hundred feet out, dwindled down
to nothing. Past that there was only black on
black, and above, red-grey clouds hazy with
the light of the city. It was like standing at the
brink of nothingness. 
Cleveland had over 300,000 people. If
his senses were right, combined with the
suburbs, there were tens of thousands of
Vorid. He was a hell of a lot faster, but it
had still taken him more than a week to clear
out Aplington. 
How many Eliza Faldeys were sitting in
their homes, oblivious to the creature
suckered onto their back? How many of them
had husbands, children, grandchildren? How
did you live after forgetting your
grandmother…after forgetting your mother? 
The iron links of the chains were cold
and hard under his hands. He swallowed
hard. 
If he spent all of his available time just
hunting Vorid in Cleveland, stopping only to
eat and piss, he might be able to clear out the
city before more extractors came. But what
then? What would happen when they did
come, and see that every spawn had vanished
without a trace? What about the hundred
other towns in Ohio that were left
untouched? 
It was too much. He couldn’t do it. His
shoulders sagged. 
Something flared in his senses. 
As if flinching, he jerked into the scry-
world. He didn’t float away from his body; 
he didn’t have to. He turned. 
In the distance, high in a building, a few
points of power flickered and danced. He
thought he could make out nasty black dots
being stamped out. It was tough to see so far. 
One of the lights paused. The others
gathered around it. A bright ball of white
light began to grow rapidly. What…? 
Another person was scrying. Heading
toward him. 
Daniel immediately shoved the sight
away and turned back to the river. 
As Xik had taught him, he hid his power
away, layering it in sheets. It was like
wrapping himself in thick grey blankets, 
dyed the same blank color as the scry. 
Couldn’t use it like that, but that wasn’t the
point. 
He stayed perfectly still. He couldn’t
move much, anyway, not unless he wanted to
risk undoing the magical stealth, but the
comfort of performing the task eased his
nerves. Without needing to sleep, he’s spent
a lot of time sitting still, practicing the
maneuver, and incredibly paranoid how fully
he was hidden. He had no one to tell him
how well he was doing. 
He could feel the light reach him. It
buzzed behind his back for a few moments, 
then took off along the river. Daniel waited
for a long moment, then casually stood and
walked back down the road, careful not to
use any magic. Reaching for the magic had
become so easy, it was like moving an arm. 
Seconds passed. He couldn’t feel
anything else. 
Other contractors? Or wizards? It didn’t
matter. Better to keep his head down. He
started trying to figure out the quickest way
back across the river. 
He didn’t get far before he felt
something else—something different. 
Something wrong. 
It cut at him, black, cold. Nothing
touched him. He could feel it. The flat edge
of a knife running down the skin on his back. 
A horrible promise. 
A large part of Daniel told him to run
away as fast as he could, go home, throw
himself in bed, pull up the covers, and go to
sleep. 
The vision of a fading Mrs. Faldey made
him turn back around. 
Stretching over the spires of the tallest
buildings was a curtain of shadow. 
Everything within was stained and foggy, as
if he was looking through old tinted glass. At
the dome’s peak was a jagged hole in the sky
from which the power was emerging. He
could see flecks of red and black through the
tear in reality. A little window into hell, 
floating between the clouds. 
Only the clouds caught inside that thing
had stopped moving. The severed pieces
outside the barrier continued to drift, misting
out and away from where their bodies had
been hacked off. 
The dome sunk down to the ground and
stayed there, silent, enveloping most of
downtown Cleveland within its borders, just
missing the stadium. The edge was only a
block away from where he stood. 
He remembered feeling something like it
before, but his senses were weaker then. Not
to mention he’d been busy cowering in his
room under orders from Xik. 
The extractors were here. 
He left his perch at the edge of the lake. 
Walking down the street was like walking
the plank. The desolate tap of his shoes on
the road echoed in his ears. 
The darkness stretched up before him. 
On one side, the normal world; on the other, 
the partition of downtown trapped inside. He
reached forward with a hand. His fingers
clenched into a fist, unwilling to touch it. 
He brushed the barest edge of his finger
against the barrier. 
Nothing happened. 
He tried a bit more, then, and then the
whole finger. He pushed his whole hand in. 
The darkness didn’t change or ripple. It had
no more resistance than air. He drew back
without a struggle. 
That wasn’t so bad. 
Then he remembered Xik’s words. One
could rip you limb from limb quite easily. 
But that was the old Daniel. 
Going inside would be risky, but he
needed information about the extractors and
the human magicians both. He wouldn’t get
another opportunity before they hit
Aplington, and he couldn’t afford to be
surprised. If he died…Felix died. 
No. He’d be worse than dead. He never
would have existed in the first place. 
"Ok," Daniel said aloud. He leveled his
hands in front of himself, visualizing a
walkway. "I can do this. No sweat. Free my
mind." 
He took a long breath, grit his teeth, and
stepped through the barrier. 
The dome had transformed the city. The
color was sucked out of everything, turning it
into the black-and-white movie version of
the real world. 
Daniel turned, testing the barrier again
with his fingers. It was solid. He pressed his
palm against it and pushed. It didn’t budge. 
He risked concentrating a bit of power
in his fist and punched the dome. It thrummed
at the point of contact, but repelled him like a
thick layer of rubber. He shook his hand
loose. 
Daniel made a mirthless smirk. "Well, 
that’s not good." 
At the moment, he’d wanted to hear
himself talk. Put some normality back into
the situation. A little self-deprecating humor
to alleviate the sense that he’d knowingly
walked into a haunted house. 
The words floated out, then fell flat, 
dead before they got a foot away. It was like
talking in a pressurized airplane cabin. His
voice had no life. 
Daniel shut his mouth. 
He glanced up at the darkened city, and
he could see patches of black mingling with
the bright light of magic. He started forward, 
jogging along and keeping his senses alert. 


****
Downtown was like something out of the
Twilight Zone. People were still there, 
crowding the sidewalks and stores, but they
were statues frozen in time. Some were
caught mid-laugh, others sipping drinks. An
entire club was paused mid-dance. The
Vorid spawn seemed unaffected by the
dome’s spell, still latched onto backs here
and there. He sliced his hand through any he
passed. They fell apart and turned into the
soul-dust that seeped into his skin. 
It wasn’t long until he sensed powerful
magic up ahead. It came in spurts and blasts. 
He pushed part of his magic into his legs and
hopped up to a fire escape. From there, it
was an easy climb to the roof. He crept up to
the opposite edge and peered down into the
street. 
Three people were fighting what had to
be an extractor. It looked as Xik had
described it—a construct animated by magic, 
maybe seven or eight feet tall. The towering
steel robot was covered with glowing black
and white inscriptions which flashed and
flickered as it moved, almost like some kind
of magical circuitry. Its steps thundered hard
on the asphalt. A wide, cylindrical head was
perched above square shoulders. There
wasn’t any particular part of it he’d call its
face. 
The three people fighting had an obvious
but effective strategy. One was harrying and
distracting the machine close up, fighting
with a sword and shield. The other two were
throwing what looked like lightning bolts
from a safe distance. 
Daniel watched the magicians work. 
They formed a sigil, a flat but complex little
frame of lines and white shapes, and a
moment later, a ball of light shot from it at
their target. It reminded him of the green
lines of Xik’s spell. Wondering how the
sigils worked, he tried to figure out some
pattern, or at least detect how they were
channeling energy like that, but gave up after
a few moments. He could feel the ebb and
flow of the power, but it was like trying to
pick up a language he didn’t know by
listening to native speakers talk a mile a
minute. 
The robot’s arm glowed black. Its fist
flew forward, crushing into the man’s shield. 
The magic knight was flung through the air
and crashed back against the wall right
below Daniel hard enough to break bones. 
Daniel inched back, making sure only his
eyes were peeking out above the roofline. 
The knight clambered up onto his hands
and knees. Daniel was surprised he could
move. But he didn’t stand. 
Seeing their comrade in trouble, the
other man started chucking his spells even
faster. The woman stopped the small shots
and started gathering a larger sigil together. 
Lines and shapes and strange letters spread
out under her feet in a twisted tangle. 
The extractor had just reached the
injured warrior when the charged spell was
unleashed. A stream of blue-white lightning
cracked from a sphere above her head and
slammed into the robot. It ground to a halt, 
magic inscriptions flickering erratically. 
The warrior was back up on his feet. He
leapt high and brought his sword down with
both arms. It glowed bright red and plunged
through the machine’s head and down
through its chest. The extractor’s inscriptions
snapped and buzzed, then faded. It fell limp, 
and then began to disintegrate into the same
black smoke as the spawn. 
Daniel watched them regroup. The
warrior had a heavy limp, and the girl had
slumped onto her rear and was breathing
hard. The other guy looked completely zoned
out, comatose with exhaustion. Daniel felt a
strange sense of pride. It was a little close
for comfort, but they’d won out. 
If he had to fight them, though…that
knight could take some serious hits, and
while he could run fast if he built up speed
over time, he might not be able to instantly
dodge lightning bolts. They were in the
major leagues. He was Double-A at best. 
He’d been so focused on their abilities
that he hadn’t noticed their clothing. They
were dressed casually, but what looked like
small tabard was draped around their
shoulders. It had a gold symbol he couldn’t
quite make out against a white background. 
He doubted any contractors had a chance to
organize that much—he was probably
looking at warriors from a serious magical
organization. 
A heavy, repetitive thump ground down
the road. Daniel looked up the street. 
Another extractor was running toward them
like a charging rhinoceros. The warrior
lifted his shield and closed at an angle to
draw it away from his friends. 
It ignored the swordsman and churned
straight for the lightning casters. Two bolts
dinged it, but it slowed only slightly. The
male caster threw another bolt that went
wild, smashing through a window, and then
collapsed, totally spent. 
The woman didn’t have enough time to
charge one of those big attacks. The warrior
was limping back to intercept, shield and
sword glowing, but he wasn’t going to make
it in time. 
Daniel leaned back from the edge and
turned away. When it finished them off, it
would come for him. He had to get away. 
Run away again. Run because he was
too weak. Be useless. Let people die. How
many more could those three save if they
lived? How many Eliza Faldeys? 
Shit. 
Daniel leapt off the balcony and knitted
his fingers together. His arms became a
white hammer. Streamers of light flared from
his fingers as he fell. The extractor looked up
just as he slammed into its head. 
The machine was blown to its knees, but
its own enchanted armor crackled at him. 
Daniel rebounded from the force, flying back
up into the air. His reflexes kicked in; he hit
the ground upright, a few feet back from the
machine. He rung his hands. They stung like
he’d punched a brick wall. 
The extractor hummed, then stood
straight again. Its head had been crushed into
its shoulders, but the damage wasn’t enough
to stop it. Daniel shoved the power back into
his feet and tried strafing around it. 
It swiveled by its waist to follow his
movement. Daniel took a couple more steps. 
It stayed on him, turning past 180 degrees. It
wasn’t limited in how far it could stretch like
a person, but jointed like a robot. He took a
couple steps back, trying to figure out how he
should attack it. 
"Who the hell are you?!" the woman
shouted. She was supporting her fallen
partner under the shoulder. 
"An idiot with a bad idea!" 
The extractor attacked with a black, 
magic-wrapped fist. Daniel flitted backward. 
The iron hand crushed into the ground. Its
knuckles left craters in the concrete. 
"Holy…" He snapped his head back at
the woman—the girl. Jesus, she was
practically his age. Weren’t adults supposed
to be doing this sort of shit? "Hey, can you
do another one of those?! A big lightning bolt
thing?!" 
"…it’ll take time!" 
"Just get it ready!" 
Daniel dodged another crushing blow. 
The extractor hit so hard its arm stuck in the
concrete. Daniel threw a powered punch at
the trapped limb. His knuckles banged off the
iron. He winced and ducked back a few
steps. He’d made a solid dent, but it felt like
it was hurting him more than the extractor. 
The machine drew itself up and
considered Daniel for a long moment. From
the corner of his eye, he could see the girl
collecting the crackling sphere over her
head. A small sigil rotated under the light. It
was slow going; she had to be tired. 
The extractor’s legs flashed neon white. 
Daniel barely got out of the way of a
spinning kick. The leg planted itself
unnaturally fast, and the second leg came up
faster. 
Daniel blocked with both arms, all his
magic shoved between him and the robot. 
The kick took him off the ground. His
forearms went numb. He landed on his heels, 
stumbling to keep his balance. 
It was on him a second later, moving at
least twice as fast as it had been. He tried to
circle behind it, but its torso kept moving
independent of its legs, always facing him. 
He knocked it a couple more times, but it
was scratch damage at most. He was reduced
to skipping around it like a fly. He drew
back a few yards to think of a new strategy. 
The extractor went for the girl. Daniel
bent his legs and sprinted forward with
everything he had. The world zipped by. He
jumped into a kick just as the extractor turned
back. He caught it in the chest with both feet, 
body fully extended. There was a boom as
his white magic impacted the inscribed
armor. It crashed down with Daniel standing
on top of it. 
He wasn’t able to get away before it
caught him in a giant hand, snatching one of
his legs. Light pulsed down the steel of its
arm, and a twisting black glove wrapped the
steel. He slapped at the hand, doing a little
damage, but it didn’t shake its grip. The
darkness grew, hungrily stamping down his
light. He braced himself for pain. 
A roared battle cry echoed over the
street. The glowing red sword sliced through
the automaton’s shoulder like butter. The arm
and Daniel dropped to the ground. Daniel
pried the fingers open and jumped back as
the extractor righted itself. 
The machine charged another fist attack
with its remaining hand and punched at the
swordsman. The man lifted his kite shield; 
the red glow of the sword faded, and his
defensive barrier shone bright gold. He took
the extractor’s attack straight on. 
There was a flash as they connected. 
Gold light snapped and arced across the face
of the shield. The man grit his teeth and dug
in. The extractor pressed its fist down. The
man’s knees buckled. 
Daniel zipped in from behind and
attacked the arm with a rapid series of jabs. 
Dents cracked in up to its elbow. The arm
crunched inward. Daniel’s momentum took
him out of the danger zone, and the man
shoved his shield up against the
compromised limb. The robot was forced
backward. 
Daniel ran up to the man’s side as the
extractor reoriented. He and the swordsman
exchanged a glance, then moved shoulder-to-
shoulder. The robot’s torso swiveled
between them, deciding on a target. It
stopped on the warrior; its feet started to
glow again. 
The girl finished her spell. The
thunderbolt rolled off her hands and slammed
into the extractor’s backside. Its
enchantments flickered. Its bad arm twitched
and creaked. 
Daniel smelled opportunity. He pushed
everything he had into his fist and threw his
body into a punch, catching the machine as it
fell. His fist punched a hole in its shoulder, 
and he followed through, slamming it back
down and onto the asphalt. 
Daniel jumped on top of it and started
pounding its body. It reached up to attack
with its dislocated arm, but the warrior
swatted the limb off with his sword. Daniel
kept pounding, denting the armor one way, 
then another—and his last punch plunged into
the core of the robot, through its iron shell, 
and crunched something fragile inside of it. 
Its enchantments flickered and died. It
fell limp. Daniel drew his hand back. His
knuckles were bloodied and raw, and
bruises ran up his arms. He couldn’t feel
them at all. 
The machine crumbled to dust. Daniel
stood in the middle of it. A storm of dark
clouds whipped his clothes. A sickly green
sigil twisted and glowed under his shoes, a
bigger spell to absorb a larger amount of
magic. The ache in his arms and legs faded
as he sucked in the power. The cracked skin
on his hands wavered, swam, and knitted
itself up. The bruises faded. 
The spell vanished. The warrior and the
girl stared at him like he had three heads. 
Their friend was still out cold, tossed over
her shoulder. Daniel slowly backed away
with his palms raised. 
"…a necromancer?" the man muttered. 
"Necro…" Daniel stopped. "If sucking
the life out of things counts, yes." 
"How could you do that to yourself?" the
girl whispered. 
"Look," Daniel said, "can we all agree on one thing? You’d be in a bad way if I
didn’t help. Right?" They said nothing. 
Daniel cleared his throat. "I go my way, you
go yours. I just wanted to -" The warrior
shifted in front of the other two. The girl
charged a bolt in her hands. Daniel took
another step back. "Take it easy! I just -" 
"You just want to prey on us while
we’re weakened, you disgusting piece of
shit!" the girl shouted. "While these things were attacking us!" 
Daniel’s eyes went wide. He shook his
head. "What the hell are you talking about? If
I wanted that, I would have just stabbed you
in the back at the start!" 
That gave the man pause. He glanced at
the girl. She didn’t take her eyes off Daniel. 
"…we’re alive because of you," the man
said. "Get out of here. And consider the debt
paid in full." 
"Captain," the girl started, "we can’t just
-" 
"Megan. He has a point." 
"But he’s -" 
"I didn’t ask for an opinion, private." 
The girl’s mouth snapped shut. "If he hadn’t
intervened, we’d probably be dead right
now." The man lowered his sword. "I’ll be
reporting you to the Ivory Dawn. If I were
you, I wouldn’t come back to Cleveland. 
Leave. Now." 
Daniel ran, and he didn’t look back. He
made it to the edge of the barrier and
suppressed his power as hard as he could. 
He worried there for a while, wondering
whether to stick it out or try to smash
through, but it wasn’t long until it vanished. 
Maybe getting rid of the extractors had
something to do with it. 
Time restarted. He could smell the wind
off the river. Leaves rustled in trees. He
heard car engines moving down streets. He
sprinted to the bridge and all the way back to
Aplington as fast as he could. 


****
The next day, Daniel couldn’t resist
going to the track. There was a marked
increase in his top speed. His reflexes were
sharper than ever. He could make a dent in
steel with a solid punch. 1,705 spawn, 1
extractor. 
He expected something on the news. 
They’d blown a hole in the wall and left a
few craters in the street. Nothing was
reported. Whoever the Ivory Dawn were, 
they must have cleaned up. Or they
controlled the media. 
His adventure in the city taught him two
very important things—first, that he really
was an outcast. That girl was advocating for
his death just because of the spell, right after
Daniel saved her life. Even the man hesitated
to let him go. He couldn’t expect help from
anyone. 
It didn’t bother him that much. He hadn’t
gotten much help from anyone in years. 
More importantly, he was an idiot for
trying to fight that thing at close range with
bare hands and no protection. Granted, he
hadn’t planned on taking one on in the first
place, but in less than a week, he’d be taking
on Aplington’s extractor alone. 
He searched for a weapon online. The
first thing that came to mind was a sword, 
like that knight. An hour’s worth of research
told him that learning to work a sword with
more finesse than a baseball bat took a good
deal of time—time he did not have. 
But the thought gave him another idea. 
Why try to slice up his enemies when he
could bludgeon them to death? 
He decided on something simple, 
effective, and used the world over: a baton. 
He ordered a 26 inch telescoping iron stick, 
and, after it arrived two days later, looked
up some training videos. It was a
straightforward weapon, but there was
definitely a right way and a wrong way to
use it. He didn’t expect to be an expert in
time for the fight, but he could at least try to
avoid beginner mistakes. 
Now he needed a place to train. He
found the perfect clearing a few miles out in
the backwoods near Aplington. It was
overgrown with grass, and there was no
trash, no footprints—no one would be
bothering him. He lugged old tires from a
junkyard a few miles outside town and
stacked them up for target practice. He tied
one of them to a tree branch to give himself a
swinging target. 
A test tire was ripped in half by his
magically enhanced attack, so he just used
the baton normally to get the motions down. 
His speed was good, but he couldn’t win a
fight by running fast. He needed agility. 
During the day, he practiced. He pushed
the swinging tire to give it some life, then
circled it, imagining it like a fist coming to
hit him. He focused on perfecting one basic
attack—a simple one-two strike, one swipe
from off his shoulder, then a second hit back
the other way. It made a solid smacking
sound against the tire. Quick and powerful. 
He slammed the tire, and it swung away
from him. He stepped forward, slapped it
again, then ducked under it before it could
swing back down. 
The branch creaked behind him, and for
a fleeting instant, Daniel could see the world
behind himself. The tire swinging back at
him. A push of air as it came down its arc. 
He spun, his toe twisting in the grass, 
and came back with the baton just as the tire
reached him. He landed a hearty thump
against the rubber, and it rotated up and
away from him. He followed it again, and
slammed it in the side, and it swung left. He
backed up a step, turned, and smacked it the
other way. 
He stared at his baton. The steel rod felt
comfortable in his hands. What was that he’d
just done? He didn’t really see the tire
coming back so much as feel it. 
He waited until the tire lost momentum, 
then gave it a hard whack across the front. It
swung away from him. He turned his back on
it and waited. 
It came again. A jitter down his spine, 
telling him to turn, to react. Something was
there, coming at him. A restlessness in his
fingers, working the baton, his hands glowed, 
move now, NOW! 
His baton shone like a pale gold track
light. When the tire reached the bottom of its
arc, he made contact. His weapon hit so hard
he could see the rubbed bend in half. It
blasted back into the air, and there was a
crack like a gunshot, and the tree branch was
going with it. The tire, rope and branch
together, sailed above the trees and fell into
the woods. 
"…the hell?" Daniel worked his hand on
the baton. Did this have something to do with
his senses getting sharper? It was like…a
premonition. 
He practiced until it was too dark to see, 
and then trudged home. He loaded batches of
police training videos from the web and
watched them at night, most of them multiple
times. He’d stop them, rewind, watch them
again, memorize the motions. Common sense
stuff, but he needed every variable on his
side. 
On a whim, he tried a few keywords to
search for something like what he’d felt
before. The closest thing he found, aside
from bogus psychic research, was that the
reaction time of experienced martial artists
was different than normal people. From
extensive training and long experience, they
could read their opponents almost as if they
were reading minds. But it was a matter of
speed, not magic. 
In a way, it made sense. His eyesight
and hearing were better—why not the rest of
them? He was reacting faster, too. And it had
come right after absorbing the extractor. 
That’s why he was noticing it so much; it
was another jump in power. 
Probably. But maybe it really was just
his magic. 
While investigating personal defense
strategies, Daniel came across something
interesting—a recipe for homemade riot
gear. He stole a few sheets of scrap metal
and plexiglass from the junkyard and, with a
magicked knife, cut and bent sections of it
into armor plates. He backed it with pieces
of tire to create three layers of protection. 
It wasn’t very comfortable, but he could
wear a hoodie underneath it for padding. He
also cut two smaller metal plates, one to rest
on top of his hands, and another to lay flat
against his knuckles. If he had to punch, he
had his own set of brass knuckles at the
ready. 
The weight barely slowed him down. 
With a little practice, he could divert power
to any piece of armor he chose, blinking them
on and off as if he was a walking Christmas
tree. Protecting his body with magic all at
once tired him out quickly; the key was
directing power only when and where he
needed it. There was that gas mileage thing
again. 
He secured the tire-backed steel and
plastic around his body with belts. He
looked like a cross between a SWAT team
wannabe and a hipster, but even without his
magic he could probably take a shot and live
to tell the tale. Powered up, it should offer a
lot of protection. 
When he wasn’t beating up tires, Daniel
took time to study the effects of his
enchantment. Aside from allowing a normal
object to strike Vorid, the white glow of his
magic enhanced the physical properties of
whatever he touched. That translated to
speed and strength for himself; to a knife, it
was sharpness and toughness; to armor, 
increased strength and durability. 
He searched the internet for the Ivory
Dawn, but after two hours hunting through
pages of text, he gave up. Whoever they
were, they worked in absolute secrecy. 
Considering the magic at their disposal, it
wasn’t very surprising they could hide
themselves from normal people. He found
nothing about contractors, either. But then, 
you’d have to be pretty stupid to make your
powers public with how things were. 
Having spent two nights watching
videos, he ranged far from home, hunting
down the spawn in droves. He didn’t even
think twice about his privacy violations
anymore. He scared more than one person
half-to-death, and set off home alarms
constantly, but he could get in and out fast
enough that it didn’t matter. 
If his father and brother noticed the fact
that he was out all day and night, they didn’t
say anything. Daniel thought his Dad was
happy he was getting out of the house and
having a last hurrah of his final summer
before college. Felix entertained himself
with TV and video games as usual. 
The day of the fight came. If Xik’s
prediction was correct, and there was no
reason to believe it wouldn’t be, the
extractor would come that night. Daniel tried
to relax to save his strength, but it was like
trying to sleep after drinking five cups of
coffee. He ended up pacing restlessly around
his neighborhood. 
His feet carried him to Mrs. Faldey’s
house. Eliza’s house. 
The lawn was starting to get high. The
grass tangled around the support posts of the
for-sale sign. He stood there for a long time, 
staring at the shutter he’d fixed and the
gutters he’d cleaned for a person that didn’t
exist anymore. 


****
Daniel waited on the roof of the high
school. He was clad in his armor, the triple-
layered rubber-plastic snapped and tied
around his body. He crouched near one of the
ventilation shafts. 
The three-story school was the tallest
thing outside of Aplington’s sliver of a
downtown. He could see a large area around
him; the track, the field, the parking lot. He
wouldn’t be caught by surprise. 
It was dark. Clouds blocked the
moonlight. The air was still and humid. He
worked his finger through the lock of hair
that drooped over his eyes. 
A black power sundered the air. 
He looked up. From the edges of a
jagged red hole descended the magical
dome, and as it fell, it bled the color from the
world. He sensed an orb of darkness drop
from the tear in the sky, the characteristic
splotch of Vorid magic. 
He jumped down from the school, 
falling down the three stories. A burst of
white light glowed under his shoes, and he
landed neatly on the balls of his feet. He ran
to meet where the orb was going to impact
the street. 
The dome sealed itself into the ground, 
finishing the process that changed the world
from Technicolor to black and white. The
extractor slammed into a yard a block ahead
of him. A cloud of dust rose over it, drifting
over the fences. 
Daniel snapped open his baton. The
rod’s handle was warm in his hands. It felt
really, really good to have something
between him and the world. 
He inched around the yard’s white
fencing. Resting in a hole in the grass was a
compact ball of metal a few feet across. It
looked nothing like the hulking robot he’d
faced in Cleveland. 
The ball remained silent, but it was the
dust that caught his eye—because it had
color. The brown cloud, thrown from the
impact, was spinning about like a little dust
devil. But then it slowed, and stopped, 
midair. The color drained from it. It hung
there, a haze of white smoke, frozen in place. 
Daniel tried to put the pieces together. 
So, everything was frozen in time…but
things that were touched regained life
briefly. And then froze up again, if they were
left alone. He supposed the whole point of
the dome was to keep them hidden, but it
seemed a bit elaborate for just that. 
The orb shifted. Daniel flinched back. 
In one smooth movement, the extractor’s
body transformed. Nested steel plates
clacked out, forming the arms. Legs lifted it
up into the air. The head snapped up and
swiveled into place. The inscriptions on its
chest and limbs flickered with black and
white light. 
Daniel burst forward with his baton high
on his shoulder. His weapon flared. He
whipped it forward diagonally, then back the
other way with his basic one-two strike. The
extractor shielded with its arms. Twin thunks
of steel denting steel resounded where
Daniel’s weapon struck. 
The extractor stayed bunkered down, so
Daniel kept up his attack, whipping it
repeatedly, wracking up bends and cracks on
the extractor’s folded arms. He pushed his
power into the tip of the weapon—so that
just the very end was glowing a white-hot
gold—then stabbed for the extractor’s
elbow. The joint crumpled inward. 
At that, the extractor reacted. Its other
arm grabbed Daniel’s baton before he could
pull it away, and twisted. Daniel was forced
to let go or get dragged into the air. The
machine bent the weapon down the middle
and tossed it away. 
Daniel took a few steps back. He’d been
too brazen, and now his weapon was in the
bushes. He flexed the steel plates on his
gloves, then balled up his fists. 
The extractor’s circuit-like inscriptions
flashed. It walked forward, then punched. 
Daniel dodged it easily and countered
with his fist-plates, landing a sold blow on
the arm. The machine punched and punched
again. It was strong, but mechanical. Daniel
stayed patient, evading, then counterattacking
to build up damage. 
The inscriptions on its feet flashed in a
familiar pattern. This time, Daniel was ready
when the kick snapped up. He leaned back. 
A metal boot whizzed by his head. 
This was his chance. He forced his
power out full blast, as much as he could at
one time, shoving the gold light at his core
out every pore of his body. 
The world slowed down. 
The extractor’s foot crawled up through
the air, stopped, then started to drop. Daniel
caught the extended foot under the heel, then
jammed his other elbow down into the
extractor’s knee. Iron groaned and whines as
the joint was wrenched the wrong way. 
With one arm and one leg gone, the
extractor was flailing for balance. Daniel
jumped, spun. His foot caught the extractor in
the head, knocking it over. 
It rocked like a turtle on its back. Daniel
ran circles around it, picking and nicking
until its limbs were completely destroyed. 
He kicked its torso over and over, crumpling
it up like a tin can. 
The light faded and went dead. The
extractor went limp, then disintegrated. 
Daniel absorbed the clouds of black mist, 
then fell back against the fence. His breath
came hard. 
It was gone. It felt like an hour, but his
watch told him he’d killed it in less than two
minutes. 
"I did it." He pumped his fist. He looked
up at the still-gaping hole in the sky and
flipped it the bird. "Keep the change, you
filthy bastards!" 
Daniel paused. His watch. He looked at
his wrist. It was still ticking, still colored. 
Things he touched was immune from the
dome’s freezing magic. 
His senses burned at him. 
He snapped his head up. His eyes went
wide. Three black comets were careening
toward the ground. Three. Three more. 
Daniel ran in the direction of his baton. 
He found it stuck in some bushes just as his
enemies hit the ground. He pressed his
power into his hands and bent it straight. It
was a little crooked. Good enough to hit
things with. 
The three extractors were closing fast, 
stamping their way down a street between
the houses. He kept his distance, slowly
backing away. They rushed him together. He
used his speed to circle behind them, forcing
them to stop and turn. 
He moved quickly to keep them pinned
down—they always swiveled and stomped
about to try and keep him in front of them. 
That also made it hard to get in a strike. He
took out an arm on one, than a leg on another, 
only risking it when there was an obvious
opening. 
It became a war of attrition. They
switched strategies and bunched up, 
protecting each other’s backs. They couldn’t
target him because he was circling too fast, 
but he couldn’t keep running forever. And
when he slowed down…
He looked at them. They stared back at
him, a triangular formation of solid steel—or
whatever metal they were made from. Their
heads rotated to follow him, sometimes
losing his progress, snapping back when they
spotted him again. 
They were machines. They had a
program, a limited number of actions they
could take. That was his advantage. They just
needed the right stimulus, the right bait. 
Daniel stopped on one side of the group. 
They faced him, two limping, one with a bad
arm. He took a few steps forward, then
away, trying to goad one into leaving the
pack. 
One of them raised a palm. Inscriptions
on its wrist glowed. Daniel frowned. He was
too far to be punched. 
A black laser shot from the hand. 
Daniel didn’t get his arms up in time, but
he was able to activate his armor. The magic
struck him straight on his breastplate. He hit
the street hard, rolling several times until the
curb stopped him. The scent of burning
rubber stung his nostrils. A fist-sized hole
had been melted in his armor. 
He scrambled up, but they surrounded
him before he could make his feet. Another
palm was raised, flashing with magic as the
laser charged up. The other two waited. 
Daniel dove for the one with a bad leg. 
It tried to punch him. He stopped in time, and
its fist flew down in front of him, crushing
the asphalt at his feet. He jabbed it in the
waist with his baton, smashing the spot
where it rotated its torso. It punched again, 
but it couldn’t turn properly, and the fist went
far wide. 
Daniel drew on his magic and beat its
exposed arm with a flurry of strikes so fast
his baton turned into a grey blur. The
extractor’s limb bent and buckled and
snapped with his blows. The other hand
reached for him. Daniel jumped straight up, 
then kicked off the extractor’s chest, sending
himself flying in the other direction. 
A black laser whizzed by his head, 
singing his shoulder pad. A hand grabbed for
him. He twisted in midair, slapped its fingers
in, and landed outside their ring. 
He had to stay on the offensive. He
struck out at the one closest to him before its
friends could get around to help it. A few
two-handed swings left it totally armless. 
It went for one of its kicks. Daniel
repeated the move he’d used earlier—he
ducked sideways, grabbed the heel, then
elbowed it in the knee. It bent backward with
a satisfying crunch. 
The other two extractors were almost on
top of him. He tried to circle them. Black
lasers ripped and melted the asphalt around
his legs as he ran. 
They weren’t as confused as before—
they kept following his movements; the
lasers were scarily accurate. Were they
learning? 
No, they weren’t getting stronger—he
was getting slower. Too much power, too
fast. His lungs were burning. His toes
throbbed from jamming into his shoes every
time he changed direction. 
He let one get too close, but he saw the
kick coming. He stepped back. 
The back of his heels hit the curb. He
held there for a moment, leaning back, arms
circling for balance. He saw the punch
coming, and pushed power into his
chestplate. 
The fist landed. Black lightning crashed
and sparked against his white light. He was
sent to the ground, but he was lucky, rolling
across grass, not pavement. His armor held, 
and he got away with a bloody lip. 
The fight went on. He dodged. He
jumped. He attacked, whipping his baton
against their iron casings over and over. He
made dents, disabled limbs, cracked their
heads. 
He was exhausted. His vision felt dark
at the edges, narrowed. He couldn’t focus. 

His movements felt automatic, 
repetitive. He stopped planning. He was too
tired to think. He just kept reacting, kept
hitting them. 
His baton struck a crack it had made
earlier. The extractor’s casing buckled, and
his weapon smashed through its core. He put
his foot on its chest and kicked his weapon
free. 
With a long, grinding creak, it fell back
onto the street. Energy surged through him as
he absorbed it. 
He had to use that opportunity. He
lunged at the second extractor, overcharging
himself with his magic. 
Just as it had before, time slowed to a
crawl. Daniel attacked so fast it was as if he
struck from five directions at once. Its arm
broke off from the shoulder. It tried to catch
itself, but a damaged leg crumpled with the
strain. Daniel hit its torso once, twice, three
times, crushing it. It began to disintegrate. 
Even as Daniel absorbed the energy
from the crumbling machine, he was grabbed
from behind. Steel fingers wrapped around
his back. He activated his armor. 
The final extractor’s hand shone black
with power as it attempted to squeeze him to
death. If its other arm hadn’t already been
damaged, it might have been over right then. 
Daniel wormed in its grip, trying to slip out, 
but the hand held firm. 
It became a sick game of tug of war; 
Daniel pressing outward with his armor’s
power, the extractor’s grip tightening like a
vice. Black and white light shone in his eyes. 
Putrid smoke roiled around them. 
And then the pressure was gone, and he
was flying. 
Some shred of good sense told him to
put his power into the armor on his back. It
was just in time for him to slam through a
brick wall. He tumbled over carpet, broke
through a table, and crunched into the wall of
a living room. 
His head rang. He was buried halfway
in the drywall, his legs splayed over the
carpet. He shoved a hand under himself to
get up, but slipped, and fell back on the rug. 
His baton was gone. 
Pain throbbed up his calf. He looked
down. A splinter of wood the size of his
wrist was sticking out the back of his ankle. 
Blood streamed down to his foot. 
It didn’t feel as painful as it looked. 
Hazy. Like it was happening to someone
else. 
He sat upright. The room spun. He put a
hand on a broken part of the wall, trying to
steady himself. 
There was a grinding sound. He looked
up. 
The extractor was dragging itself over
the curb, then across the lawn, pulling a dead
leg behind it. Its hand was melted and
twisted where it had held him. The other arm
dangled free, useless. But it was still
moving. 
He had to move. He tried putting
pressure on his injured leg. His vision went
black and red. A noise like a dog’s whimper
leaked out of his mouth. 
The extractor reached the house. It
ripped a wider hole in the brick so it could
fit through. An iron foot crushed the carpet. 
His leg was shot. That was his
advantage, speed. He was screwed. 
The extractor took another step. He
pressed himself back against the wall, 
gathering the precious inches between
himself and the robots. 
In the debris of the table he saw an old
radio, a fat speaker on one side, a dial for
different stations on the other. A big antenna
stretched up from the top. The way it
telescoped reminded him of his baton. 
The extractor reached him. It raised its
twisted hand. Energy gathered under its
fingers. The blackened iron hissed and
rattled with the strain, but the laser was
coming. 
Daniel grabbed the radio. He pointed
the tip at the machine, and poured himself
into it until it glowed like white-hot iron. 
He jammed the end of the antenna into
the extractor. It punctured through its
weakened hull. He brought it up, up, tearing
a line through his enemy. He was screaming. 
The extractor’s inscriptions fizzled. Its
palm dropped. The laser fired. It burned a
hole in the wall under Daniel’s arm, leaving
him unscathed. 
Daniel sat there, still holding the radio. 
He heaved air. His throat was hoarse. 
Metal creaked. The machine tipped. A
half-ton of steel was about to fall on top of
him. He tried to raise an arm to protect
himself, but he didn’t have any strength left. 
The extractor’s head thumped onto the
wall above him, and it rested there, propped
over Daniel’s body like a lean-to. 
Daniel started laughing, a half-hearted, 
coughed-up chuckle. Or was he crying? He
wasn’t sure. He didn’t care. 
The extractor’s body disintegrated. 
Black smoke rushed into him. He felt the
burst of energy. 
And then he saw the true potential of
what the Ivory Dawn had called a vampiric
enchantment. 
The broken piece of wood driven into
his leg was pushed out. It dropped to the
ground, still covered in blood. The exposed
muscle and flesh knit together. His skin
swam and neatly folded over the hole, 
leaving nothing to show he’d ever been
harmed. 
Daniel tested his leg, then shoved to his
feet, leaning against the wall for balance. His
ankle definitely still hurt, but it worked. He
ached all over. He felt like he could have
fallen asleep standing up. 
He’d done it. 
Darkness flickered. 
He stumbled out of the house in a full
panic. If more came, he was dead. He had to
run, survive, live to fight another day. 
The crack in the sky closed. 
The dome’s world-stopping spell
vanished. The grass was green again. The air
smelled like heavy mid-summer damp. He
fell to his knees and sucked it in. 
He put his hands on the grass. It was wet
with dew. He clenched his fists, feeling it rip
from the ground, feeling the plant-matter in
his hands. It was so normal. So real. 
Brick and plastic siding collapsed from
the hole behind him. Lights flashed on in
windows. He heard a shout. He jogged his
half-dead corpse back down the street before
the police showed up and asked what the hell
he was doing in the middle of a warzone
wearing a homemade suit of armor. 
He crawled up into his bedroom
window and stripped off the belts holding
the pads in place. They were a steaming
wreck, and his hoodie was ruined, too. 
Besides the hole in the center, the giant’s
hand had left an imprint where it touched
him, burning through the Plexiglas and steel
and rubber all the way to the last fibers of
his clothes. Probably explained why his ribs
hurt every time he turned. 
He dropped onto his bed and was asleep
before his head hit the pillow. 


****
Daniel woke up with a stiff neck and a
throbbing headache. He wandered down the
stairs, wincing as he passed the bright light
coming in through their windows. Felix was
on the couch, legs splayed over the cushions
in a cartoon-induced stupor. Their dad was
gone, already at work. Daniel stopped at the
edge of the kitchen. 
"You eat?" Daniel said. 
"No." 
"I feel like pancakes. Want some?" 
"Yeah!" 
"Good." 
They had a small TV in the kitchen. 
James had left it on the local news. A woman
with way too much makeup was standing in
front of a street that looked like a bombed-
out picture of London from World War II. 
"As you can see, the damage is
extensive. Authorities are still investigating, 
but believe there may have been a problem
with a natural gas line. The epicenter of the
explosion is thought to have been located
under that house." The woman pointed. The
camera zoomed in on the hole in the brick
house, which was cordoned off with yellow
police tape. "The resulting brick shrapnel
decimated the remainder of -" 
Daniel turned it off. 
He used the instant stuff, and in a few
minutes, he had pancakes frying in a pan. A
stack slowly grew on a plate next to him. He
ran out of batter, mixed more, and poured
another pancake. 
He felt like his mind was a hundred
miles away from his body. His hands kept
working without his thoughts to guide them. 
Autopilot. 
It all seemed fake. A dream. Now he
was back. Everything seemed too normal, 
too average. Was the world really like this? 
News reports and pancake breakfasts? Or
was it the black-and-white frozen world of
vorid, and forgotten victims, and magic? 
"Hey Danny?" 
"Hmm?" 
Felix tramped over the tile. "Are you
really hungry or something?" 
Daniel glanced at the plate and realized
he’d made ten pancakes for the two of them. 
He took a long breath, then put some plastic
wrap over the rest of the batter and stuck it in
the fridge. 
They sat at the table, slathered the fried
dough in butter and syrup, then sawed it to
pieces. Daniel shoved it into his mouth. It
was warm and sweet. He chewed for a long
time, then swallowed. He set his fork down. 
"Danny?" Felix looked at him. "What’s
wrong? I think they taste pretty good." Daniel
got up from his seat and hugged his brother. 
He grabbed on tight and cried over his
shoulder. "Dan? Dan, are you ok?" 
"…yeah." Daniel stood straight and
wiped his eyes. He sniffed. "I’ll be fine." 
"What happened?" 
Daniel sat and shoved more pancakes
into his mouth. "Nothing. Forget it." 
"Are you sure?" 
"I’m sure." 
"…hey, Dan?" 
"Yeah?" 
"…thanks." 
"You’re welcome." 
"No, I mean…Dad was off for a while, 
you know? I didn’t know what to do." 
Daniel stared. Felix had never talked
about their father’s depression. He’d always
thought his kid brother wasn’t really old
enough to notice it. 
"But," Felix said, "you always did. That made it better." 
"…good." 
"Why were you crying?" 
"…it’s nothing you need to worry
about," Daniel said. "Something I already
took care of. Just…bad thoughts." 
"…I miss mom, too." 
Felix started in on his food again. 
Daniel sat down and did the same. They
didn’t need to talk. There was a sort of silent
communication, thoughts conveyed through
the clatter of forks on plates as they finished
their pancakes. 
Daniel thought hard. He had to have
gotten a big boost from absorbing three more
extractors. He had to measure his powers
again. And make more armor. And order a
new baton. 
But did he want another baton? It wasn’t
quite right. He was already fast—he needed
something heavy that could do big damage
when he had the chance for a hit. Less like a
stick and more like a club. 
He had two more months until he moved
to Boston. Even if the Vorid kept to their
schedule, he’d be facing the extractors two
more times—and probably more than he had
the last time. On that point, and on everything
else, Xik’s information had held true. 
Daniel looked at Felix. After stuffing
himself with three pancakes, his little brother
bounded back to the living room. He was
currently fiddling with some wires to
connect a game console to the television, 
oblivious to the danger that was slowly
consuming the earth. 
When their dad was depressed, Daniel
picked up the slack so Felix didn’t have to. It
was hard. Daniel stopped doing a lot of
things, then. He lost touch with the few
people at school he actually cared about. But
it was what it was. He was older, so he had
the responsibility to take the blow. For Felix, 
Daniel would bear it. 
It had gotten to the point where he didn’t
think about how isolated he’d become. He
didn’t care that he didn’t have any real
friends. But now, it wasn’t just about making
sure his brother was dressed and at school
on time. Now it was about saving lives. And
maybe he didn’t really like people, but no
one deserved to die like that. Scrubbed out
of reality like an ant. 
The burden had multiplied, and he was
still alone. There was no one to share the
struggle. If he messed up, no one would
come to save him. That would be it for his
family, and the entire town. He was a very
tiny wall between Aplington and complete
annihilation. 
He’d almost died. 
Daniel gathered up the silverware onto
the plates. He rinsed off the syrup and
uneaten bits into the sink and slotted them
into the dishwasher. He leaned on the
counter. 
Ohio was a big state. It would have
plenty of Vorid. If he was going to protect all
these people, he had to get stronger. A lot
stronger. 
The media already had an explanation
for the attack from the authorities. That
bothered him. In less than 10 hours, someone
had found out about this mess and cleaned it
up. That meant he had to keep his head down. 
But who controlled the authorities? 
Those Ivory Dawn people? Maybe. But no
sense worrying about it. Right now, that was
still way above his pay grade.¬
Chapter Four
Treaty
In Westchester County outside of New
York City was a manor situated within a
broad swath of forest. Expansive grounds
created a preened boundary between woods
and the main building. Its stacked stone walls
met with steep tile roofs dotted with
chimneys; intricate crenellations ran along
windowsills and around balconies. Each
wing of the sprawling complex possessed
wings of its own. If any American institution
could be called a castle, it would be this
giant home: the headquarters of the Ivory
Dawn, the magical organization that had been
in power in the United States since the
Revolutionary War. 
Beneath the manor was a meeting
chamber to rival any national parliament. 
Seats were arranged on a stepped half-circle
surrounding a central dais. Delegates from
all over the world were in attendance. There
were Indian Mantriks; Magi from the
Mediterranean and Western Asia; the Order
of True Flame, the wizards that ruled
Western Europe; the witches of Scandinavia
and Russia; the Chinese Wu, ancient
mediums skilled in healing arts; Voodoo
practitioners from the Caribbean and Africa; 
and any number of shaman and druids
representing smaller tribes and families
scattered across the world. 
The unprecedented gathering had only
one purpose: to discuss the war that they
were losing, to find a solution to the conflict
that was steadily eating away mankind—to
unite and prevail against the Vorid. 
Eleanor Caroline Astor, daughter of
Henry Astor, the President of the Ivory
Dawn, watched the chaos from her father’s
shoulder. They shared the same ice-blonde
hair. Henry himself sat in the great wooden
chair at the center of the dais. It was a seat
carved more for an emperor than a president, 
painted white and gold. Behind them were
more members of the inner family, all
wearing their tabards. 
To say the talks weren’t going well
would be calling a tornado light rain. In the
chamber above them, the delegates were
arguing wildly, each group trying to shout
over the others. Everyone’s local problems
were the most pressing. Everyone thought
their methods were best. 
The fact of the matter was that the Vorid
had already erased tens of millions, and, 
despite their best efforts, the rate of
consumption was accelerating, not slowing. 
Eleanor’s father hadn’t spoken in some time; 
his hands were clasped in his lap as he
surveyed the room. Eleanor leaned close to
his ear. "Shouldn’t you stop this?" 
"Always impatient," he murmured. He
tilted his head up to her ear. "Sometimes it’s
best to let everyone fight it out for a while. 
Then they’ll be too tired to complain when
you come at them later." 
Eleanor’s lips turned up in the smallest
of smiles. "You’ve had enough fun, I think. 
Let’s make this more productive." 
"Advice from my daughter, now?" 
Henry said. "I really must be getting old." 
"I apologize. I didn’t mean it like that." 
"I was only joking, dearest." 
"Oh. Sorry." 
"Try to relax." Henry stood. His white
robes swirled around his feet as he walked
forward. A simple gold sash kept the cloth
snug around his waist. He stopped in the
center of the dais and waited. Seeing him
stand, the room slowly quieted. Eleanor’s
father waited until it was completely silent
before speaking. 
"The Klide did not lie to us," Henry
said. His tone was matched only by his
hawkish stare. He had the amazing talent of
transforming from gentle giant to
unquestionable ruler when things were
serious. Eleanor wondered if she’d ever be
able to replicate it. "This threat is perhaps
the greatest we have ever faced." 
One of the men stood. Eleanor
recognized his blue robes; he was the leader
of the True Flame, Lenhard Rothschild. "You
imply we should take their offer?" 
There was another burst of noise. Henry
raised his hands for quiet. It came somewhat
quickly, this time. "I imply that it remains on
the table. Or is there anyone here with the
gumption to claim that they haven’t been
pushed back?" The room stayed still. "We
are too few. The Vorid are too many. We
cannot protect the mundanes. Not all of
them." 
"You are not wrong," the leader of the
witches said. Neither Eleanor nor anyone
else knew her true name; the witches kept
those hidden. Eleanor didn’t know any magic
that used names, but then, she didn’t claim to
know everything about magic. The old
crone’s voice snaked out from her mouth. 
"We must withdraw." 
Rothschild flung his arm out. "I refuse to
accept that we abandon our land and our
peoples to save ourselves!" The Wu and the
Magi leapt from their chairs and shouted in
agreement. Anarchy was instantaneous. 
"Enough!" Henry roared. Everyone
stopped talking. "This is not the time to
resolve old grudges! We move together, or
we all die!" He took a breath. "If you stand and speak in my chamber, speak calmly, and
with sound thought." 
The witch stood again. " Wizard
Rothschild. You must agree we simply do
not have the forces to protect every mundane. 
To insist otherwise and throw ourselves on
the sword of the Vorid is ridiculous. You’d
have us commit suicide as long as we upheld
your moral standards." 
Rothschild folded his arms. "Then what? 
Run and hide in cities? We might defend
ourselves if we retreat and concentrate our
efforts, but at what cost? What will happen
to the world when billions have vanished? 
What will happen when the farmers in rural
areas are gone, when the fishermen, 
manufacturers, laborers are all erased?" 
"If that is the sacrifice that must be made
to save humanity, than we must make it." 
"I have an alternative solution," Henry
said. 
Rothschild glared at Eleanor’s father. "If
you dare say that we all create a class of
cursed artificial creatures like the Klide
have insisted, I’ll save myself the waste of
time and go home now. I will not be
complicit in a second Elizabeth Bathory." 
That had everyone’s attention. Lady
Bathory had been the greatest practitioner of
necromantic life absorption. She’d killed and
absorbed over 200 magicians. Only a
combined force of Christian wizards, 
Turkish magi, and their demonic familiars
had been able to seal her away. It was as
close to complete destruction as the world of
magic had ever come in modern times. After
Bathory’s medieval empire was wiped
away, it was universally decreed that use of
such magic would earn not death, but a
sentence in Hell. It was the only punishment
terrible enough to ensure it never happened
again. 
And then the Klide had come and
offered to do that to hundreds of men and
women around the world as casually as if
they were offering potato chips. Contractors, 
they called them. It was unthinkable. If any
one person absorbed enough power, they
could become literally unstoppable. 
"No," her father said. "Not that. But we must increase our strength somehow." He
folded his arms behind his back. "I suggest
we reestablish the familiar system." 
That got scattered murmurs. Everyone
exchanged glances. "Dangerous," the witch
said. "Quite dangerous to meddle with those
demons." 
"In most cases." Henry raised a hand. 
"But they have a vested interest in making
sure earth’s population remains growing, or
at least stable. They have to be feeling the
effects. They’ll be willing to bargain." 
"You’re playing with fire, President
Astor." 
"We don’t have a choice. We can’t win
a defensive war." He let his hands fall to his
sides. "I call a vote on the following: that we
renegotiate our treaty with the demons and
again open summoning magic to common
use." 
Rothschild stood. "You can’t expect us
to -" 
Henry raised a hand. "We don’t have the
luxury of weeks, or even days. Even seconds
are precious. I did not call a meeting
between the greatest magical leaders of our
age for tea and crumpets." Henry folded his
arms behind his back. "Do I have a second?" 
The leader of the Wu stood. His English
was heavily accented, but intelligible. "I
second it." 
"Then we will adjourn for 1 hour. 
Please make your decision in that time." 


****
Eleanor and her father retreated to a
drawing room, each of them seated in a
straight-backed chair with gold-white
upholstery. It was a small, but tasteful space
located on the second floor of the manor. 
Heavy gold drapes were drawn aside to
show a wide view of the gardens. She knew
every inch of those lawns and hedges; she’d
played in them since she was a child. He
would work in this room, and she’d wave up
at him, and get waves back. 
The hour was long. Her eyes were
restless. She’d been practicing the
summoning spell for a week, but performing
it in front of the chamber was a demanding
prospect. 
"You’re nervous," her father said. 
Eleanor didn’t bother to deny it. "You are
disciplined. Have faith in your own
abilities." 
"I do. I’m worried we’ll lose the vote, 
but this is the only way. Even Rothschild can
see that." 
"He’s only stubborn because he’s
ambitious. He remembers his grandfather’s
stories of when the True Flame was
unmatched by any other order." A smile
wrinkled his face. "You remind me of your
mother in times like these." 
"Oh." It was the only thing she could
manage. 
"You have her beauty, of course. But
beyond that, her strength of will. I rest easier
knowing I can depend on you." 
She blushed. He rarely spoke of her
mother. Eleanor had never known her; she
passed away of cancer only two years after
her birth. The tumors had been discovered
too late. Even healing magic had its limits. 
"…why…" Eleanor bit her lip, stopping
herself. It wasn’t proper to ask him that
question. 
"But why am I telling you this now?" 
She looked away, embarrassed. "Because
I’m old and worried about the future. Better
say it now than wish I had later." 
"…I see." 
"I’ve decided your destination. Boston
requires your presence." 
"…I would prefer to stay here." 
"I’m aware of what you prefer." 
She phrased herself as diplomatically as
possible. "But my preference has not altered
your decision." 
"Eleanor." She forced herself to look at
him. "We’re holding against the sieges in
New York without much struggle, but the
Vorid are closing in from less populated
areas, town by town. Boston is the northern
shield of the east coast. We cannot lose it." 
"…I understand." 
"Rachel will attend you, of course." 
Eleanor nodded. "What are the
arrangements?" 
"You’ll enroll at Northeastern
University." 
She frowned. "Not Harvard?" 
Henry smiled in a way that told Eleanor
he knew something she didn’t. It was an
expression she knew well, and one she found
exceptionally distressing. "There are many
kinds of education. Northeastern is a fine
school." 
"I acquiesce to your judgment." 
"Good," he said. "I expect excellent
grades." 
"I doubt the curriculum will be very
challenging." 
"Don’t look down on mundanes. Without
them, we’d still be living in the dark ages." 
Eleanor stood. "If you’ll excuse me, I
want to make Rachel aware of our plans." 
"Then I’ll meet you in the atrium." 
Eleanor gathered her white dress in her
hands, curtsied, and left the room. She didn’t
notice the flowering wallpaper and the
chandeliers that dotted the halls. Opulence
was her standard state of existence. Even the
rainbow-refractions of crystal lighting grew
boring the thousandth time. 
The door to Rachel’s room was ajar. 
Eleanor slipped inside. 
Rachel was seated on the edge of her
bed, idly kicking her legs. The short redhead
was one of the strongest from their branch
family, and Eleanor’s second cousin. For
that, and for being about the same age, she’d
been raised as Eleanor’s attendant and
bodyguard. She also held the higher honor of
being Eleanor’s best friend. 
Rachel worked a needle into and out of
a small doll. Various breeds of stuffed
animals lined shelves around the room, or
were piled with pillows; the droppings of
her hobby. She was so intent on her work
that she didn’t notice Eleanor come in. 
"Rachel." 
Rachel stiffened, then sighed. "One of
these days you’ll freak me into stabbing my
finger." She set the doll to the side. "Don’t do that." 
"What, and lose all that fun?" Eleanor
eyed her dress. "That outfit looks terrible on
you. I hate green." 
"…I thought it was nice." 
"Well, I don’t." 
Rachel looked away, then back. "I
thought you were waiting with the
President." 
"I came to tell you about our new
posting. We’re moving to Boston." 
Rachel nodded slowly. "It’s a bit safer
there." 
"Safer?" Eleanor began to pace the
room, her nose stuck in the air. "I don’t want
safe. New York is my home. I love the city. 
There’s a dozen colleges I could attend just
in Manhattan." 
"Boston will give us plenty of action." 
Rachel sighed. "I guess the queen bee is
driven to brandish her stinger." 
"What’s that supposed to mean?" 
Rachel hopped off the bed and
flourished her sewing needle like a rapier. "I
am Eleanor Astor, defender of earth! Behold
my mighty powers!" 
"Very amusing." 
"En garde!" Rachel danced forward and
struck at an invisible enemy. "I’ll fence all
the Vorid to death! I’ll take their king one on
one! The amazing Eleanor is here to save the
day!" 
"Stop already!" 
Rachel burst into laughter and stuck the
needle in the doll. " Stooop alreeeady." 
"I do not sound like that." 
"You’re right. You sound a lot bitchier." 
They locked glares for an instant, then
started giggling. They fell side-by-side on
Rachel’s bed. For that brief moment, her
anxiety had flown away, but now it was
rushing back. "I’m just worried about him," 
Eleanor said. "He’s not as young as he used
to be." 
Rachel propped herself up on an arm. 
Her long red hair fell past her neck. "Your
father," she began, "is the President of the Ivory Dawn. He’s probably the strongest
magician on earth. The last thing he needs is
his little princess worrying about him." 
"America doesn’t have princesses." 
"Not officially." Rachel sat back. "So. 
What are we doing in Boston?" 
"Attending Northeastern University." 
"That’s surprisingly normal." 
"Yes," Eleanor said. "He seemed
particularly pleased with himself about that." 
"Getting out of the manor will do us
some good, right?" 
"I suppose." 
"You’re so high-maintenance. Besides." 
Rachel raised her eyebrows. "College means
parties. And boys." 
"We don’t have the time or the luxury
for that nonsense." 
"Elly. This isn’t the 15th century. Let
your hair down a little. Literally and
figuratively." 
Eleanor self-consciously patted her bun. 
"I like it where it is." 
"Whatever. More for me." 
"Slut." 
"Stuck-up bitch." 
Eleanor snorted. "But seriously," she
said. "We have our duties. It wouldn’t be fair
for the other person in the relationship." 
"…a little normality," Rachel said. "It might be good." 
"I’ll need you by my side," Eleanor said. 
Rachel didn’t respond. Eleanor sighed and
leaned up off the bed. "I should get back." 
"Good luck." 
Eleanor paused at the door. "How long
are you going to cling to these things?" 
Rachel tucked her doll into her lap, as if
protecting it from Eleanor’s stare. "…is it a
problem?" 
"Are you making it one?" Eleanor asked. 
Rachel lowered her face. Eleanor
couldn’t quite make out her expression. "It’s
my hobby, ok?" 
"Yes. A childish hobby." 
"What does it matter?" 
"You’re my attendant. Your actions
reflect on me. I shouldn’t have to lecture you
about this." Eleanor scratched under her ear. 
"Is everything alright?" 
Rachel sighed. She put a hand on her
forehead. "Just…forget it." 
Eleanor left the room feeling somehow
less comforted than when she’d gone in. But
then, Rachel would see things her way
eventually. She always did. 


****
Over the course of ten minutes, the
delegations filed backed into their seats. 
After the footsteps and shifting dulled, 
Eleanor’s father again took a spot on the dais
at the front of the meeting chamber. "Those in
favor of renegotiating the treaty and
establishing the familiar system, vote green. 
Those against, red. Please vote now." 
Eleanor braced herself as bubbles of
light appeared over each group. 
She sighed. The True Flame, the
witches, and the Wu all voted in favor. They
wouldn’t even have to count—only a few red
orbs dotted a field of green. 
"The vote is cast in favor. My daughter
will perform the spell. I will negotiate on
our behalf, unless there is a dissenting
opinion?" No one spoke. "So it is." Henry glanced back at Eleanor. 
Eleanor drifted into the center of the
room. She felt the eyes taking her in, 
measuring up the likely future president of
the Ivory Dawn. Technically the president
was elected, but the Astors had ruled for
over five generations. What Rachel said
about her being a princess wasn’t far from
the truth—she was more or less next in line. 
She concentrated on her soul core. Her
inner power rose up to meet her, filled her
hands with warmth. She spread it out over
the floor, molding a complex summoning
sigil of blue light that she had memorized
over the past few weeks. Accurate mental
construction was critical. Demons were as
unpredictable as they were conniving. She
had to be sure to have firm control over its
presence. 
The completed sigil was a pentagram
covered in hieroglyphics. She felt the strain
as she clenched it tight. It was like holding a
plastic bag with too much in it, weight
digging into your fingers. The spell dug
across her soul, the lines constricted about
her power, dragging her down. She resisted
the urge to drop it. 
A cylinder of blue light grew from the
floor. It was so bright she had to struggle not
to wince. She hadn’t moved, but her lungs
were burning. She breathed deeply. 
The light died. Standing on the sigil was
Beelzebub. 
It was roughly humanoid, but its skin
was blood red. Its fingers ended in black
claws. Two white horns curled up above its
skull. It wore a black shirt and black slacks, 
no buttons, zippers, or pockets. 
There was no question it could beat any
of them in a physical contest, but the real
threat was its sheer magic power. The
ancient demon commanded vast legions
within the depths of Hell. There, its word
was as good as law, and that was saying
something. 
Shiny black eyes turned on her. "Eleanor
Caroline Astor. A worthy summoning." 
Smoke drifted from its mouth as it spoke. 
"Amazing, Henry. All these fools under one
roof and they haven’t torn each other to
pieces? You weren’t exaggerating." 
Henry cleared his throat. "My proposal
has been accepted. We would like to
renegotiate the treaty." 
"Yes." Beelzebub folded his arms. Or
its arms. The dusty tomes Eleanor had
studied hadn’t been clear if the warlord had
a gender. They hadn’t used a summoning
spell in hundreds of years; their sole contact
was through her father’s communication
spell. "What would you like, Astor?" 
"We want to reestablish the familiar
system." 
The demon rumbled a thick, fiery laugh. 
"Interesting. Normally I’d want something in
exchange…but." It paused. Its eyes studied
the gathered faces. "They haven’t yet entered
our universe. I suspect it’s only a matter of
time. We might as well fight the war on land
that doesn’t belong to us." 
Henry nodded. "Have you felt the effects
of the energy loss? Is the prison sound?" 
"A few light knocks on a foundation
larger than your puny earth," Beelzebub said. 
"But the lack of death is having its impact. 
The wheels grind hard when the Vorid steal
the energy away for themselves." It grinned. 
"It might please you to know that the other
undesirables are still having plenty of fun." 
"Not particularly." 
The demon laughed again. "I forget you
humans don’t take as much pleasure in
misfortune. Least of all when you don’t know
them personally. You’re all too apathetic. 
You need more passion." 
It waved a hand. Another sigil appeared
in the air and expanded rapidly, a massive, 
floating construction of burning purple lights. 
Parts of the magical treaty were actually
moving, shifting as they watched. It made
Eleanor’s spell look like a child’s toy. 
"The familiar system?" 
"That is all I dare ask." 
"Good that you know your place." 
Beelzebub jabbed his finger forward. Some
cosmic key turned, and lines and lights
flashed. Purple spheres danced to and fro. 
Part of the treaty sigil rewrote itself. It went
still again, then, and vanished. "It is done." 
"Thank you, Beelzebub." 
"Anything for you, Astor." It made a
lopsided grin. "Remember not to summon
more than you can handle. Bad things might
happen. I can’t police them all the time, you
know." 
"Of course." 
Black eyes locked onto Eleanor. 
"Release your summons before I break it. I
was with my harem." 

Ah. Probably male, then. Eleanor let the
bag drop from her fingers. The spell slid off
her power, relinquishing its grip. Blue light
glowed around the edges of Beelzebub’s
form, and it faded back into Hell. The
tension in her shoulders faded, but the
meeting was far from over. 
"I will now call the Klide diplomat, and
we will address him with our grievances." 
Her father withdrew a stone from his robe, a
small, turquoise oval. Unlike with the
demon, there was no special preparation
needed. He simply squeezed its surface. 
The ambassador simply wasn’t there
one moment, and there the next. She had no
idea how it could hide its magic like that. 
Not even Beelzebub was capable of such a
feat. 
Its clothing had changed from the putrid
multicolored pinstripes to something much
more conservative—a simple black suit—
but it didn’t belie the sense of unease the
large red eyes gave her. A frog’s head
perched on that thin body was undeniably
creepy. 
It bowed. "Mr. President. Delegates. 
How may I be of assistance?" 
"Our meeting this day, Xikanthus," 
Henry began, "is due in no small part to your
vampiric spell." 
Xik clasped its white gloves together on
its cane. "You’ve changed your minds? 
That’s excellent news. I’ll be sure to -" 
"You misunderstand." Her father’s face
darkened. Eleanor stiffened. Even she felt
edgy when her father had that look in his eye. 
There was a reason he could get away with
interrupting Rothschild. "We want no part of
that evil." 
"…I see. Then what could have
prompted such a gathering?" 
"Do not patronize us!" The president
pointed an accusing finger. "I received a
report not last week from our members in
Cleveland. A young man—possessing no
indication as to his order, allegiance, or rank
—wielded magic power. His enchantment
absorbed an extractor. We have two
eyewitnesses to the fact. You ignored our
agreements outright!" 
"Caught red-handed, then." The hint of a
smile touched Xik’s lips. "It’s for your own
good." 
"Our own good." Henry clenched his
fists. "Our ignorance has brought our world
to the brink of darkness one too many times
for me to believe that kind of posturing." 
"Cleveland, hmm?" Xik rubbed his chin. 
"He’s moving quickly." 
"Who is?" 
"The young man you mentioned." Xik
shook his head. "I told him to lay low, but to
think he was able to finish off an extractor
already…I knew I was right to keep on him. 
He’s incredible potential." 
"Then you not only cursed him, you
helped him hide from us?!" 
"Yes." 
Henry looked ready to kill. "Were it not
for the fact that we cannot afford it, 
Xikanthus, your actions are provocation to
war." 
"My people realize this," Xik said. "It’s more than about time you changed your terms
with the demons, by the way. Your universe
has the advantage of being naturally
intertwined with another. You’d be fools not
to use that." 
"…how did you know -" 
"Your little parlor tricks are easily
detected and discerned." Xik stepped closer
to Eleanor’s father, and to the assembly. "I
tire of these games, so I will be frank. Do
you simpletons understand the magnitude of
what you face? Before the raw power of the
Vorid nobles, your greatest spells are
inconsequential mutterings. Their king has
absorbed quintillions of souls. If he so much
as blinked, your entire planet would be
annihilated. Do you know what keeps him
from running rampant? Do you know what
keeps the multiverse locked in an unstable
cease-fire? The Klide. The sacrifices of my
people." 
Throughout all his dealings with them, 
Xik had been civil. This was different. He
was still calm. His voice was still measured. 
But his words were like bricks thrown
through glass. 
He gestured across his chest. "Despite
the fact that we have lost more lives to this
war than the total number of humans that
have ever lived, you have the gall—the sheer
arrogance—to turn your nose up at our
assistance. You are consumed with your own
self-righteousness. If you truly believe you
still have the luxury of morality, then
humanity deserves the fate that awaits it." He
let his hand drop. "That of a slow, steady
decline as the Vorid’s weakest scouts eat
you away." 
It was quiet for a long time. Her father
was silent. No one in the chamber moved. 
Xik took it all in with a clinical expression. 
Almost bored. 
It was the way he looked at them—the
way he saw them as ants, the way he floated, 
aloof, thinking himself an emperor that had
spared some of his precious time to address
them. Eleanor took a step forward. "You
know nothing of humanity." 
"You’re right. I overestimated you." 
"You’ve underestimated us. We’d rather
die than sacrifice who we are. We’d rather
suffer a thousand painful deaths than live as
monsters!" Xik laughed in her face. Even
Eleanor was surprised by his reaction, but
she steeled herself. "Laugh if you want, 
ambassador. I won’t be cowed." 
"Oh, no, it’s not that. You made an
admirable retort." Xik’s humor faded. "The
young man in Cleveland said the same thing." 
She blinked. "What?" 
"He said he’d become a monster, that he
wasn’t human anymore. And he told me to
remember that you’d rather die on your feet
than live on your knees. It seems he’s
grasped you all rather well. I’d watch out for
him. I know I would." 
"Whoever he is, he’s the exception, not
the rule." 
"And he should be the rule. You’ve all
come together, united under one roof at last. 
And what do you have to show for it? What
grand strategy have you created? Where is
your sense of responsibility to the millions
that have already died?" 
"The demons are with us," Eleanor said. 
"Even they recognize it’s in their best
interest to help us." 
"The demons," Xik said. "A class 1
civilization. Better off than you, in both
technology and magic, but not by much, and
they cannot bring that might across the bridge
between your universes. The Vorid will flick
them away." 
"And what you’re suggesting is
supposed to be better?!" 
Xik fully turned to face her. "I offered
you a weapon that would at least give you a
chance of survival. What happens after that
is up to you. But at least there would be an

after." 
"Enough," Henry said. "Do you have any apology to make, or will you continue to
waste our time?" 
Xik brought his cane up and gave Henry
a slight bow. "On account of my actions, and
what I will continue to do, I have not a single
apology or regret. As we’re clearly talking
in circles, I bid you good day." And with
that, he was gone. 
A moment passed. The lingering shadow
of harsh and impending doom peeled off the
room. Everyone began to mumble and talk
amongst themselves. 
Eleanor felt more than one reappraising
glance fall on her shoulder. Her father
moved so his back was to the audience
chamber. He gave her a subtle nod. "Well
said." 
For a moment, she basked in her father’s
acknowledgement, but a tiny crack of
confusion undermined her pride. If what Xik
said was true—if the boy that took the power
knew what he was doing to himself, and the
consequences of that choice—than why did
he do it? Why go that far? 
"…father…is it the right thing? To reject
the contractors?" 
"You don’t understand what happened
before. You haven’t seen what unchained
magic can do." 
"…but he…" Eleanor clenched her fists. 
For all her eloquence, she wasn’t sure that
she’d been in the right. What was her
experience compared to Xik’s? What if they
were only holding themselves back? "He
mocked us for our powerlessness," she said. 
"I was angry. Maybe rightfully so. But we
are losing. And so many people are dead. Is
this really enough? Is the treaty alone enough
to avenge them?" 
"We don’t even know if we can trust the
Klide in the first place." He squinted hard. 
His face seemed old to her, then, older than
usual. Tired. "It’s right to put them off. It has to be." 
He said the words. But he didn’t sound
very sure. 


****

2 Months Later


****
Rachel made for the steps of the grand
stair within the mansion’s foyer. The gold-
carpeted staircase split in two at the upper
landing, branching out in two curves over the
marble floor below. Lighting the space was a
chandelier about the size of a car. Even after
years of living there, the lavish decorations
made her feel out of place. She toed her way
down the carpet as if expecting an angry
maid to leap out and demand to know why
she was wearing boots indoors. 
She cracked open the oak doors and
walked out over the gravel drive. She
stopped at the fountain that was the
driveway’s centerpiece and stared at the
water bubbling out the mouth of an angel. 
The cherubim statue was poised above the
stone pool, pointing to the sky with a little
bow and arrow. 
Eight long years ago, she’d been brought
here from home. She remembered pulling in
through the forest, then the gardens, and then
seeing the castle itself. When she was ten, it
seemed like a wild adventure. 
They got out of the car. Her mother and
father held her. The worries started to come. 
The palatial lodgings didn’t change the fact
that they were leaving her there. She’d never
been away from them before. Not like that. 
Her mother knelt down next to her. 
"Don’t worry, Rachel. You’ll be able to visit
us in a few years." 
"…but what if I want to visit sooner?" 
"I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that." 
Rachel gripped her mother’s arm. "I
don’t want to go." 
"Rachel." Her mother tapped her on the
nose. "This is an honor. You’ve been chosen
by the main family because you’re special. 
You’ll have the best of everything." Her
mother’s hand moved to her cheek. "I
couldn’t be more proud of you. Everything
will work out. You’ll see." 
Rachel nodded, but she still felt water in
her eyes. She tried to blink her way out of it. 
It didn’t work. "Do you think she’s nice?" 
"I think you’ll be best friends, soon
enough." Her mother smiled. "You’re a big
girl. You’ll do just fine. Make sure you take
care of Reggie." 
Rachel tucked her doll into her side. 
Reggie was a mess of patches and exposed
stuffing, but she’d made him herself. "I will." 
Then they left. 
And then Rachel had met the president, 
and Eleanor, his daughter, one year Rachel’s
senior. Henry treated her like one of his own. 
Rachel trained hard to become a good
attendant. 
One day, Rachel couldn’t find Reggie. 
She searched the entire house for him, even
the gardens. When Rachel still didn’t give up
after a week, Eleanor came and told Rachel
that she’d thrown him out. Her attendant
didn’t need a ratty old doll. She should just
buy a new one. 
Rachel was furious, of course. But her
ten-year-old self couldn’t vocalize the
emotion she felt. The only way she could
express herself was by hitting the person that
had hurt her so much. 
She was supposed to be shut in her room
with only water for 24 hours as punishment, 
but Henry relented after just a few of them. 
The President told her what she’d done was
wrong, but he left it at that. Once he left for
the day, she was quickly pressured into
apologizing by many of the older attendants. 
Rachel had felt bad about it; she didn’t need
the prodding. 
And so she found Eleanor, and told her
she was sorry for hitting her; it was just a
reaction. It wasn’t worth a doll. 
Eleanor didn’t say anything. She just
turned and started walking away. 
"What about you?" Rachel asked. 
Eleanor looked back. "What do you
mean?" 
"You should apologize too! Reggie was
important!" 
"I won’t apologize for doing what’s
right." 
"Reggie was mine," Rachel said. "You
can’t just throw out other people’s things! 
My mother showed me how to make him, and
he’s always -" 
"He?" Eleanor said. "It is a doll. Was a doll. Now it’s trash." 
"But -" 
"You’re my attendant," Eleanor said. 
Even then, her eyes were like ice. "You
don’t get to have things I don’t like. It’s part
of the job." 
Rachel was stunned. If she had said
something like that, her mother would have
spanked her until she cried. But Eleanor 
went off like it was nothing. 
Her mother had taught her how to sew. 
In silent rebellion, Rachel continued with her
hobby with greater ferocity. Her room
became littered with her dolls, pillows, 
blankets. 
Eleanor threw most of them out. Rachel
didn’t complain, not even when Eleanor
made her drag the bags to the dumpster
herself as a punishment. Not even when
Eleanor whined to her father. She just made
more. 
Eventually, Eleanor gave up on her anti-
doll campaign and instead quietly purged the
unworthy—dolls that had loose stitches, or
were losing a bit of stuffing here and there. It
was sort of a game, then. Survival of the
fittest. Rachel worked harder. 
And then Rachel beat her to the punch. 
She’d knit, and knit, and then give them
away, before Eleanor had enough time to
decide which ones should stay and which
should go. 
It wasn’t really about the dolls, Rachel
realized. It was about control. And so she let
Eleanor have her control, and worked around
it as best she could. She let Eleanor tell her
how to style her hair, and what color to paint
her nails. But she never stopped sewing. 
It was a moment of supreme triumph and
frustration when Eleanor started dictating
what she should make next. And so she made
what Eleanor asked to shut her up. 
Rachel took a long breath. Her feet had
carried her into the gardens. She sat on a
stone bench in front of a small bed of roses. 
The flowers were beautiful, but they had
sharp, wild thorns. They were left natural; 
never preened by the gardeners. As Eleanor
was left by Henry. 
Over the years, Eleanor had come to
regard Rachel as a friend. Rachel felt that it
was less they were friends and more Eleanor
didn’t have anyone else to order around that
she was also allowed to complain to. But
that was the life of a bodyguard. She’d been
cursed with strong magical potential; they
plucked her from home and set her to work. 
And work she did. She worked very
hard at living her own life around the edges
of Eleanor Astor’s field of view. Rachel
didn’t think she was very good at it, but she
had her moments, here and there. 
They laughed. They shared stories. They
talked about the men that annoyed them, and
the men that they’d wish would ask them
out—though that was a blank list, in
Eleanor’s case. They even played a few
video games, when Eleanor was in the mood. 
There was an estranged camaraderie
there, a bad sort of friendship. But a
friendship all the same. Rachel enjoyed the
good times and tried not to worry about the
not-so-good ones. That was what life was, in
a nutshell. 
"Rachel. You’re always out here." 
Rachel looked up. Eleanor was walking
toward her from a gap in the hedges. Her
blond hair shone in the sunlight. She was tall. 
Statuesque. Regal. Aphrodite come down to
walk amongst mortals. 
Rachel sighed. "Hey Elly." 
"The car is coming in just a few
minutes." Eleanor looked around. "Getting
one last gasp of the clean air?" 
"Yeah. I’ll miss the gardens." 
"Northeastern seems to be in a nice
area. A few small parks and greens, about a
mile from the river. Right in downtown
Boston." 
"Yep." 
"Are you nervous?" 
Nervous was the last thing Rachel was
feeling. They were going out into the real
world. A world where magic didn’t exist. A
world where branch families weren’t
subservient to main families. A world where
it didn’t matter if you were the president’s
daughter or her servant. "…I guess." 
"Don’t worry. We’ll have the whole
Boston headquarters looking after us, and it’s
not like we’ll be split up much." 
Rachel couldn’t stop her sour
expression, so she looked away instead. 
Rachel had been shoehorned into the same
class schedule despite having a different
major, and, on top of that, they were sharing
a room. No, she’d be seeing plenty of
Eleanor. "Yeah." 
"Feels like nothing since the assembly, 
huh?" Eleanor sat down next to her. "It’ll be the longest time we’ve ever been away from
home." 
"…for you." 
Eleanor blinked, looked at her. "Oh. 
Well, I mean, this is pretty much home for
you too, right?" 
"Yeah." 
"You seem quiet. What’s up?" Eleanor
grinned. "Still upset from the last time we
sparred?" 
"I don’t know." Rachel looked up at the
sky. "A change of pace sounds pretty good. 
I’m looking forward to it." 
"Me too. But…you sure you’re ok?" 
Rachel looked up at her friend. 
Eleanor’s face was lined with mild concern. 
"I’m good, Elly. Just feel like I’ve got a lot
stuck in my head." 
Eleanor smiled. "Big trips can do that. 
But you’ve got me. So don’t worry so much." 
Rachel felt an odd tug between comfort
and some other emotion she had no name for. 
"Miss Astor, Miss Ashworth!" One of
the maids was running over from the hole in
the hedges. "The cars are here!" 
Rachel gestured ahead. "After you, Miss
Astor." 
Eleanor nodded in the way Rachel
imagined royalty would nod. "Why thank
you, Miss Ashworth." She glided across the
grass in her heels. Rachel thumped after her
in her sneakers. 
"So, are we going straight to Boston?" 
"We’re going by boat to Salem, and then
we’ll drive south from there," Eleanor said. 
"Show my face at headquarters, shake hands. 
That sort of thing." 
Chapter Five
Boston
Daniel, Felix, and their father found
Daniel’s room in the dorm. He inspected the
door. "This is it," Daniel said. 
They were at the end of a long, blue-
carpeted hallway. The walls were washed
the same off-white color every other hallway
in the world used. His room had a pale wood
door, maybe pine. The letter and numbers
C101 were hammered on the front in raised
black metal. The door itself was ajar. Daniel
leaned in. 
A light was on. The cramped space had
a tall bunk bed set against one wall, but he
couldn’t see the roommate he’d been
emailing. He knocked on the doorframe. 
"Anyone home?" 
A chair scraped back against tile. A boy
walked up. He was short, thin, almost
scrawny. Brown hair was buzzed close to his
scalp. "Uh, hi. Daniel Fitzgerald?" 
Daniel nodded. "And you must be Jack
Killiney." They stood there awkwardly for a
moment. Daniel gestured to the side. "This is
my little brother, Felix. And my dad, James." 
Felix stayed half-hidden behind the
doorframe. He had a bit of a shy streak. 
James stepped in and shook Jack’s hand. 
"Good to meet you." 
"Nice to meet you too, Mr. Fitzgerald," 
Jack said. "Do you guys need help moving
stuff in?" 
"Sure," James said. "Dan travels pretty light. With you we might make it in one trip." 
They walked down the hall of the dorm. 
Daniel took it all in a second time. It was
pretty nice—he wouldn’t have chosen that
paint, but the wooden paneling smelled new. 
The simple style made it feel bright and
open. 
They passed through a common room
that connected several wings of the dorm. A
big couch was set in front of a TV on one
side. New students and their families were
flitting about, exploring or lugging boxes
around. They walked out the door of the
lobby to the abutting parking lot and popped
the trunk of the sedan. 
Jack seemed a bit nervous, but he was
nice enough. Felix was assigned a desk
lamp; everyone else loaded up with heavier
luggage. James had been a bit optimistic—
they’d have to make one last trip. 
James and Felix stayed in the room to
unpack his things while Daniel and Jack
went back out to the car to get the last of it. 
"You’re from Ohio, right?" Jack asked. 
"Yep. Aplington. About an hour south of
Cleveland. And you’re from around here?" 
"More or less," Jack said. "Albany’s
only two hours away. You must have had a
drive." 
"A drive is one way of putting it, yeah. 
My little brother was tons of fun stuck in a
car for ten hours." 
"I’m an only child. So I wouldn’t know, 
I guess." 
Daniel gave him a look. "You don’t
wanna know." 
Jack laughed. Daniel smiled. He
wouldn’t know what to do if his roommate
didn’t have a sense of humor, but it seemed
that wouldn’t be a problem. Jack pushed the
door open. "You’re Criminology, right? 
That’s pretty hardcore." 
"You’re English?" 
"Yeah." 
"I’m taking Introduction to American
Authors Tuesday and Thursday." 
"Cool," Jack said. "We’ll probably be
in that one together." 
They reached the car. Daniel beeped it
open and took the liberty of putting a few
boxes in Jack’s arms. The last one had his
new suit of armor. He didn’t want anyone
else handling that. Just in case. 
Daniel backed up, propped the box on
his knee, and used his other hand to shut the
trunk. Jack tapped his shoulder. "Yo. Check
that out." 
Daniel looked over. A limousine was
pulling up through the parking lot, followed
by a small moving van. The sleek car parked
just a few yards away from them. Men in
black suits jumped out of the front
compartments. Some of them joined the
drivers of the truck in sliding the ramp out. 
Furniture soon followed. "Damn," Daniel
said. "Someone’s got cash." 
"That, or they’re compensating for
something." Jack grinned at him. "You know
what they say about big limos." 
Daniel snorted as one of the men hoisted
a leather swivel chair that looked like it
might double as a massage machine. "I guess
the desk chairs weren’t good enough. But I
can’t blame them. First impressions, right?" 
One of the suits opened the limo’s back
door. One of the prettiest girls Daniel had
ever seen stepped out from inside. She was
tall, busty, and had white-gold hair that
would have made an angel envious. 
The way she had it done up in a bun
reminded him of his mother. 
For a moment, it was like he could see a
silhouette cast over her body, standing the
same way, looking into the distance. He
wasn’t sure what he felt, then. 
She turned toward them. Jack averted
his gaze. Daniel couldn’t—he was locked in
place. 
Whatever comparison his mind had been
making between her and his mother was
frozen halfway out the starting gates. Her
face was cold in its beauty, but it was made
out of purified apathy. 
He had the odd image of mud-flavored
ice cream. Just like chocolate, right up until
you tasted it. 
They kept staring at each other. Clearly
she was used to others looking away. 

Challenge accepted. Daniel unabashedly
looked her up and down until she jerked her
nose up and marched away. Several of the
men kept a perimeter around her. He noticed
they had radios coiled around their ears. 
And then the second girl got out from the
car. She was shorter, and next to the other
girl, she could only be called cute at best. 
But she was curvy as hell in all the right
spots. Long red hair was brushed back
behind a demure green dress. She saw
Daniel and Jack, took them in a moment, then
stepped after the duchess. 
"Daaam," Daniel said. "Did you see the tits on that redhead?" 
"I think you were saying something
about first impressions," Jack said. They
both laughed. "So, which one you going for?" 
"Just sightseeing," Daniel said. "I’ve got more important shit to do." 
"Yeah, sure." 
Daniel threw his tiny friend a lopsided
grin. "You have no idea." 
"Are you telling me you wouldn’t go out
with one of them?" 
"Well. I didn’t say that." 
"That’s what I thought." 
They kept the banter going on their way
back. They were both using the humor to get
comfortable with each other, and they both
knew it, and they knew the other knew it. But
somehow that made it better, not worse. 
They were both in the same boat, sink or
swim—a new school, a blank slate. 
The babble of the common room had
descended to lowered murmurs in the wake
of the royal entourage. They delivered their
cargo. After a few minutes of pleasantries, 
Daniel walked his dad and Felix back to the
car. 
Daniel gave Felix a big bear hug. "Good
grades or I’ll fly back and kick your ass." 
"I’ll miss you." 
Daniel messed his hair. "Me too. I’ll
visit after I get used to everything, ok?" 
Felix nodded and hopped in the shotgun
seat. Daniel gave his dad a one-armed half
hug. They hadn’t had much practice lately, 
and it was all Daniel was willing to
concede. "Take care of him," Daniel said. 
"I will. Have fun. Be good." James
patted him once on the back, hopped in the
car, and drove away. Felix waved wildly
from the window. Daniel waved back. And
then they were gone, turning behind the
tottering buildings of downtown Boston. 
Daniel was a little worried considering
the state of the world, but he’d promised
Felix video. He’d already confirmed that he
could see Vorid through electronic devices
like cameras and monitors. Keeping an eye
on them would be simple—if a spawn
latched on to them, he could run back and
take care of it. On top of that, he’d pinned
down the extractor schedule for his
hometown—one a month, like clockwork. 
He’d run back and protect Aplington on the
important nights. 
In the meantime, Daniel had bigger fish
to fry. On the drive into Boston, he’d sensed
spawn everywhere he looked. If they were
all extracted at the same time, it would be
truly catastrophic. There had to be wizards
in the area fighting hard to keep them alive. 
He was faster, now, and stronger. Three
months of summer had forced him to reach a
new level. But the fact was that Aplington
was small potatoes. If he was careful, he
could support his might-be-allies and kill
some of the Vorid from the shadows. 
Daniel went back to the room. He
carefully scooted the armor-box far under the
bunk bed, then started to unpack his clothes. 
It looked like Jack had already claimed top
bunk, but Daniel didn’t really care that much. 
Xik’s promise had finally come in full—he
barely needed a half hour of sleep each night. 
He could even go several days without and
not really feel a difference. 
Jack looked up from his desk. "Want
help with anything?" 
"I got it." As he started leveling T-shirts into his dresser, Daniel saw Jack’s
backpack. It was covered with pins and
stickers, many of them with foreign text. 
"You collect those or something?" 
"Yeah. I’ve traveled a lot. They’re from
all over the place." Jack watched him unpack
his game console. "Play video games much?" 
"I’m not insane about it, but I like a good
RPG." 
"Any favorites?" 
Daniel told him, and they were off to the
races. Jack was a serious gamer; he went on
and on comparing stories and graphics and
characters. Daniel let him dork out and
started to shove his socks in the top drawer, 
ignoring most of the details. Just when he
thought things were going good. 
Tom’s words came back to him. You

can come by the club whenever. 
His roommate might be a little nerdy, 
but so far, he was a nice guy, which beat out
a lot of other things by a longshot. Maybe he
shouldn’t write him off so quickly. 
The past two months had been an
exercise in both his powers and reflection. 
Maybe it was because of what had happened
to Mrs. Faldey. Maybe it was because he felt
like he had his balls taped back on after he
killed those extractors. But he’d done a lot of
thinking. 
Daniel had convinced himself he didn’t
want any part of high school drama, but the
loneliness grated. Now he was in college. If
being a contractor had taught him anything, it
was that the world would only change if he
moved it. 
Daniel started arranging socks in his top
drawer and made an effort to participate in
the conversation. He successfully steered it
away from games and back toward travel. 
He’d never been out of the states, but it
seemed like Jack had been everywhere. 
Every sticker and pin had a story—France, 
Italy, Egypt, Japan, China. Jack was a
worldly sorta guy. 
Daniel glanced at the clock. "Hey, 
Jack?" 
"What’s up?" 
"I’m starving. Feel like finding the
dining hall?" 
Jack stood. "Read my mind." 
"You know what? Let’s knock on some
doors." 
"What do you mean?" 
Daniel threw an orange hoodie around
his shoulders and zipped it up. "No time like
the present to introduce ourselves. Let’s
round up some people from the dorm." 
"…yeah. Good plan." 
Daniel looked at him. "You sound super
excited about it, too." 
"I’m kinda shy, to be honest." Jack
scratched the back of his neck. "People
aren’t my thing." 
Daniel felt more camaraderie with him
in that moment than in the previous hour of
small talk. "Same here. I basically had no
friends, actually." 
Jack frowned at him. "Really? I
wouldn’t have guessed that in a million
years." 
"It was all just…" Daniel waved a hand. 
"Too high school?" Jack offered. 
"Exactly. But that’s the thing. I’m done
with that. That was then, this is now, and this
is level two. You in?" 
"Yeah." Jack offered his hand. 
"Definitely." Daniel grabbed it and tugged
him into a slap on the back. Jack grunted. "If
you don’t kill me first." 
"Don’t know my own strength." 
Daniel’s plan worked even better than
he thought it would. Every other guy on their
floor was in the exact same position—just
moved in, relatively friendless, and
wondering when they were going to eat. In
about five minutes, they had a posse twelve
men strong. They joked their way across
campus, taking in a few of the buildings
eyeing a few groups of girls. 
The cafeteria was a sleek, window-
lined space looking out onto the campus
grounds between two other dorms. Along
one wall was a buffet set in front of a
kitchen. They loaded up food on trays and
dragged two tables together so they could all
sit in one spot. 
Daniel, being the instigator, was
somewhat the center of attention—not really
for doing anything, but because he’d
introduced himself to all of them, he was the
safest to ask questions about. And he ended
up talking, a lot. 
It had been a long time since he’d done
that. It was strangely easy. When he smiled, 
it felt natural. When he laughed, it felt good. 
Like putting on his favorite hat. Riding a
bike. 
There was something that had been
hanging on him. Something heavy. Something
dark. But for some reason, he couldn’t quite
feel it like he used to. He could laugh, and
forget about it. 
Jack was being quiet, so Daniel made an
effort to include him, bringing up the fact that
he was well traveled. He got more animated
after that, telling a story from when he
traveled the Rhine on a trip to Germany. It
seemed as long as the topic was palatable to
his tastes, he was fine. 
Someone at the end of the table waved
his hand toward the entrance. "Hey, hey, it’s
them!" 
They all jostled in their chairs to get a
look. The rest of the dining hall quieted. The
blonde duchess and her red-haired
companion had made their return. Daniel’s
table not-so-subtly watched their progress
through the room until they both settled at a
spot off near the windows. Daniel noted
another guard posted at the entrance, keeping
watch. She must be pretty important to
warrant all the security. Maybe related to a
senator? 
"Gentlemen!" Daniel leaned into the
table, scanning the faces of his new friends. 
"There can be only one." 
Everyone laughed, and they immediately
fell into debate on the best method of
approach. A few others had seen them come
in, but no one knew their names as of yet. 
Even as they spoke, a group of girls sat down
with the two women. That just added fuel to
the fire. 
"She has got to be one of the hottest girls
on campus," Mark said. He lived across the
hall from Daniel and Jack. His straight black
hair was styled in a bowl cut. "I would do
terrible things to that woman." 
"Meh," Jack said. "I’ve had better." 
"Yeah, sure." 
"Was that your first wet dream?" 
Jack grinned. "I think the brunette that
sat down after is gorgeous." 
Mark’s roommate, Jensen, propped his
elbow on the table. He had biceps the size of
Daniel’s thighs. The rest of him was just as
stocky. "Blondie’s hot, but she looks like
she’ll cut your dick off." 
"You can screw crazy," Mark said. 
"You just have to make sure you can see
what her hands are doing." 
"I didn’t say I wouldn’t." 
"You have fun with that," Mark said. 
"I’m not risking the family jewels." 
"No great loss," someone else said. "Go out with a bang." 
"More like a squelch." 
"Ugh, dude," Mark said. "I’m eating. I don’t want that visual right now." 
"What about you?" Jack asked Daniel. 
"Which one?" 
"Mmm…" Everyone waited as Daniel
considered. "I dunno. I’ve got a pretty high
bar." 
"Uh-huh," Jensen said. "Like you
wouldn’t fuck her brains out if you had half
the chance." 
"The blonde’s a 10, no doubt about it," 
Daniel said. "But I like all my parts where
they are, thanks. Besides. I’ve got a thing for
redheads." 
"May the best man win!" someone
shouted. 
Daniel felt the carnal urge to clank his
soda with everyone like a Viking in a mead
hall. He kept his instincts in check and took a
sip, but his eyes wandered back to the girl’s
table. 
The redhead had something the other girl
lacked. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it. 
She felt…almost familiar. Not in the sense
that he knew her, but she felt like something
he’d felt before. 
Jack frowned at him. "Dan, you ok?" 
"Huh? Yeah, why?" 
"You just had this look on your face for
a while." 
Daniel sucked in a breath and rolled his
shoulders. "Oh, just thinking." He raised an eyebrow. "Everybody better get in line. 
They’re already under attack." 
Everyone leaned over. Two guys about
twice Daniel’s size were leaning casually on
the table, obviously flirting. Some of the
girls were responding in kind—some. The
redhead kept her eyes on her food. The
blonde hadn’t even acknowledged their
presence. One of the guys casually let his
arm fall on her shoulder. 
The kid screamed. His hand recoiled. 
Confused murmuring rolled over the room as
people strained to see what was going on. 
If Daniel’s eyesight wasn’t improved, he
might have missed it. The blonde had
casually reached up and snapped the guy’s
finger in two. The only person that looked
nonplussed was the redhead. 
The blonde sensed his gaze. Daniel
realized he was smiling at her. He gave her a
big wink. She narrowed her eyes, then
looked away. The two guys wormed their
way out of the dining hall, one still sniveling. 
"What the shit?" Jensen asked the air. 
"You guys didn’t see it, huh?" Daniel
shoved another bite of pasta in his mouth, 
chewed, and swallowed. 
"See what?" Jack prompted. 
"The duchess broke that guy’s finger like
a twig." 
"What?" 
"No way." 
"How do you know?" 
"Karate since I was three," Daniel lied
smoothly. "I know a move when I see one." 
"Damn." Mark brushed his bowl-cut
back over his ears. "Why, though?" 
"As far as I could tell, it was just for
touching her," Daniel said. "Not worth the
pain, my friends." 
"Shows what you know." Jensen jabbed
his fork into his plate. "Crazies are the best
in bed." 
"Are crazies now a category of
women?" Mark asked. 
"They’ve been a category. Get with the
times." 
Daniel’s nickname of duchess caught on
like wildfire. He was hearing it from people
he didn’t know before the day was over. 


****
"The first test is two weeks from today!" 
the professor called out. "Study your logs! 
Pre-calculus quiz is this Monday!" 
The professor’s dismissal initiated a
familiar ritual—the rustle of bags, the metal
clicks of buttons and zippers, the flap of
notebooks as a hundred students packed up
their things. Daniel sat in the back in
Calculus; that made it a lot easier to get out
of the huge lecture hall. And do whatever he
felt like without being noticed. 
He’d already taken AP Calculus in high
school. So far, he hadn’t bothered taking
notes, because for the whole first week their
professor had been teaching pre-calculus. 
Daniel almost didn’t go after the third day, 
but he felt guilty about spending all that
money and not even showing up. 
More importantly, Eleanor Astor and
her friend Rachel Ashworth had the same
section as him. It was a pleasure just to
watch them walk into the hall. 
Daniel slung his backpack over his
shoulder and paused at the door. Being a
loner for so long, he’d gotten a bit used to
observing people. And it was one of life’s
small pleasures to observe something that
was very good looking. 
Eleanor glanced his way. After their
staring contest back in the cafeteria, she
seemed to be somewhat aware of him. He
hadn’t actually talked to either of them yet; 
he couldn’t think of a pretext that wouldn’t
get him a cold shoulder. Daniel awarded her
attention with a smile and a little wave, then
walked out of the hall. 
He liked the Northeastern campus. It felt
very cutting-edge. Buildings of glass and
brick and steel interchanged with small
gardens and paved squares. He liked the
whole of Boston, really. The streets were
always moving, always crowded. The
subways sang along rusty brown tracks. 
Homes and shops were packed together in
warm stacks of brick. Trees lined the
sidewalks. 
Aside from his nightly Vorid hunting, it
was pretty much what he’d hoped it would
be—everything Aplington wasn’t. Its
personality was as confusing as the road
layouts, but it was vibrant for the same
reason. Nothing matched, so everything did. 
After reaching the dorm, he threw his
stuff down in his room and went up to the
community kitchen on the second floor. A
long counter with a massive sink ran along
one wall. Jack’s skinny frame and Mark’s
bowl of hair were bent over cutting boards. 
Two iron pots were boiling on the stove
opposite the counter. Twin disposable
baking pans rested nearby. "How goes the
feast, gentlemen?" 
"Everything is in order, captain
commander," Jack said. "The rest of the stuff is in the fridge." 
"Good." 
Daniel wound around the table in the
middle of the room and grabbed another
cutting board from under the counter. They
practically had industrial-level facilities. It
was open-access, with the stipulation that
everything you used had to be cleaned and
returned from whence it came once you were
done. Daniel figured that it would be better
to get in early before half of it was stolen
and the rest was left out to rot. 
He started cracking open a clove of
garlic over his board. "Where’s Jensen?" 
"Probably jacking off," Mark said. 
"Explains the size of his biceps." 
Jack barely missed spraying a laugh all
over his green peppers. His hand hit his
cutting board when he caught himself, and a
handful of his work was catapulted over the
tile floor. He scrambled to pick them up, but
he was so busy composing himself he
dropped half of them again. He wiped his
eyes. "Ah, shit." 
Daniel sighed. "I can’t take you
anywhere. Oh well. I don’t like too many
peppers, anyway." 
Jack dumped the fallen vegetable slices
into the trash can and wiped his hands. "My
apologies, captain commander." 
"The beatings will continue until morale
improves!" Daniel roared. "Mush! Mush!" 
Jensen came around the corner. "Yo
peeps." 
"What were you up to?" Mark asked. 
"Jacking off." 
That time, all three of them burst out
laughing. Jensen put his hands on his hips. "I
should be a comedian." 
"Here, chop these," Daniel said. Jensen
took over the garlic, and Daniel started
frying up the ground beef. The sizzle and
steam started to attract the attention of the
rest of the dorm. Just as planned. 
By the time Daniel finished putting his
super ultra deluxe meat lasagna in the oven
to bake, there were at least twenty people
hanging out in the kitchen, a good half of
them women. It just so happened that the
kitchen shared the floor with the girls’
rooms. Daniel threw Jack a sneaky thumbs-
up when he saw him chatting up one of them. 
Jack made an expression somewhere
between consternation and amusement, then
turned away. 
The lasagna finished baking. The smell
of cheese and tomato sauce blasted over
them as Daniel extracted the pans from the
oven. There was practically a riot as he
intentionally took his time cutting the gooey
lasagna into blocks. Giving everyone a small
piece chewed threw most of the first pan. 
Everyone complimented the taste. A few
of the guys dashed back for quick seconds. 
Daniel just grinned. 
He was about to dig in when the guests
he’d been hoping for came to investigate the
ruckus. Eleanor and Rachel had stopped in
the hall at the edge of the kitchen. 
Daniel raised his voice. "You two gonna
stand there or have something to eat?" 
Everyone looked up at him, then out at
the hall. Put on the spot, Eleanor and Rachel
exchanged a glance. Eleanor paused, took a
breath, then spoke. "What is it you’re
cooking?" 
"What does it look like?" Daniel tapped
the pan with his spatula. "Plenty if you want
some." 
"We were just going to the dining hall." 
Rachel licked her lips. "Smells pretty
good." 
"I bought everything thinking a bunch of
people would want some," Daniel said. 
"Standing room only, but I promise it’s
delicious." 
"Thank you," Eleanor said, "but I think I’ll—Rachel?" 
Rachel slipped into the kitchen and
straight up to Daniel. He offered her his own
untouched plate. She took a bite. Her eyes
widened. She gulped it down. "You made
this?" 
"I had some help, but it’s my recipe." 
She looked back. "Come have some, 
Elly, it’s awesome." 
Daniel had to compress every muscle of
his face to stop his shit-eating grin at hearing
the nickname Elly. Eleanor glanced away, 
then back, then away. "Well…I suppose." 
The crowd parted in the presence of
nobility. Daniel handed her a slice. She
nibbled a bit off her fork. "…this is good." 
"Of course it is," Daniel said. "I made it." 
Eleanor’s response was to take another
bite. Her unspoken approval of the food was
interpreted as permission to move again. 
Conversations restarted. Daniel waited until
the background noise was at a comfortable
level before speaking. 
"Eleanor, right?" Daniel asked. 
"Eleanor Caroline Astor. And you are
Daniel Fitzgerald." 
"Didn’t realize I was famous enough for
the duchess to know my name." 
"You’re rather well known, but even if
not, you ogle me often enough that even I
have trouble ignoring it." 
"I wasn’t ogling anything. I was
admiring the beauty of a beautiful woman." 
Eleanor raised an eyebrow. Daniel shrugged. 
"What? Can you blame me?" 
She nibbled another bite of lasagna. 
"Yes." 
"Can I get off without having my fingers
broken?" 
"If you cease and desist." 
"Fair enough, Miss Astor." 
She smirked. "Finally someone in this
place addresses me appropriately. I was
starting to believe we’d reverted to finger
painting cave walls and dancing around
fires." 
"Harsh." 
"Accurate." 
"I won’t argue the point further," Daniel
said. He gestured to Rachel, who was seated
at the table with another group. "And she is
Miss Rachel Ashworth, right?" Eleanor
nodded. "I remember you moving in together. 
Friends before this?" 
"Since we were very young," Eleanor
said. "We’re quite close." 
"Explains why you stick together so
much." 
"We look out for each other. Well, it’s
more me looking out for her." 
"What do you mean?" 
"Due to some personal circumstances, 
she’s lived with me since I was eleven. 
We’re almost like sisters." Eleanor
narrowed her eyes. "I’m rather protective of
her." 
Daniel eyed Eleanor’s friend. There
was already a crowd around her. Rachel
seemed pleasantly flustered by the attention; 
a pinked blush of her cheeks was starting to
match her hair. "Looks like you’ve got your
work cut out for you. She’s one of the two
beauties of the dorm, after all." 
"Who’s the second?" Eleanor asked. 
"And here I thought you were too proud
to fish for compliments." 
Eleanor made a smile. It had about as
much warmth in it as an icicle. "I doubt one
hundred percent of your attention has been
focused on me. Stay away from me, and her." 
"But forbidden love is so much more
enticing." 
"Mr. Fitzgerald." 
"Miss Astor?" 
"Don’t push your luck." 
"Or what?" 
Eleanor glowered at him. "Or I’ll break
something besides your fingers." 
"This is turning into a disturbingly erotic
conversation." Daniel grinned at the look on
Eleanor’s face. "Well, plenty of lasagna. 
Help yourself." 
Daniel moved his arm to his waist, 
bowed deeply, then beat a hasty retreat
toward less overtly threatening companions. 
Outside of the frozen igloo that Eleanor
carried around on her shoulders, Rachel was
an instant hit, still surrounded by admirers. 
Eleanor herself stood where Daniel had left
her, nibbling at her lasagna by the stove. 
She seemed lonely. For a moment, he
felt a little bad for her. Then he remembered
what she’d said about breaking things beside
his fingers, and his pity swirled down a
mental toilet. 
He found his chefs. Jensen rubbed his
hands together. "Alright dude. Now or
never." 
"Are you talking about Eleanor?" Daniel
asked. 
"Who else?" 
"I’d seriously reconsider." 
"She’s here, she’s alone, she’s sexy," 
Jensen said. 
"I’d seriously reconsider," Daniel
repeated. 
"You only live once." He walked
straight for her. 
"So this is what it’s like to watch
someone commit suicide," Mark said. 
"What are his chances?" Jack asked. 
"Negative five percent," Daniel said. 
"Rich bitch on steroids." 
"It’s not like Jensen’s ugly, though." 
"It’s not him. It’s her. She thinks we’re
cockroaches." 
Jack narrowed his eyes. "Women are all
the same." 
Daniel turned to his short friend. "I saw
you talking with that other girl. They all the
same except for her?" 
"You have to be able to deal with
people to go places in the world," Jack said. 
"It was just practice. I don’t really have any
plans on enslaving myself to marriage." 
"…that’s kinda cynical," Mark said. 
"Prenup?" Daniel asked. 
"See, that just proves my point," Jack
said. "It’s so bad men have to have their
fiancés sign contracts so that they won’t get
taken when the divorce happens. I don’t want
a woman permanently attached to me. 
They’re going to take plenty of taxes out of
my paycheck and give it straight to women I
don’t even know, anyway." 
Mark raised an eyebrow. "What is this, 
the He-Man Women Haters convention?" 
"It’s called realism." 
Mark frowned deeply. Jack stared back, 
as if he wanted to see Mark push the point. 
Daniel felt a slight sense of unease. 
There was a sharp slap. They looked up. 
Jensen was stumbling back. Eleanor’s hand
was in the air, following through after hitting
his face. "What the hell?!" Jensen shouted. 
Eleanor set her half-finished plate near
the sink. "Rachel. We’re leaving." She
tapped across the tile, set her feet on the
carpet, and folded her arms. 
Rachel bit her lip. "We just got here." 
"A small sample was more than
enough." 
"…you go ahead. I’ll catch up later." 
Eleanor’s mouth opened. She blinked. 
"…alright. I’ll see you later." She strutted down the hall. 
For a second time, the room restarted. 
More than one person asked Rachel about
their exchange, but she avoided clarifying
until they gave up. Daniel didn’t know what
to make of it. 
Jensen came back over with a reddening
hand-shaped mark on his cheek. "Damn. That
hurt." 
"Hey there, tiger," Mark said. "How
was the hunt?" 
"Shut the fuck up," Jensen mumbled. 
"What’d she slap you for?" 
"I was just flirting a little. Maybe she’s
high on the bible or something." 
"Giving up?" Daniel asked. 
Jensen’s eyes grew distant. "She is
literally the hottest woman I’ve ever seen." 
"But not figuratively," Daniel said. "I guess all that masturbation takes a vivid
imagination." 
"Hardy-ha-ha," Jensen said. "But nope. 
Not giving up." 
"Might I suggest a helmet?" 
"You can be a real asshole, you know
that?" 
"I try." 
Jensen jabbed his fork into his lasagna. 
"Let me lick my wounds in peace." 
"So," Jack said, "how about those
women, huh?" 
"Sure, they can be bitches," Daniel said, 
cutting off Mark before he could respond. 
"But they’re our bitches. And everyone’s a
bitch sometimes." 
Jack shrugged and went back to his
food. 


****
Daniel looked for an opportunity to talk
to Rachel for some time, but it never came. 
Some people might have classified the guys
monopolizing her time as a little too
forward; Daniel would have called them
douchebags. He regretted feeding them his
lasagna. 
But he got lucky. She came up to him on
her own when she’d had enough, offering
him her empty plate with a bright smile. 
"Thanks for the food. It was really good." 
"Glad you liked it." He took the plate
and put it in the sink with the others. "Rachel
Ashworth, right? I’ve seen you hanging out
with Eleanor before." 
"Yes, and yes. We’re roommates." She
smiled again. "What’s your name?" 
"Daniel Fitzgerald." 
"Nice to meet you." 
"Likewise." 
Rachel waved to the corner of the
kitchen. "I saw you talking with her. That
might have been the longest conversation
she’s had with anyone here besides me." 
Rachel smiled again. "Any guy, anyway. You
like her?" 
"She’s…interesting," Daniel said. "But I’ve got a crush on someone else." 
"Hmm?" Rachel’s smile went sly. "Not
good enough for Mr. Bigshot chef? Could
have sworn I saw you staring at her in
calculus." 
"Better than staring at math equations." 
Rachel laughed. It was a full, low
chuckle. "So who’s the mystery girl
competing with Elly?" 
"You’re kinda into this." 
"Well, I just didn’t expect your answer. 
So I’m curious." 
Daniel grinned. "Well, wouldn’t be
much of a mystery if I told you." 
"I love mysteries. Have to consider the
clues…" She put a finger to her lips. 
"Don’t think too hard. You could hurt
yourself." 
"Please, I’ll have this one solved in no
time. I mean, the list is only so long. I bet it’s
one of her friends." Rachel snapped her
fingers. "I get your angle. You want in with
her so you can get closer to your crush." 
"Well…you’re not wrong." 
"Hey, I could help." 
"That’s sudden," Daniel said, "but
appreciated." 
"Call it payment for services rendered." 
She fixed him with a warm smile that
dimpled her cheeks and lifted up all the way
to her eyes. "Seriously, that was good stuff. 
Eleanor comes from money, so I’ve had
professional chefs at my beck and call
before. That could compete." 
Daniel’s breath caught in his throat. "…
thanks." 
One of Rachel’s suitors came up. He
inserted himself elbow-first, standing
partway in front of Daniel. "Hey, Rachel, we
were all about to go hang out in Amanda’s
room. You coming?" 
"…yeah, I guess." She looked back at
Daniel. "I’ll get back to you." 
"You do that," Daniel said. 
They went down the hall. Daniel and the
others cleaned up a bit. When it was half
done, he waved his friends off, saying he’d
take care of the rest; he quickly had the
kitchen to himself. The clock told him it was
a little past ten. 
The space was empty without the big
crowd, but it was nice to get away from
people for a minute. He’d had an overdose
of people the last couple of days. He
scrubbed the pots and baking pans clean in
the basin, then started collecting the rest of
the plates. 
He had to admit, Eleanor was gorgeous. 
And scary. He had trouble believing she and
Rachel were more or less sisters. They were
like night and day. What was their
relationship, really? 
He might have just lost his chance to
find out. He rolled over the conversation in
his mind’s eye. He kicked himself for his last
response. He’d dropped the ball, ending up
with a flat ‘thanks’. He should have said
something clever, made up a story, given her
another laugh. Something to remember him
by. Did he just screw up? 
He could have stepped in earlier instead
of waiting for her to come to him. Introduce
himself. But he felt that would be doing
exactly what he found annoying in the guys
that were already all over her. 
Or maybe he was just making up
excuses. 
When was the last time he’d stopped
himself like that? When had he last felt
nervous about his relationship with another
person? He couldn’t remember. He hadn’t
cared for so long. It was like stretching
muscles he’d forgotten about. 
And he was thinking things were going
well. But because he cared, it became hard. 
Apathy made things easier. But he didn’t
want to be like that. 
He didn’t want to be like that. 
His hands paused on the plate he was
scrubbing. He wanted to change. He wanted
more things. He wanted…
…he didn’t want to be lonely. 
He was fighting mutant life-sucking
aliens every night, and here he was, 
worrying about this shit. Jeeze. He had
bigger problems then wondering if he’d
screwed up talking with a girl or not. That
shouldn’t even be on his radar. A few months
ago, it wouldn’t be. 
Daniel sighed and gave his head a little
shake to banish the pessimism. Shut up, 
brain. Too much thinking. 
He set the latest plate in the drying rack, 
then moved to the next. He focused on his
task, blunting his overactive mind with the
work. He hummed What is Love to pass the
time. At the chorus, he started whistling. He
slapped his hands in the dirty dishwater to
mark the beat. 
There was a warm laugh that he
recognized immediately. "I wondered what
that was. You’re a pretty good whistler." 
Daniel looked back. Rachel was
standing alone at the entrance to the kitchen. 
"Think so?" he asked. 
"Yeah. What’s up? You’re cleaning
alone?" 
"I volunteered." 
"After doing all the cooking?" she
asked. 
"I like to clean. It’s relaxing." He started rinsing off another plate. "…makes me feel
like I’m accomplishing something, maybe. 
One thing checked off." 
"I think I know what you mean." She
walked up around the table. "That sink’s big
enough for two." 
He set a plate to dry and started on
another. "Knock yourself out, champ." 
"Gotcha, coach." She rolled up the
sleeves of her green sweater and set to work
on the plates. He noticed she wore a lot of
green. Made sense. It matched her eyes. 
He was a good head taller than her. This
close, he had quite a nice view. If she
noticed his downward gaze, she didn’t say
anything. 
"So what happened to your groupies?" 
he asked. 
"I ditched them because they weren’t
looking at my face when they were talking to
me." 
Daniel laughed. "Can’t say I blame them
for admiring your second-best asset." 
Rachel automatically glanced at her
chest, then up at him. "…huh?" 
"Just think about it." 
It dawned on her face. She punched him
in the arm, but it was more playful than
annoyed. "All men are perverts." 
"But we’re your perverts." 
"True. And stupid. Easily lead by the
nose. Good for moving heavy things." 
"Glad to know we’re so useful." 
"Seriously though," Rachel said, "that lasagna kicked ass." 
"Seriously thank you." Daniel set
another plate in the drying rack. "I like pasta, so I cooked it a lot. It gets boring after a
while, so I started experimenting. Got a few
things off the internet." 
"And it turned into this." 
"Pretty much." 
"What did you cook so much for?" 
"I wanted to eat." 
"That’s not really an answer," she said. 
"My mother died a little over two years
ago," Daniel said. "I wasn’t going to let my little brother burn himself trying to make
food. A diet of cereal and hot pockets verges
on malnutrition. I had to make up the
difference." 
Rachel glanced away. "…sorry. I didn’t
mean to…sorry." 
Daniel shook his head. "Nah, don’t
worry about it. It is what it is." 
"You have any other family?" she asked. 
"Yeah. My dad, James. My mom
divorced when I was three, and then she
married him when I was seven. They had my
younger brother Felix a bit after that." 
"I see." 
"How about you?" 
"…my parents both died when I was
twelve," Rachel said. "Car accident. I’ve
lived with Eleanor’s family ever since." 
"You know," Daniel said, "sometimes, 
life really sucks." 
"Yeah. Sometimes." She smiled at him. 
"But it’s good other times, you know?" 
Daniel was quiet. He nodded once. "I
think I’m starting to get that." 
After that, they washed the plates in
silence. Daniel started whistling again. She
started humming along with him. His
growing smile interrupted his efforts a bit, 
but he pressed his lips together and kept
going. 
They started bobbing back and forward. 
He sang the lyrics. She kept up the techno
background. Daniel clapped his hands
together above the sink and started dancing
very badly. She laughed and joined in. 
Eventually, they managed to finish the
dishes, though it took a half hour more than
he expected. Daniel brought Tupperware
from his room in case of leftovers, but it
wasn’t needed, so he stacked it up on the
counter. Rachel plopped down on the table, 
kicking her legs in the air. He leaned against
the sink. "Thanks for the help, Haddaway," 
he said. 
"Have you listened to his whole
album?" Rachel asked. " What is Love is the big hit, but the rest is pretty good." 
Daniel frowned thoughtfully. "I’ll look
into it." He glanced at her. She was looking
at her swinging feet. Her hair had auburn
highlights, more a deep brown-red than an
orange. He noticed something else, too—she
was seriously muscled, for a girl. He
wondered if she worked out. 
She noticed his gaze and glanced up at
him. "What?" 
"I wasn’t staring at your tits, I swear." 
She heaved a long-suffering sigh. 
"Really?" 
"Alright, I’ll come clean," Daniel said. 
"Your hair is beautiful." 
"The double-edged sword of beauty. A
blessing, and a curse." Rachel gave him the
stink-eye. "Sure it’s not Eleanor you’re
interested in?" 
"I think the Miss Astor would kill me if I
looked at her funny," Daniel said. "Other
than that, I’ve no comment. I can’t rely on her
best friend to keep a secret." 
She smiled. "Oh, don’t hold back. I
promise I won’t tell." 
"She’s kind of a bitch." 
Rachel burst out laughing. She wiped the
corner of her eye. "She can be a little high-
strung." 
"A little?" Daniel made a face. "Are you seriously not going to say anything to her? If I
give an honest opinion?" 
Rachel put a hand on her heart. "Scout’s
honor." 
"You’re supposed to hold up three
fingers." 
"Whatever." 
"Whether or not Jensen deserved that
slap aside," Daniel said, "the way she just declared how she was leaving was the most
pretentious thing I’ve ever heard." He
flapped a hand through the air as he
mimicked Eleanor’s voice. "Rachel. We’re

leaving." Rachel smirked, but the smile
didn’t reach her eyes. Daniel folded his
arms. "Doesn’t that bother you? If it was me, 
I’d tell her to get the hell off my back." 
"…I’ve known Eleanor since I was ten
years old," Rachel said. "She’s my second
cousin. Her part of the family is really elite, 
and she’s used to privilege. She gets her way
pretty much every time. I think it’ll take a
while for her to adjust." Rachel sighed. "Our relationship is a little more complicated than
just friends." 
"Why’s that? If you don’t mind me
asking." 
"Her father became my guardian after
the accident. We’re more like sisters than
cousins." 
"I see." 
Rachel waved a hand. "It was a long
time ago." 
"So her attitude gets a free pass from
you?" Daniel asked. "Or is she different
when it’s just you two?" 
"…yes and no. It’s not like I approve. I
mean, I’m sitting here talking about it, right? 
But she’s family. She doesn’t do it
because…" Rachel trailed off. 
Daniel wondered how much her defense
of Eleanor was habit and how much she
really meant it. "That’s not an excuse for
acting like a child," he said. "She needs a serious time-out." 
Rachel laughed. "Maybe Jensen should
give her a spanking." 
"I can only pray he’d be stupid enough
to try," Daniel said. He smacked his lips. 
"My incredible cooking has made me thirsty. 
Wanna go get a soda?" 
"Where?" 
"There’s a convenience store down the
street. I went there for chips yesterday. Pretty
good selection." 
She hopped off the table. "Sounds good
to me." 
They went down the stairwell and
through the common room. Heads seated
around the TV watched them go. Daniel held
open the door for her. "After you, Miss
Ashworth." 
"Why thank you, Mr. Fitzgerald." 
They walked and talked down the
sidewalk. He asked her the normal hey-
you’re-a-college-student-too questions; 
major, classes, schedule. She complained
about trouble with calculus. He was just
about to seize on that particular point when
they ran into two guys Daniel recognized. 
"Hey, what’s up?" The two thugs from
the cafeteria walked up to them from the
wide stoop of a campus building. The one
still had a thick bandage on the finger
Eleanor had broken. "You’re Eleanor’s
friend, right? Rachel?" 
Rachel did not look pleased. "Richard?" 
"Hey, you remembered." His smile
looked liked a rip-off Rolex. "Wanna hang
out? We were just about to take the train out
to some clubs." 
"No thanks." 
Richard gave Daniel a look. "It’ll be
more fun than wasting time on campus. Come
on." 

"We’re busy." 
Richard reached forward. "Don’t be so -
" 
Daniel grabbed his wrist. "She told you
to take a hike," Daniel said. "Get hiking." 
"Oh yeah?" Richard tugged his hand
free. Daniel let it go. "You gonna make me?" 
"Daniel," Rachel said, "don’t -" 
Daniel placed a light hand on her
shoulder. He looked at Richard. "If you keep
treating her like she’s sitting at a bar in a
bikini, then yeah, I will make you. Move." 
"Dude, really? I could take you with one
arm behind my back." 
Daniel yawned. "No. You really
couldn’t." 
Richard cracked the knuckles of his
good hand against his side. His friend moved
up closer. "You’re starting to piss me off, 
asshole. Why don’t you go shut yourself back
in your dorm like a good prep?" 
"You’re both acting like total morons," 
Rachel said. She looked at Daniel. "I’m a big
girl, thanks. I can handle him." 
Daniel gave her a plaintiff shrug. "But
he’s acting like a giant faggot." 
The punch came while he was still
turned away. Daniel caught it with one hand
without looking. 
"Chivalry aside," Daniel added, "I don’t tolerate bullshit like that." He shoved back, 
hard. 
Richard fell back a few steps. He shook
his hand loose. 
"Go away," Daniel said. "I’d really hate to make you look like a pussy in front of a
girl." 
"You little shit!" Richard shouted. He
came back with a haymaker. 
Daniel was practiced enough that his
senses reacted to the threat without thought. 
He casually watched Richard’s fist moved
through the air, bit by bit. His grunt of effort
seemed to drone on forever. 
Daniel mulled over several cruel
options, but in the end, decided on mercy. He
dodged the punch by stepping in and hit
Richard’s chest with his palm. Richard
doubled over and gasped like a fish, trying to
get air back in his chest. 
"That was the last warning shot," Daniel
said. "If you try it again, I’ll send you to the hospital." 
Richard heaved a few breaths, still
holding his hand to where Daniel had struck. 
"Fuck this." He spared a last parting glare at Daniel, and then he and his lackey walked
away. 
"Sorry," Daniel said, "but that guy is exactly the kind of person that pisses me off." 
He shrugged, palms facing up. "I was kinda
an asshole, though. He probably had a rough
week with his finger broken." Rachel was
staring at him. "What? Something I said?" 
"You can actually fight." She
straightened. "I thought you were trying to
impress me." 
"Did I come off as that insecure?" 
Rachel brushed her hair with her hands. 
"Well, no. That’s why I was…annoyed, I
guess." 
"Have a little faith." Daniel gestured
down the path. "Shall we?" 
He expected questions, but she didn’t
ask him anything else about his skills. They
reached the store in a few minutes. Daniel
grabbed a coke and met her outside. They sat
on the edge of the curb and sipped their
drinks. It was late; so near campus, the city
was relatively quiet. Tall lamps stained the
street with a yellow glow. 
"So you lived with Eleanor?" Daniel
prompted. 
"We were raised in the same
household." 
"Must have been a handful." 
"Well." She took a sip of her ginger ale. 
"I don’t really have much to complain about. 
We pretty much had whatever we wanted
whenever we wanted it." 
"How’s the lap of luxury?" 
"Not all it’s cracked up to be," Rachel
said. "I’m glad to be out of there. It was a big house. Didn’t stop it from being stuffy." She
glanced at him. "What about you?" 
"I live in Aplington, Ohio. Small suburb
town outside of Cleveland." 
"You’ve got a small family," she said. 
"Yeah. I guess." 
"…mind if I ask you a personal
question?" 
"Shoot." 
"…it kinda sounded like you took care
of your bother," she said. "What about your dad? James?" 
"He got really depressed. Lost his job. 
Holed up in his room." Daniel looked out to
the street. "It was pretty hard for a while, but I got through it. We got through it." 
"What happened to her?" 
Daniel hesitated. 
He looked at her. Her eyes were patient. 
He felt a sudden urge to tell someone, 
anyone that would listen. 
"…my mom and dad went on a date, 
spent the day in New York City. I was home
with my brother. They got mugged taking a
shortcut through an alley to where they’d
parked. She was shot. The ambulance didn’t
make it in time. But the worst part is that the
guy should have been in prison already. They
caught him before on car theft, then cut a deal
with him. He was in a gang, so they got him
to feed the police information. But he went
rogue after a few weeks." Daniel worked a
finger through the lock of hair on his
forehead. He stared at the asphalt. "It’s why I
want to be a prosecutor. I’ll make sure guys
like that get what they deserve. No deals. No
putting lives at risk in the short run betting on
long-term gain." 
"That’s very noble," Rachel said. She
worried at her fingernails. "I’m sorry." 
"I appreciate it," Daniel said. "But don’t feel bad for me. The world’s not working
very well, but that doesn’t mean I can’t
change it." 
He stood and offered her a hand up. She
took it. "You’re kind of awesome, you know
that?" she said. 
"Tell me something I don’t know." 
Rachel rolled her eyes. "I just can’t
compliment you, can I?" 
"Not a chance in hell." He grinned. 
"Want to explore?" 
Rachel looked at him, then up at the sky. 
It was black with late-night clouds. "Now?" 
"It’s the best time. It’ll be an adventure." 
She shrugged. "Why not?" 
Daniel walked with her back towards
the school. He ducked through the gate of the
parking garage. Their steps echoed and
clacked off the cement. Everything was cast
the same grimy grey, tinted somewhat by the
dim overhead lightning. 
Rachel stuck close to him. "This is kinda
creepy at night." 
"Well, the theory is as follows," Daniel
said. "We go to a scary place, you get
scared, and I let you cling on my shoulder." 
Rachel stuck her foot out in front of him to
trip him. He nimbly stepped over it. "You’re
going to have to do better than that." 
Rachel huffed and folded her arms. They
reached the stairwell. The rusty door opened
with a long creak. They trudged upward. 
"I’m actually surprised you’re just hopping
on board with me," he said. "We’re all alone out here." 
"It’s not like you’ll try anything." 
"How do you know?" 
"I think you’re secretly a nice guy," she
said. 
Daniel put a finger to his lips. "Shh. 
Don’t tell anyone." 
"Come out of the closet, Danny. The
world is ready." 
Daniel cast a hand over his forehead. 
"I’m just projecting my kindness on others! 
Forgive me!" 
Their laughter echoed weirdly in the
stairs. They stopped laughing. 
Daniel opened the door to the second
floor. The garage stretched past them. It was
silent. The air smelled faintly of gasoline and
cooling engines. Deep shadows lingered
between the cars and columns. 
"Ok," Rachel said. "Now it’s creepy." 
"My shoulder’s free any time you’re
ready." 
Daniel expected another attempt at
injuring him, but she wrapped an arm around
his. "I don’t like dark places," she murmured. 
"We can leave if you’re chicken." 
"Shut up and walk." She held on almost
too-tight. He pushed his smile away. 
They rounded the end of a big pickup
truck. Daniel froze. An awful sensation
crawled down his skin and swirled in his
stomach. He tugged her back behind the car. 
She slapped at his hand. "Dan?! What -" 
"Stay here." Daniel glanced back around
the bed of the truck. He drew his head back
almost immediately. 
"What is it?" 
"Just stay there!" He swallowed back
hard to stop the bile. "Do you have a cell
phone?" 
"Yeah." 
"Call 911." 
Rachel stormed around the end of the
pickup. "What the hell are you -" 
She stopped dead. He felt compelled to
follow her gaze. 
A body was crushed into the cement
between two cars. Blood was everywhere. 
The head had been twisted all the way
around. From the length of the hair, he
thought it might be a girl, but her body was
so broken and battered it was hard to tell. 
A shimmer caught his eye in the
shadows under a tire. A tuft of black fur was
caught under the truck. It was dented slightly
in the same spot. Daniel stared at it. 
Rachel’s hands flew to her mouth. She
took a step back. Daniel moved himself
between her and the body. "Rachel. Rachel!" 
Her eyes refocused on his face. "Are you
ok?" he asked. 
She gave him a shaky nod. "…ah." 
Daniel kept one arm around her, steered
her back around the truck, and reached for
his cell phone. 


****
They were taken to the police station
and thoroughly questioned. It was clear
they’d just stumbled across the scene of the
crime, so the police were pretty easygoing
through the whole process. After extracting
all the details, they’d politely ordered Daniel
to keep it all under his hat. Apparently, 
having their investigation stay clandestine
would allow them to be more effective. 
One too many officers told him not to
talk. Something felt off. Maybe he was just
feeling a little paranoid, but he didn’t want to
let it go. 
He sat on a bench in the front office of
the police station while waiting for Rachel to
finish giving her statement. A bit of online
research with his phone quickly bore fruit. 
He found a report about the sexual assault
and murder of a young woman near the MIT
campus. The article mentioned that her body
had been viciously beaten. He wasn’t able to
find more information, but that only
confirmed his suspicion that this was the
second occurrence of something the police
were keeping locked up tight. 
But that wasn’t the thing that bothered
him the most. No. That black hair didn’t
belong to the victim. It didn’t belong to a
human. What the hell was going on? 
Rachel stepped out from the glass-
walled inner sanctum. She lowered herself to
the bench next to him. "Feeling a bit better?" 
he asked. 
"Yeah, I’m fine. Just shell-shocked." 
Rachel inhaled. "It was…nightmarish." 
"Yeah." Daniel folded his arms behind
his head. "I think I’ve had enough adventure
for one day." 
"…Eleanor’s coming to pick me up. We
can give you a ride home if you want." 
Daniel didn’t respond. Rachel shifted a bit
closer. "Thanks for waiting for me." 
Daniel smiled at her. "Have a little
faith." 
She smiled back. "…hey, you know…
maybe I could give you my number? 
Raincheck on the adventure thing." 
"No," Daniel said. 
"…oh." Rachel blushed furiously. "Uh, 
um…" 
Daniel cleared his throat. "If you give
me your number, I’ll be asking you out on a
date, not to hang out." 
Rachel processed that for a moment. 
"You’re too slick for me. You know, I think
Elly might actually be a good -" 
"Elly this, Elly that. What about
Rachel?" Daniel waited until she met his
gaze. "I’m asking you for your phone number
because you sang ‘What is Love’ with me
while we washed dishes. The bitch queen
has nothing on you." Daniel folded his arms
and crossed his legs. "Besides, I like
redheads." 
"…you’re kinda blunt." 
"As a baseball bat," Daniel finished. 
"Would you rather be baffled with bullshit? I
can do that too." 
Rachel flipped her cell phone out. 
"What’s your number? I’ll text you." 
He told her, and she texted him. He
flipped opened his cell and looked at her
message. What is love? :P
"Cute," he said. "I give it a four out of ten. Apply yourself." 
"Now he’s rating my text messages." 
"Ah, I forgot," Daniel said. "The only person I know that gets internet memes is
Jack." 
"What’s a meme?" she asked. 
"Don’t worry about it. Man things." 
"Did you just say man things with a
straight face?" 
"Yeah. You know." Daniel waved his
hand in the air. "Mathematics, science. 
Engineering. The modern world as we know
it." 
"Big words coming from a guy that
cooks and washes dishes." 
"We’re even taking over traditional
women’s roles," Daniel replied. "Is there
anything men can’t do?" 
"Funny. Just don’t forget that you’re
expendable." 
Daniel chuckled. He was really starting
to like her. Rachel rubbed her knee, then
smiled, then started laughing. 
"What?" he asked. "Laughing at your
own wit?" 
"No, just that I was…kinda…" She
smiled at him. "You have a way of making
sad things not seem like such a big deal." 
"No one’s told me that before." 
"Well, it’s not before anymore, is it?" 
Daniel felt a smile tug on his lips. 
"Yeah. I guess not." 
"Rachel!" They both looked up. Eleanor
swept into the lobby of the police station
with a suite of black-suited men behind her. 
"Are you ok?" 
"I’m fine." 
"…are you sure?" Eleanor clasped her
in a brief hug. "I heard…it wasn’t something
so easily brushed away." 
"Daniel kept me company," Rachel said. 
She glanced at him. "He’s quite the
gentleman, when he tries. Really hard." 
"You injure me so," Daniel said. 
Eleanor ignored his presence. "Let’s get
back to the dorm. I want to hear about
everything." 
"…I thought we could give him a ride, 
too?" 
Eleanor made a face like she’d just
chugged lime juice. Daniel had to stop
himself from reaching for his phone to take a
picture. "…I suppose…that could be
arranged," Eleanor mumbled. 
Daniel stood. "It’s fine, I’ll walk. We
wouldn’t want to contaminate Lady Astor’s
limo with anything as commonplace as
myself." 
Rachel shook her head. "But it’s over
three miles to -" 
"If Mr. Fitzgerald wants to be a stubborn
ass, let him," Eleanor said. 
"Finally she comes out and says it," 
Daniel said. "How long did that one
marinate?" 
"I generally don’t insult people right to
their face, unlike some." 
"It’s a proud habit of mine," Daniel said. 
"I’d rather be called an ass up front than
suffer through your passive-aggressive crap." 
Eleanor ignored the bait and turned back
to Rachel. "Let’s get going." 
"Wait. Info for you two." He leaned
close. "The police gave themselves away by
being too hush-hush. I looked some things up
on the internet. This is actually the second of
the same kind of murder." He leaned back. "I don’t want to cause a panic or something, but
encourage your friends to stick together." 
Rachel nodded. "I’ll do that." 
Daniel rubbed his forehead. "This
whole thing is strange. Campus murders are
always blown out of proportion as soon as
something gets hold of them, right? This is
different. And the murder itself…" He trailed
off. Rachel looked worried. Even Eleanor
was paying attention to him. It wouldn’t do
them any good to be freaked out. He sighed. 
"Well, just be careful, is what I’m saying." 
"Insightful, aren’t you?" Eleanor said. 
"Leave it to the police, detective." 
"Far be it from me to advise Miss
Astor." He looked at Rachel. "Stay safe." 
"Are you sure you don’t want a ride?" 
Rachel asked. "It’s late." 
"It’s early. I’m a night owl." He waved
over his head and stepped around the suits. 
The men shifted to let him pass. "I’ll call you
later." 
The glass doors slid open. Just as his
shoes tapped the sidewalk, he heard Eleanor
mumble something that sounded distinctly
like disapproval at Rachel for having given
her number to him. He bounced down the
road with a cheery smugness. 


****
Daniel waited his usual hour after Jack
turned the lights off, resting on his bed and
fiddling with his phone. On top of needing
less sleep, he was pretty sure his night vision
was getting better. 
After an hour of searching, he wasn’t
able to find anything else on the two
murders. He passed the time with a few
games of Sudoku. When he was sure Jack’s
breathing had evened out, he slipped out
from his covers. 
The light clicked on. Daniel leapt about
five feet in the air. "I knew it." Jack was sitting upright. "What are you up to?" 
"…uh…bathroom?" 
"You’ve been getting up every night and
coming back early. I’m a light sleeper. 
What’s going on? And don’t shit me." 
Daniel slumped into his desk chair. He
sighed. "The thing is…" 
"What? You can tell me." 
"I’ve got chronic insomnia," Daniel
said. 
"…are you serious?" 
"It’s not a joke!" Daniel shouted. 
Jack shrunk away. Daniel struggled to
keep his face angry. He had a feeling he
might be discovered, so he’d prepared the
cover story in advance. It wouldn’t work if
he didn’t put on a good performance, but
yelling at his friend wasn’t something he was
thrilled about. 
"I get stressed out easily," Daniel said. 
"There’s been a lot going on, and moving
into college…it’s kicked up again." 
"I had no idea," Jack said. "Why didn’t you say something?" 
"…when I was younger, it got really
bad…I’d be really out of it. A few times I
even had hallucinations. My parents wanted
me to stay in school though, so I got made fun
of a lot. Bullied." Daniel looked away. "I
was keeping it under wraps because I didn’t
want history to repeat itself. I wanted college
to be different." 
Jack slid his lower body down off the
bunk and fell onto his feet. He sat in his chair
across from where Daniel leaned on the
bedpost. "…that’s why you said that stuff, 
before? About wanting to change yourself?" 
"Yeah." 
"What’s it like? Do you still
hallucinate? Um, if you don’t mind me
asking." 
Daniel snorted. "I’ve never really told
anyone about it…but I guess you should
know. It’s mild right now, but I only get a
couple hours sleep each night. I get up
because it’s frustrating. Sometimes if I go out
and take walks, it helps. Mostly I end up
beating my head against the wall, but it’s
better than nothing." 
"Man." Jack sighed. "Seriously, I
wouldn’t have known if you hadn’t told me. 
Are you tired all the time?" 
"Sort of." Daniel recited the testimony
he’d found online. "I’ve lived with it for a
while. You get used to it. It feels like the
crash after a sugar high. You just want to lay
down and sleep, but it doesn’t come. My
brain’s on switch is stuck." 
"That’s awful." 
"Preaching to the choir," Daniel said. 
"So…now you know. Mind keeping it secret
for me?" 
"Sure, sure," Jack said. "Lips are
sealed." 
"Thanks." 
They were quiet for a few seconds. Jack
leaned forward. "You know…I was bullied
a lot too." 
"…you were?" 
"Yeah. I’m…heh. I never told anyone
this either." Jack rubbed his wrists. "I’m
small, you know? Genetic lottery screwed
me over, I guess. It’s always made me a
target. And I’m kind of a loner. That’s why I
didn’t have any friends. When you said that
stuff, about changing…I believed it, you
know? I thought maybe this was it." He
snorted. "But you’ve got a chronic disorder. 
I’m just a little short. The hell do I know?" 
"…nah," Daniel said. "We probably had
it about the same." 
"Maybe." Jack looked up. "I’m glad I
met you, Daniel. I’ve…shit. I’ve got friends. 
There it is. It’s the first time in my life I
don’t feel like I’m on the outside. Coming
back to the dorm feels like coming home. 
Everyone’s…" Jack wiped his eyes. "All the
guys are happy to see me. You know what a
difference that makes? People, just…happy
to see you." 
"Hey. You ok?" 
"Yeah." Jack sniffed. "…my mom…my
dad died when I was young. My mom was
always really strict. She thinks I’m a loser. 
Nothing I ever do is enough. Her son should
have been a basketball star or a football
player. Her son should be big and strong. 
Her son should be bringing home girls and
changing the world, not…not playing video
games…doing math for -" Jack’s voice
choked on a high note. A tear rolled down
his cheek. 
Daniel got up and hugged Jack. It was
the only thing he could think to do. "I’m
sorry." 
"…shit," Jack said. "I feel like…that all just kinda…" 
"I think I understand," Daniel said. "You had to tell someone before it broke you in
half." 
"…pretty much. Yeah." 
"I’m glad you trusted me enough." 
Daniel stood and looked out the window. It
was pitch black. The glare from the light
obscured the view. They passed a moment in
silence. 
"The only thing was the travel," Jack
said. "She wanted me to be worldly. She had
this idea that I was going to be a politician. I
liked going around and learning about
different places. Our trips were the only
times she wasn’t scowling at me." Jack
looked at his cluttered backpack, taking in
each sticker and pin. "They’re my memories, 
you know? That’s why I started the
collection. I guess…I don’t know. I wanted
to feel like I was holding on to something. 
But I don’t need it. Not anymore." A smile
broke through the sadness in his eyes. "I
don’t have to live trying to make her happy. 
I’ll live for me. A little while ago, I don’t
think I could have even thought that. But I’m
changing. I’m getting stronger." 
Daniel sat back in his chair. Felix came
to mind. And then his father. 
Daniel saw himself again, a few weeks
after his mother had died. Pounding on his
father’s door. Trying to get him to answer the
phone, begging him to give them money for
food. And being ignored. 
Jack’s experience might be worse than
his—rather than apathy, he received too
much attention, was forced to constantly
jump at a bar that was teased above his
hands. Was this their world? Struggling not
to be as screwed up as their parents? 
But it wasn’t their parents fault, not
entirely. He remembered his constant
annoyance with everything around him. His
rejection of the hands that reached out for
him. Mr. Griggs tried to help him out, hadn’t
he? Tom and the rest of the nerds could have
been his friends if he’d cared to make them. 
How much of that grey misery was own his
fault? How long was he going to blame his
dad, blame other people? 
When was it he realized he hated the
way he was living, the self-imposed
isolation of a cynic? Maybe when he’d
protected his brother. Maybe when after he
got to know Mrs. Faldey. Maybe when Jack
and Jensen and Mark slapped him on the
back. Maybe when Rachel had patiently
waited for him to talk about his mother. To
open up a little. 
"If you ever want to talk," Daniel said, 
"just let me know." 
"I will. Thanks." 
"Sure." Daniel stood. "I’m gonna get
some air. Probably until I feel tired enough
to sleep." Daniel snorted. "Which is usually when it starts getting light out." 
"Alright. Guess I’ll see you." 
"Don’t let the bed bugs bite your balls
off." 
"Right," Jack said. "Gotta watch out for that." The light flicked off. Jack jumped up
into bed. Daniel left the dorm. 
He had two copies of his makeshift
armor, now. One was in his room, tucked
under his bed. One was in a secluded nook
on top of the parking garage. It helped speed
things up whenever his room was occupied. 
As usual, he had to scry a bit to avoid
Eleanor’s black suits. They were like flies
buzzing around the dorm every night. They’d
gotten even more paranoid after the murder. 
There were about a dozen of them, now, up
from six the previous week. Who the hell
was she? 
He snuck into the parking garage, then
out to the roof. He’d been working on the
design of his suit, adding smaller plates to
protect his joints and the backs of his legs. 
He even had a helmet. If he ran into anyone, 
his identity would be protected—that, and
his head. 
He lifted the chest plate. The rubber-
backed steel and Plexiglas was pretty hardy, 
but it wasn’t much to look at. At the moment, 
it was black and matte grey. Maybe he
should get some spray paint, come up with a
color scheme. But then, it was already more
or less the colors of urban camouflage. 
There were magicians in the city, and
plenty of them. He could feel their magic
flash and burn in the distance every day. 
They worked through downtown
systematically, killing Vorid as they went. 
Daniel kept to the suburbs, clearing out areas
they hadn’t reached or that still had a few
stragglers. His speed lent him a large
measure of safety. He could always run
away. 
His next target was an apartment tower a
few miles outside the city. He’d eyed it up
the night before, noting that it had a lot of
Vorid. He ran there in a few minutes. It
towered over a small park filled with
benches that you’d expect old ladies to sit
on, busy feeding pigeons. This late at night, 
the paths were empty. 
He crossed the grass and rounded the
corner into the back alley. He cast his eyes
up on the concrete walls and flat windows. 
He could probably climb and jump his way
up the balconies, but a fire escape would
make things a lot easier. Falling out of a
window from a regular house was one thing. 
The risk of a thirty story drop was not an
exciting prospect. 
"Hey guys, it’s Sandy." 
"Yo Sandy, how you doing?" 
"Looking fine, girl." 
Daniel frowned, then peeked around the
corner ahead. The apartment tower and a
squat row of tenements formed an enclosed
courtyard at the end of the alley; one entrance
where he stood, another coming in between
two of the tenements. It held a few more
benches and a basketball court enclosed by a
chain link fence. 
Four men in baggy clothes were hanging
around the stairs leading up the back of the
building. A woman was walking toward
them, but she paused a few feet away. She
could get up the stairs, but she’d have to
weave between them. From the expression
on her face, it was clear that she didn’t want
to do that. 
The man closest to her leaned up off the
brick wall. A giant Patriots jersey hung off
his shoulders. A backwards Red Sox cap
completed his homage to Boston sports. His
white teeth gleamed in the dark. "Hey Sandy. 
You need any blow?" 
"I don’t want your blow, asshole." 
All the guys oohed. Sportsfan raised his
hands. "Hey, relax. You don’t want none, 
that’s cool." 
"You guys shouldn’t hang around here. 
There’s other places to sell." 
"We like selling here." His eyes were
watching her intently. "Nice view." 
"In an alley, Rudolph?" 
"Now I know I asked you to call me
Rudy." 
"Yeah, probably." Sandy swerved
around his jersey and went for the stairs. The
others were lingering so close together that
she turned sideways and shouldered
forward. One of them copped a feel. She
clanged her way up the metal stairs without
looking back. 
"You want some," Rudolph called, "you
just let me know. I’ll give you my best friend
discount." 
Daniel heard a door slam. Rudolph
sniffed, rolled his shoulders, then went back
to the wall. They started talking again, some
gossip about someone’s brother’s niece, or
something. Daniel wasn’t really paying
attention. 
Rudolph, and one of the others, had a
vorid spawn on his back. 
Daniel lingered at the edge of the lights
over the basketball court. Maybe…he could
just go find the fire escape, and forget about
these guys. 
He was about to leave, but movement at
the other alley caught his eye. A man walked
into the light. His clothes were ragged. 
Daniel could practically see the stench
rolling off him. His eyes were bloodshot. He
dragged himself across the tarmac. "Eh, 
Rudy, Rudy. Glad you’re here. I need a hit
bad." 
Rudy raised an eyebrow. "You look like
you could use it, Pete. You get in a fight with
a garbage truck?" 
"…things…not going good, past few
weeks," Pete said. He slid closer until he
was in easy speaking distance. "Got kicked
out of my place. Fucking landlord stole my
shit, man. Kicked me out even though I paid
my rent. I need a hit." 
"…right. You got the cash?" 
"…thing is, I -" 
"Stop right there, Pete," Rudy said. "Do you have the cash?" 
"…well." Pete jerked his head. "I mean, not all of it." 
"How much is not all of it?" 
"…five bucks." 
Rudy sighed through his teeth. "Pete. 
Petey. That ain’t enough for half my smallest
rock." 
"Come on, Rudy," Pete said. The idea
that he might not have ready access to his
cocaine was bringing the man out of his
smelly stupor. "Ain’t I been a good
customer? Gimme a club member discount or
some shit. I always come to you, always you. 
You got the good stuff. I never take shit from
that Jayqwan guy, I told everyone not to go to
him. He’s a real prick. But you ain’t that
way." 
"I gave you a break last time," Rudy
said. "Everyone gets a break. But I’m running
a business here. I can’t hand this shit out. I’d
have every fuck from here to Brooklyn come
running for freebies." 
"I’m not just some fuck!" 
"I didn’t say you were. I just said they’d
come." 
"Come on," Pete said. "Rudy…I need it. 
Please." 
Daniel watched in sick fascination as
the man bowed his head. He’d seen it in
movies, read the statistics. But seeing it
happen, watching a man reduced to that state
beg for more of the thing that brought him so
low—he felt a gurgling mix of empathy and
apathy twist in his stomach. 
Rudy shook his head. "I said no. Final
answer." The three others got up from their
seats and stood straight, arms folded. 
"…Rudy, don’t be that way. You’re not
like that. Just one. Just a little one, smallest
one you got. I promise I’ll get it back to you
as soon as -" 
"It’s not happening. If you don’t have the
cash, get going." 
"…please…" Pete slid another step. 
"Rudy, I’m begging you. I’m gonna stand
here and beg you for it. Is that what you
want?" 
"What I want is for you to take your
broke ass and leave. You’re holding up
business." 
"There ain’t no one else here." 
"And there won’t be anyone with you
smelling like a dump." 
The men chuckled. Pete’s lips twitched. 
His right hand dropped to his pocket. "…
please, Rudy?" 
"You got five seconds, or I’ll kick your
ass out of here myself." 
Pete lunged forward faster than Daniel
would have thought his rotting body was
capable of moving. Metal flashed in the light. 
A knife dove for Rudy’s chest. 
Rudy smoothly turned, catching Pete’s
arm under his shoulder. He locked Pete in
close. Pete grunted. 
"…sorry, Pete. You shouldn’t a done
that." 
Rudy twisted his arm. Pete groaned, then
slumped to the ground. His body fell face up, 
revealing a knife buried between his ribs. 
Rudy grabbed his knife, pulled it free, then
stabbed again, then again. Three wide
splotches of blood spread across Pete’s
stained clothes. 
"Fucking hell." 
"Shit, man. You killed him!" 
"So what?" Rudy said. "Idiot was gonna kill himself anyway. I hate dumbass shits like
this. Yo Ben." 
"Yeah?" 
"You got your car?" 
"Come on, man. I don’t want to drive
that shit." 
"Well, too bad. Come on, help me get
him out of the light." 
Two of the others came over. Rudy
grabbed Pete’s legs; the other two each took
an arm. They hauled him back down the
alley. Ben followed, fishing his keys out of
his pocket and grumbling. 
Daniel stood there for a moment. 
He glanced up. The tenement was only
two stories tall. He bent his knees, pushed
power into his legs. A white flare under his
shoes lit up the alley. He leapt, and rocketed
up, propelled by his power. He caught the
edge of the roof with both hands and hauled
himself up. 
He scrambled between the cooling fans
to the other end of the roof. The men loaded
the body into a car parked on the street on the
other side of the alley. They hopped in; the
engine started. They peeled off in a cloud of
exhaust. 
He couldn’t follow them on the street. It
was only midnight. In Aplington, that time of
night made things as good as a ghost town, 
but Boston was different. People would see. 
He looked to the side. It was a
residential district. Aside from the apartment
tower, most of the buildings were short. He
could leap to the next one. Keep off the
ground. 
He glanced over the edge of the roof, 
then quickly stepped back. Two stories was
a lot higher when you were looking down. 
"Ok," Daniel said. "Alright. Just a jump. 
Here we go." He pushed power into his feet, 
then leapt. 
He flew across the gap, landed, 
stumbled. His upper body flew forward. But
then he reacted, turning his shoulder down, 
rolling his momentum to a stop. He picked
himself up, dusted off, and huffed. 
The car was almost out of sight. He had
to move. 
He darted across the roof to the next
alley, and this time, he kept moving, jumping. 
He focused on his landing point. He hit the
concrete on the balls of his feet. He launched
himself forward, leapt again. 
Rudy was cutting a right up ahead—well
out of sight. He had to cut diagonally to catch
up. Jump across the main road. 
Daniel lined himself up, pushed power
into his feet—double, triple, just in case. He
flung himself out and over the road. 
He was flying. His clothes whipped
around him as he soared into the air an extra
story. He passed over the road, falling in an
arc past one, two, then three buildings. He
shoved fire into his legs. 
Daniel landed flat on his hands and
knees, no rolling, just a flat thump straight on
the roof. He stood without even a scratch on
his palms. He looked down at his hands, 
amazed that his arms hadn’t shattered under
the force of that drop. 
Maybe he really could fall off that
apartment building. 
He’d made up some ground, but the car
was still moving. Daniel cut diagonally
across the block he was standing on and met
them at the next intersection. From there, he
kept pace along the roofs, running at a jog, 
then jumping. Luckily, they were out in the
suburbs—doing this in downtown would be
a pretty significant challenge. 
They were headed straight downtown. 
Sometimes he was forced onto the roads; 
Daniel made those moments as brief as
possible. For the most part, he was able to
stay out of sight. 
He wasn’t entirely surprised when the
car pulled into a lot at Boston Harbor. They
were getting rid of a body. That was
probably a good starting point. 
The men backed the car in close to the
entrance of a warehouse; Daniel jumped
over to that roof, rolling to contain his fall. If
he landed straight on the tin siding, he’d
probably make a lot more noise than was
healthy. 
There was a light glowing in the front
door. Rudy knocked a few times. A metal
slat slid open. There was a muffled
conversation. The door opened, and the
dealers went in. It promptly shut behind
them. 
Daniel glanced down the roof of the
warehouse. There were a few glass skylights
glimmering in the half-light of the city. He
crept over to the first. The inside of the wide
window was blocked by a black tarp. It was
locked from the inside. 
Daniel had the good sense to cut a crude
leather holster for his Swiss army knife and
nail it into his armor. He flicked it open. His
power made the tool turn white. It sank into
the edge of the window with hardly any
resistance. He cut through the metal latch, 
then used the knife to pry the window open. 
Voices echoed up to him. He cut the edge of
the tarp and tore it back just slightly. 
The inside of the warehouse was
illuminated by giant fluorescent bulbs. His
window was tucked high behind shelves
stacked with crates. The place smelled like
sea salt. Daniel leaned in, cocking his ear. 
"Another one?" 
"…say it like it happens every…" 
"Jeeze, you little shit. At least…buying
something." 
"Yeah…stock up while…first." 
"Good. Then…out. We’ve got…
important…" 
It was obvious what they were talking
about, but the details were hazy. The nearby
shelves offered a way for him to climb
down. If he held onto the edge of the skylight
and lowered in, it should be easy. 
Daniel sat up. What the hell was he
doing? He wasn’t a superhero. If they had
guns, he could get shot and die. 
But then…why had he followed them? 
For the vorid on their backs? Curiosity? 
Maybe…he’d just take a look. 
Investigate. Then call 911, tip them off. 
He lowered himself in. The wooden
slats of the shelving creaked slightly under
his weight. He went still. He could hear
people moving and more mumbled voices, 
but no one was coming his way. He started
down again, clambering down shelf by shelf
until he hit the concrete floor. He slipped up
to the edge of a row of crates. 
The far end of the warehouse was
actually open into the river itself, creating a
small indoor dock. A rusty boat stacked with
iron shipping crates was moored inside. Men
were busy wheeling smaller boxes off the
ship and stacking them up near a steel garage
door that opened onto the street. Others stood
around, keeping an eye on the proceedings. A
lot of them had rifles. Daniel wasn’t an
expert on firearms, but the big curved
magazine told him it would turn him into
something resembling Swiss cheese very
quickly. 
One of the men hit a button near the
door, and the steel plates clacked upwards. 
Rudy’s car backed into the warehouse. The
boys hopped out of it. Rudy’s friends seemed
awed by the operation. 
"Welcome to the big leagues," Rudy
said. 
One of the older men folded his arms. 
"Where’s the crud?" 
"In the trunk." 
"You put something down, right?" 
"Yeah, we used some plastic. He was
wearing pretty thick clothes though." 
"You don’t want a fucking bloodstain in
your car. Open it up. We’ll put him in the
harbor." 
Rudy’s friends jumped to follow the
instructions. A few men cleared a cart of
crates. Daniel noticed that one of the
containers was open, its contents unpackaged
onto a table. Mixed with folded T-shirts
were plastic-wrapped white bricks. Another
man had a few glasses of some clear liquid; 
he was watching the white powder drift into
them with a critical eye. 
"Hey Daniel, what’s it look like?" 
Daniel flinched—but they were talking
to the man watching the glasses, not him. The
other Daniel looked up. "I’ve seen worse, 
but they didn’t do us a favor or anything. 
How much for the load?" 
"About three." 
One of Rudy’s friends made a face. 
"Three? Three what?" 
"Million, you fucktard," Rudy said. 
"Don’t ask dumb questions, you’ll embarrass
us." 
"Hey, shit, I dunno." 
"Do the math for a change." 
"Man, I ain’t here to do no math. I’m
here to dump this shit and go home." 
Rudy sighed. "Then lift." 
They hefted Pete’s body out of the trunk
and onto the cart, then pushed it toward the
ship. Daniel used the opportunity to try and
form some sort of strategy. He counted 21
heads, though there might be more on the
boat. Those that didn’t have rifles had pistols
in their pockets or sticking from their
waistbands. Probably safe to assume
everyone had a gun. 
He really wasn’t prepared for this kind
of thing. Being a contractor was living the
life of an opportunist. He only fought when
he had to, when the extractors came. 
But the name Daniel was being sullied
here, in this crappy warehouse by the river. 
It irked him. 
"Hey! Who the fuck are you?!" Daniel
spun on his hands and knees, keeping in his
crouch. A man was walking toward him from
the corner of the shelving behind him. His
rifle was shouldered and aimed at Daniel’s
face. "I said, who fuck are you?" 
Daniel slowly raised his hands, but
didn’t say anything. The man stopped a few
feet away. "The hell? What are you, Iron
Man? Hey, people! We got some freak over
here!" 
Daniel heard the threatening click of a
pump-action shotgun. He swallowed. 
Footsteps and voices were getting closer. 
The man still had his gun trained. 
"Hey, kid. Hands on the ground, slow. 
Then lay down flat." Daniel didn’t move. 
"Today, unless you want to get shot." 
Daniel looked over the guy’s shoulder, 
widened his eyes in alarm, and pointed. His
assailant glanced back. 
Daniel’s punch caught him right in the
jaw. There was a crack as the iron plates on
his fists followed through. The man dropped
to the floor like a sack of potatoes. 
For a moment, Daniel thought that he’d
just killed him. A groan and shifting legs told
him otherwise. He ran down the aisle of
shelves as two other riflemen came up
behind him. 
"Runner!" 
"Fucking shoot him!" 
Gunshots exploded. It was nothing like
Daniel expected—not like the movies. Every
single one sounded like an explosion in his
ears, amplified off the walls of the
warehouse. 
He poured power into his legs and
sprinted down the wall. Bullets whizzed
over his head, ricocheting off steel and
wood. A crate behind him shattered. 
He kept running all the way to the end of
the dock—and then he was out of room to
run. And another gunman was right in front of
him. His momentum was too much. His feet
slipped and churned on the smooth concrete. 
He slammed full-body into the man and
knocked him into the water. 
Daniel leaned back as the river water
splashed onto his clothes. Not exactly a
graceful stop, but it worked. 
Bullets sprayed into the wall nearby. He
glanced around, but he was cornered—no
windows, no doors. A group of four men
were coming up on him fast. 
The boat. He crouched, then leapt. In a
moment, he was rolling on the deck between
the shipping crates. 
"Holy shit!" 
"Did you see him jump?!" 
"He’s on the boat!" 
Daniel had to cut them off before they
could pen him in. The gangway was just
opposite him, on the other side of the boat. 
His side was nailed in. He flipped out his
knife, turned it white, and then sliced though
the steel. The gangway dropped into the
water. 
Daniel heard a gun cock. He turned. A
man was standing at the deck entrance to the
ship’s control room, a machine pistol
leveled straight at him. 
Daniel poured his power into his armor, 
every piece at the same time. 
A hail of bullets rained down on him. 
He shielded his facemask with his arms. 
Metal pinged and clacked off him as the
gunman emptied the magazine. 
There was a sharp click. Daniel looked
up. The man’s finger pulled at the trigger, but
no more bullets came. He’d just taken a gun
head on and lived. 
"…heh." Daniel grinned. "Is that it?" 
The man backed up a step. His hand felt
frantically at his pocket. He fumbled with
another clip. 
Too slow. Daniel slid in low and
grabbed his ankle. He stood. The man was
flipped upside down. Daniel grabbed him, 
then chucked him over the edge of the boat
before he had a chance to start kicking. 
Another satisfying splash echoed over him. 
"What the hell is going on?" 
"There’s some kid on the boat!" 
"He knocked out John!" 
"What happened to the gangway?!" 
They were in disarray. Daniel had to
make something happen. He looked up. The
warehouse ceiling had a few iron
crossbeams—he might be able to jump up to
one and get to a skylight. But he’d be wide
open to get shot. The front side of his armor
was the toughest. The joints did have cracks. 
His gaze fell back to the bridge. The
controls for the boat were probably in there. 
Daniel ducked inside and ran straight
into another man. They fell in a tangle. The
man’s fingers grabbed at his arm, but slipped
off his armor. Daniel elbowed him in the gut. 
He felt his leg being bent back, and
twisted. Daniel shoved power into the limb
and pulled back. The man clung on for dear
life as Daniel dragged him across the floor. 
Daniel kicked, hard, and the man went flying
across the cabin. 
He collapsed against the end of the
hallway on his knees. Daniel was there in an
instant before he could get back up. His boot
took the guy right in the liver. His breath
whooshed out of his mouth, and he fell flat
on his face. 
Daniel kicked him again for good
measure, then took the stairs at the end of the
hall two at a time. He shut the door behind
him and clicked the lock. Turning, he found
himself faced with a captain’s chair, a
dizzying array of buttons and knobs, and a
windowed view down into the warehouse. 
They were scurrying around like ants. It
looked like a group of them were pulling out
one of the long wood shelves to use as a
makeshift gangway. One of them pointed up
at him. Guns were leveled at the windows. 
Daniel ducked. A storm of bullets hit the
cabin. He covered his neck as slivers of
glass sliced around him. 
After a few seconds, it stopped. He
didn’t risk poking his head up again. It was
only a matter of time before they got onto the
ship. 
He looked at the controls. A key was
sitting in position, turned into an on switch. 
Was the boat idling? 
Two levers sitting on a red-and-green
half circle looked like the main power. The
red section was small and read reverse. 
Well, he couldn’t sail through concrete. 
Daniel gripped both levers in one hand and
threw them backwards. 
The boat rumbled. The engine’s roar
thrummed through the warehouse. Water
started churning under the docks. The boat
moved backwards. 
Daniel crouched again as guns were
pointed up at him. More bullets sprayed into
the cabin. He folded himself under the
console for protection. 
The ship shuddered. Daniel put a hand
out to steady himself. There was a long, ugly
groan. 
The dock wasn’t open to the harbor. 
The shriek of tearing metal made him
cover his ears. There was a snap, and then a
bang. 
The right side of the cabin erupted in
plastic and wooden splinters. Half of a
broken bay door was gutting the wall like a
razor blade. Daniel threw himself down. The
steel carved a path of destruction over his
head. The control console snapped and
fizzed as wiring was wrenched out. 
When he next raised his head, the cool
night air of Boston harbor was blowing
freely through a gaping hole in the bridge. 
The skyline was reflected on the black river
below. The boat wasn’t slowing—it was
picking up speed. 
In a few moments, he was clear of the
warehouse, sailing out into the inner harbor. 
A few idle shots were taken at the boat. 
Daniel stood tall and gave them the finger. 
He was still picking up speed. He
looked at the console. Most of it was gone—
scattered pieces of electronics were littered
across the shipping containers below him. 
The levers that controlled the power were
gone, and he was pretty sure he had no way
to steer. 
Daniel took stock. He was in the middle
of Boston Harbor, riding a stolen ship
holding several million dollars of cocaine. 
The opposite side of the harbor was
approaching at an alarming rate. 
He wracked his brain for options. No
brilliant thoughts came to mind. How did this
happen, again? All he wanted to do was kill
Vorid. 
He probably had about ten seconds until
he smashed into the docks. He had to get off
the boat. 
Daniel climbed up on top of the broken
section of wall. He balanced there, exposed
to the sky. The other side of the river held a
small marina. He had a feeling some boats
might get dinged up, but the ship would
probably stop at some point. 
Wait. That guy was still down in the
hallway. 
The boat slammed into the docks. Daniel
was flung off his perch. He spun, flailing his
arms and legs. A roaring whirlpool of white
foam and crunching wood swirled below
him. 
Daniel shoved his power out at full
blast. 
The world slowed down. 
He could see the light of the city twinkle
in individual drops of water. The docks
were steadily sucked into the roar of the
engines like planks being fed into a wood
chipper. A nearby boat was crushed to the
side as the cruiser plowed forward. Daniel
watched its siding bend, ripple, and then
crack, all in slow motion. Individual flakes
of paint soared into the air like snow. 
He was falling right behind the ship. He
began to right his fall. It didn’t happen
immediately. His mind was working a
thousand times faster than his body. Slowly, 
he rotated. He kicked against the back of the
ship. The metal hull bent inward where his
feet impacted. 
He sailed forward, across the marina, 
clearing the death zone near the engines and
tumbling to a stop on the docks. He heaved in
his breaths. He’d never slipped into his
sped-up mode for so long. 
The dock shivered under him. The sound
turned back on. The boat was raging toward
Daniel in a mad fury of iron and water and
cement pilings. Smaller vessels were thrown
aside like children’s toys. 
Daniel tried to get up. His foot caught in
the wood. He hit the deck on his chest. He
scrambled on his hands and knees for inches
as his impending doom roared closer. 
He pushed power into his hands and
legs together. It felt like scraping the bottom
of a barrel. His fingers and knees flickered
with an unsteady white light. 
He jumped off the ground like a frog, 
pushing with all four limbs together. He
blasted into the air as the boat ripped through
where he’d just been sitting. 
Sea salt wind rushed through his hair as
he cleared the docks and flew over the
parking lot behind the marina. He waved his
arms in circles as he tried to keep himself
upright. 
He charged his shoes with power and
landed on the asphalt, but he had so little left
he couldn’t take the whole blow. He rolled
hard, caught in the tin can of his armor, limbs
flapping and banging as he flipped and
skidded to a stop. 
The boat impacted the edge of the
parking lot. The sheer momentum forced it
up. The breaking metal sounded like the cry
of a dying whale. 
And then it crashed back down, 
slamming into the asphalt. Chunks of
pavement smashed through the cars nearby. 
A dozen car alarms went off at once. 
The ship finally groaned to a halt. 
Daniel stared at it, catching his breath. He
half expected it to get up and start again. 
He checked himself over. A few
bruises, maybe. But he was alright. He was
lucky. That last landing could have broken
something. 
He came to the realization that the man
he’d knocked out might not have lived. He
didn’t feel all that sorry. They were all
complicit in ruining lives to make a living. 
Pete was proof of that. Just turned out that the
harbor got an extra corpse. 
The faint wail of an emergency siren
grew in the distance. Daniel decided that
he’d had enough for one night. The rest had
given him his wind back. He powered up a
jump and beat a retreat onto the rooftops. 
Chapter Six
Secrets
"And tonight’s top story continues to
unravel. Janet?" 
The common room television cut to a
scene of the wrecked marina. Her blonde
hair flipped in the wind off the harbor as she
gestured at the wreckage of the boat, still
propped on the shoreline. "Thank you, Harry. 
As you can see, cleanup of the accident is
still continuing. Unfortunately, they’ll have to
take it apart over the next few weeks; the hull
is too damaged for them to float it back in the
water. Police are now saying that the cocaine
recovered from the ship and from the
warehouse on the opposite shore are
approaching a wholesale value of over 3
million dollars." 
Mark whistled from his seat on the
couch. "That’s a lot of blow." 
"Man," Jack said. He leaned over the
cushions. "Look at the hole in that thing. It
must have hit the parking lot full speed." 
"Yeah," Daniel said. "Must have." 
The screen split in two, showing the
anchor in the newsroom on the left. "You say
3 million wholesale?" 
"That’s correct, Harry. The cocaine
would have been cut before distribution to
buyers—the process by which drug dealers
put additives that look like white powder
into the cocaine. That’s things like baby
powder, corn starch, even packets of vitamin
C. That allows them to control the
concentration of the drug when it’s sold and
stretch their supply. The estimated street
value here would be anywhere from 15 to 20
million dollars." 
Mark sighed. "What a waste." 
"Yeah, because you snort cocaine on
weekends," Jack said. 
"Hey man. You don’t know me." 
"I know you’re a faggot," Jensen said. 
"Gee, that one must have taken you
weeks. Are you always this clever?" 
"Only on Tuesdays." 
"No wonder Eleanor slapped you." 
"Look, this is how I’ve got it figured," 
Jensen said. "It’s all about the stages of
love." 
"Come again?" 
"It’s like a romantic comedy," Jensen
said. "First comes the hate. And then, from
circumstances forcing us together, she’ll
come to see past the thin veneer of my rugged
arrogance and learn that I have a heart of
gold." 
Mark folded his arms and nodded. "So
what you’re saying is, you’ll forcibly wave
your dick at her until she bends over." 
Jensen waved him off. "Just wait and
see." 
"You’re delusional," Jack said. 
"Shh, Jack," Mark said. "Just let him
be." 
"I stand by my assessment of your
faggotry," Jensen said. 
"You’re going to get your ass beat by
her bodyguards." 
"You two argue like a married couple," 
Daniel said. 
"Correction," Jack said. "They argue
like a divorced couple." 
"Who knows," Mark said. "Maybe
Jensen was gay in a past life." 
"Maybe you suck cock." 
"Is that what you tell all your butt
buddies?" 
"Just you, Mark." 
"I’m gonna go voice chat with my
brother," Daniel said. He looked at Jack. 
"Let me know when they come out of the
closet." 
Daniel went back to his room. In a few
moments, he had his laptop up and running. It
was a little early, but it was Saturday, so
Felix would be off from school. 
He clicked the dial button on the
program and waited. A beeping ring droned
from his speakers a few times, and then
Felix’s face appeared on screen. "Hey
Danny!" 
"Hey Felix." Daniel inspected his
brother for a Vorid. He was clean. "How are
things?" 
"Pretty good. I got an A on my math test. 
Thanks for helping last time." 
"No problem. Let me know if you need
help again. Times tables are tough." 
"Are your classes good?" 
"Yep, no problems. I think first semester
will be a cakewalk." 
"Hey, you made friends, right?" Felix
asked. "Are you friends with Jack now?" 
"…yeah. I am." 
"Don’t get too excited about it." Daniel
flinched. Jack was leaning over his shoulder. 
"Where did you come from?" Daniel
asked. 
"I was getting tired of the lovebirds," 
Jack said. "Hey, Felix. What’s up?" 
"Hey Jack!" 
"We’ve made a bunch of friends," Jack
said. "Things are going really good. You’ll
have to come up and hang out some time." 
"No, you should come here!" 
"Hey, hey, ask before you invite people
over." On screen, James popped into the
living room from the kitchen. "Hey, guys." 
"Hi Mr. Fitzgerald." 
"Hey dad." 
Jack left Daniel’s shoulder and sat on
his side of the room. James took up the
laptop from Felix. "…so…classes good?" 
James asked. 
"Yeah," Daniel said. 
"Any tests?" 
"Pre-calc. I got a 105." 
"Oh, good." James scratched his temple. 
"That’s great." 
"Yep." 
"Well, keep studying hard." 
"I will." 
"Think you’ll be back soon?" 
Daniel shrugged. "Next weekend, 
probably. I’ll take a bus." 
"Right. Good." 
"…how’s work?" 
"Oh…" James waved vaguely. "…about
the same. You know. Good." 
"Yeah." 
"Hey, gimme the camera back!" Felix
said. The laptop shook, and Felix took center
stage again. 
James leaned forward slightly. "Well, 
I’ve got to make sure dinner doesn’t burn, 
so…" 
"Talk to you in a bit," Daniel said. 
"Yeah. Ok." 
James retreated into the kitchen. Daniel
sighed. Felix picked up right where he’d left
off, energetic and animated. After a few
more minutes, they decided to call it quits. 
Daniel clicked the red button and ended the
call. He sat there for a moment, watching his
desktop. 
"…your dad is kinda awkward," Jack
said. 
"He doesn’t know what to say to me." 
"What happened?" Jack asked. 
"…I told you about how my mom died." 
"Yeah." 
"My dad…he became really depressed. 
He left me and Felix to get along by
ourselves. I had to raise my brother for two
years without any help. I had to explain to
him why our mother wasn’t coming back." 
Daniel looked out the window. Their tiny
glass hole-in-the-wall offered a sliver of a
view into the grassy square outside the dorm. 
"He can’t really make up for that." 
Jack nodded. "No. He really can’t. So
you don’t want to forgive him?" 
"No. I don’t." 
Jack nodded. "…gotcha." 
Daniel looked at him. There was a
reason he didn’t tell people his life story. 
He’d been expecting the usual bullshit. Don’t
hold a grudge. Learn to forgive. He’s only
beyond redemption if you believe he is. "…
what," Daniel said, "no lecture?" 
Jack shrugged. "Not from me. I know
what it’s like to have a shitty parent. We
don’t need them. Took me a while to realize
that. I put my mom out of my life before I
came here." He smiled. "You don’t like your dad? Fine. Forget him." 
"…is your mom divorced, too?" Daniel
asked. 
"No," Jack said, "she never married. 
She got knocked up when she was just getting
started in her career. The only thing she told
me about him was that he was a mistake. But
snooped into it a few times. She doesn’t
really know anything either. It was a one-
night stand." 
"Yeah." 
"So, there you go," Jack said. "Screw
them. They aren’t who you are. They can’t
limit who you’ll become." 
Daniel was surprised—the Jack he
knew wasn’t this forward. Or maybe he
really was getting more confident. Hell, at
this rate, he’d outpace Daniel. 
Outpace him. It was like they were in a
race for something. Identity? Purpose? Who
knew. 
But his advice didn’t quite sit right. 
Daniel wasn’t sure if he could bring himself
to cut James off. Cutting off his dad would be
like cutting off part of his half-brother. 
"Yeah," Daniel said eventually. "Maybe you’re right." 
Jack nodded, satisfied, and turned to his
own computer. "By the way, Jensen and
Mark said they’d be doing some Wing Blade
Commander pre-gaming tomorrow before
that frat party. The new one just came out. 
You coming?" 
"Sorry," Daniel said, "but I’ve got a
date." 
Jack swiveled in his chair. "What? 
Really? With who?" 
"Rachel Ashworth." 
"Oh yeah, Eleanor’s pet friend." 
"She’s not Eleanor’s pet." 
Jack looked at him. 
"They’re just really close." 
"Uh-huh." Jack turned back. "Just…you
know. Play defensive." 
"…maybe I will." 


****
Daniel was waiting at the entrance to the
theater when Rachel arrived. The sight of her
scurrying down the crosswalk made him
grin. A poofy little hat was set on her head. 
The sharp blue looked nice on her hair. 
"Sorry I’m late!" She stopped in front of
him, slightly red from her speedwalking. 
"Did I make you wait long?" 
Daniel had been waiting for 15 minutes. 
He shook his head. "Not at all, Miss
Ashworth." He took her hand and walked her
inside. "Already got tickets, though." 
"Oh," she said. "You didn’t have to pay for mine." 
"That’s alright. You can pay for ice
cream after." 
Rachel gave him a sly look. "You’re
assuming there’ll be an after, Mr. 
Fitzgerald." 
"Yep." 
"I guess we’ll see." 
Like a lot of things in Boston, the theater
was small. The city was old, and the
cramped buildings tended to lean in on each
other. In contrast to the aging front, the inside
was all clean red carpets and black leather
seats. 
They peered around for a place to sit. 
"This might sound weird," Daniel said, "but I like the third row back from the front. Or is
that too close?" 
"My god," Rachel said, "someone who
understands me!" 
"I know. Larger than life, right?" 
"Yeah, but third back you can still see
the whole screen." 
"Exactly." They walked into the third
row and sat in the middle. "Those plebeians
in the back don’t know what they’re
missing." 
"I almost feel bad for them." 
"Almost." 
Daniel sipped a bit from his soda, then
settled himself back into his seat and draped
an arm around Rachel. She snuggled into the
crook of his shoulder. He threw a self-
congratulatory party inside his head. 
The movie came on. It was a generic
action flick, which let them watch it without
paying much attention. Daniel kept himself
conservative, occasionally rubbing her
shoulder or exchanging a glance with her
when the plot took a swerve. He earned a
few smiles for the trouble. 
After the movie was over, they found an
ice cream cart on Boylston Street. She got a
dainty little cup of yogurt, claiming she was
on a diet. Daniel opted for a massive waffle
cone. 
"You just had to get the large," Rachel
said. 
"Well, since you’re paying. By the way, 
what’s with the diet?" Daniel said. "You
look…" 
Rachel’s face darkened like a
thundercloud about to burst. "I look like
what?" 
The man behind the cart laughed. "Good
luck with that one, champ." 
"You like a spring sunrise," Daniel said. 
Rachel groaned. "Never put me through
anything like that again." They turned down
the street. When they were a few paces from
the cart, Rachel looked back at him. "So
what did you really want to say, Mr. Nice
Guy?" 
"You’re perfectly sexy the way you are." 
"…oh." 
"What is it with women and diets?" 
Daniel asked. "You’re all always on a diet
or about to be on a diet. All the time. If I
wanted to screw a little Asian boy, I’d move
to Thailand. Why do women hate being
women?" 
Rachel didn’t say anything. Daniel felt a
rising thread of panic. He didn’t mean to
come off as an asshole. Well, not that much
of an asshole. 
He looked at her. "Sorry, I -" He
stopped. Her face was red from her ears to
her neck. "Um…I didn’t mean to embarrass
you." 
"No, um…" Her voice cracked. "Just, I
wasn’t really expecting it. You know, and I
guess, most guys like skinny girls, right? So I
—uh, you know. Sorry, I’m all over the
place." She covered her face with her hands. 
"Jeeze. I’m not saying this right." 
Daniel was torn between apologizing
for speaking before thinking and calling her
sexy again. 
He needed an out before he said
something stupid. He glanced up. They were
at where Boylston looped around the fens. 
He tapped her shoulder. "Let’s go walk in
the park." He took her hand and led her
forward. She kept her head down. 
A black iron sign declared the park the
Back Bay Fens. It was the beginning of a
long park that snaked through downtown
Boston around a shallow river. Just a few
yards in, the wide bushes and stumpy trees
had them surrounded, cutting off the
cityscape in waves of leaves. 
Spindly bundles of reeds were tucked
around the water’s edge. Broad ferns and
wild flowers were scattered about the edge
of the gravel path. The overgrown plants
gave the fens a slightly exotic feel, as if they
were bushwhacking in a northeastern jungle. 
They walked for a time without saying
anything, but Daniel felt the awkward
moment pass as they lost themselves in the
gardens. 
The sun went low. The late evening
turned everything black and gold. They
caught occasional glimpses of the baseball
park rising above the edge of the trees as
they meandered back in the direction of the
university. 
They came to a stop on a stone bridge
and leaned on the railing. The night was
bringing in a stiff fall chill. Rachel pressed
in close. Daniel looked at her. She looked
back at him. Her eyes were bright green. 
He started to move for a kiss, then
thought better of it and stopped himself. She
leaned in the rest of the way. 
He turned his cheek. Her lips brushed
the edge of his mouth. She edged back with a
hurt look on her face. "…sorry. I thought -" 
"No. I was just thinking about kissing
you, actually." 
"Then what is it?" 
"It’s hard to put into words." 
She clasped his hand. "Think about it. 
Make the words. Then tell me." 
Always so patient. Too patient. She was
a good person. Better than he was, anyway. 
"There’s something going on with me, 
right now," Daniel said. "I can’t say what it is." 
"…is there someone back home?" 
"If that was all, I’d just tell you up
front." 
She gave a little nod. "I get the feeling
you would." 
"It’s more important than that," he said. 
"Really important. But I can’t keep a secret
like that from you. I like you too much for
that. It isn’t fair." He looked at the water. He remembered offering pond scum as a drink to
Xik. He felt like that, now, the dead mud at
the very bottom. "It’s not something I should
do and have a relationship at the same time. I
just…I couldn’t help myself. You’re really
great, and…I’m sorry. This probably sounds
like a load of crap." 
"Umm…" He looked at her. He was
surprised to see guilt written all over her
face. "…this might sound weird, but I’m in
sort of a similar situation." 
"…really?" Daniel quickly put 2 and 2
together. "It has to do with duchess, doesn’t
it?" 
"Please don’t start guessing things. I
can’t say anything about it." 
"Forget I asked, then." Daniel exhaled. 
"Well, that went to shit fast. Dammit." 
"Did you mean that?" 
"Mean what?" 
"…you like me so much you don’t want
to keep it from me?" 
"I meant every word. Seriously, who
wouldn’t want to kiss you?" 
Rachel bit her lip. She fixed her hat. 
"You know, people say relationships are
built on trust, but I don’t think that
necessarily means you have to know
everything about the other person. You could
argue it takes even more trust to accept
someone knowing they’re hiding something. 
You’d need greater faith to believe in them
in spite of their secrets." 
"…this is pretty deep for our first date." 
She blushed. "I guess it is." 
"What if it’s…kind of bad?" Daniel
asked. 
"Mine’s not a day at the beach," Rachel
said. "I think you’re a good person. You’re
honest. You can have your secret, and I can
have mine. And, maybe…when it’s right, we
can tell each other. Ok?" 
She had that look again, the simple, 
warm openness. A readiness to understand. 
"…but it’s really sort of bad." 
She kissed him. His resolve snapped
like a dry twig. His arms were at her back. 
He dragged her closer, holding her against
him. They stayed like that for a long time. 
****
While Daniel missed the first session of
the new Wing Blade Commander, he made it
to the second. It was everything he dreamed
it would be. 
Mark and Jensen brought out four
controllers, and they gathered in Daniel and
Jack’s room, huddled on their beds and the
desk chairs around their tiny HD television. 
The screen blared with the image of a jet
flying. Bold orange letters read WING
COMMANDER IV: OMEGA SQUADRON
"That’s kind of a stupid name," Daniel
said. "Alpha would have been better. 
Actually, just Wing Commander IV would
have been better." 
"Yeah," Mark said. "I mean, no one
wants to be a beta male, right? So you gotta
figure omega is really low on the totem
pole." 
"Maybe the programmers never got
laid," Jensen said. 
"Oh yeah, like you, right?" 
"Not according to your mother." 
"Holy flying faggots," Jack said. "Can we go five minutes without ‘your mom’
jokes? Just five minutes together?" 
"Mark started it." 
"I was just making an observation," 
Mark said. "You don’t have to get so
defensive." 
"I wasn’t being defensive. I was just
saying how I screwed your mom." 
"Come on, I want to play," Daniel said. 
"Jensen, you’re player one. Press start." 
"Alright," Jensen said. "But not before a little al-co-hol." He said it like that, in three syllables, before reaching into his backpack
and tossing Daniel a can of beer. 
The aluminum was ice cold. It was some
weird brand he’d never heard of. "What is
this?" Daniel said. 
"No clue, but it was ten dollars for 64 of
them at the liquor store." 
"You’re not 21." 
"This ain’t my first rodeo, pal. I got a
senior buddy to buy them. Friend from the
frat party you didn’t go to because you were
with that redhead." 
"Her name’s Rachel." 
"Oooooh," Jensen said. 
"Whoa, Daniel," Mark said. "Just calm
down. Calm down, man. Drink your beer." 
Daniel sighed, cracked his beer, and
braced himself. It actually wasn’t half bad. 
Jack took a sip of his. "You know, this
isn’t half bad." 
"I was just thinking that." 
"Come on, I wouldn’t give you guys shit
beer," Jensen said. 
"64 for ten bucks?" Daniel asked. "I was ready for canned urine." 
"Well, you thought wrong." He set his
own drink on the desk. "Alright, let’s get this
show on the road." 


****
Four hours later, Daniel was drunk. At
least, he thought he was drunk. The most beer
he’d ever had before this was three in a row
he’d had at a party in high school. That was
before he stopped going to parties. 
He’d had way more than that now. 
Probably eight. Around eight, give or take…
a few. 
He tried to take stock of his symptoms. 
His fingers were sort of numb, and he was
warm. His vision didn’t seem to want to
focus. He didn’t feel sick, though. That was
good. 
"Daniel, pay the hell attention!" Jack
shouted. "I need ammo!" 
Daniel looked up at the screen just in
time to see Jack get gunned down by
Jensen’s anti-aircraft fire. 
Wing Blade Commander was a team
game; one player was the fighter pilot, and
the other played the commander. The
commander helped control the battlefield by
managing ground support and delivering
pickups for the fighters. It was an objective
based game, one half dogfight, one half race
to bomb objectives into oblivion. 
They’d won 11 games running with
Daniel as the commander. He always liked
that part better. Jack had the twitchy fingers
of a first-person-shooter expert; he was a
natural pilot. 
"Get it together," Jack said. 
"Don’t you worry. I’m really together. 
Totally together. Hey, you think I can blow
up my own tanks? Let me see." 
"He’s totally drunk," Jensen said. 
Mark crashed his plane into a
mountainside. His screen went black while
he respawned. "I think I’m drunker. More
drunk. Which one is it, drunker or more
drunk?" 
They all considered it in silence. "More
drunk," Jack decided. "It sounds right." 
No one argued the point. 
Mark crashed again almost immediately. 
Jack and Daniel won by default, then, 
because that was Mark’s last life for the
round. "Dammit, you suck," Jensen said. "I’m flying next round." 
"I think I’m good on games. Let’s just
drink." 
Everyone mumbled some sort of
agreement. The controllers were tossed onto
Daniel’s bed. The game’s menu music kept
rolling in the background, a sort of fast-
paced metal-backed drumbeat that worked
for fighter planes, but really didn’t fit sitting
around and drinking. No one had the
motivation to get up and turn it off. 
"Hey, you know," Jack said, "what do
you think is worse: being totally sunburned
all over your body, or having a really bad
fever?" 
"What the hell made you think of that?" 
Daniel asked. 
"Don’t ask questions, just go with it," 
Jensen said. 
"He’s drunk," Mark said. "What do you
want? Scorates?" 
"I think you mean Socrates," Jensen
said. 
"Shut up and pass me a beer." 
"Ok," Daniel said, "I’m gonna go with
sunburn." 
"What?" Jensen asked. "I’d totally go
with a bad fever." He threw another beer at
Mark. 
Mark fumbled it for a moment, but he
managed to steady it. He raised it up
triumphantly, proud of the minor
accomplishment of not dropping his can. 
"Who saw that? Did anyone see that?" 
Daniel grunted his assent. 
"Yes!" Mark said. "Also, yeah, fever." 
"Why?" Jack asked. 
"Well, I mean, a bad fever is ugly," 
Mark said. "You’re all achy. Can’t move. 
You feel like crap, too, just in general. 
Cough, stuffy nose, watery eyes, diarrhea. 
Hell, everything is just shit. Shitty, shitty shit, 
all over." 
"That’s how you like it, huh?" Jensen
asked. 
"Don’t talk shit about my fetishes." 
"Wait a minute," Daniel said. "He said all over sunburn. You want sunburn on your
nuts?" 
Mark, Jensen, and Jack all looked at
their crotches. "Ouch," Jensen said. "Ok, that’s bad. But a fever just makes you
miserable. You could survive crotch burn if
you went commando and wore gym shorts or
something. Like, a sunburn is inconvenient, 
and sort of painful. It’s not on a level with a
fever." 
"Alright," Daniel said, "but you also got a sunburn on your asshole. So every time you
take a shit, it stings like crazy." 
"That was freakishly specific," Mark
said. "Are you speaking from personal
experience or something?" 
"Just going off of the fact that you
consider shit everywhere a sexual fetish." 
"Don’t judge me," Mark said. 
"And then what about your tongue?" 
Daniel said. "You couldn’t even eat with a
sunburned tongue. Enjoy starving for a
week." 
"That’s bullshit," Jensen said. "No one sit around outside with their fucking tongue
out." 
"Yeah," Jack said, "it wouldn’t be on the tongue. I’ll accept the asshole part." 
Daniel nodded. "Sunburn’s still worse." 
"I’m torn," Mark said. 
"I’m sticking with fever," Jensen said. 
He looked at Jack. "Also, what the fuck is
with this topic of conversation? 
Jack shrugged. "Dunno. I’m drunk. By
the way, Daniel, before you were drunk you
were pretty awesome at being the
commander. You didn’t tell me you played it
that much before." 
"I used to be into video games, comic
books. That was a while ago." 
"You’re a closet nerd?" Jensen said. 
"Every guy is a closet nerd," Mark said, 
"they just keep it quiet. Some guys are your
normal video game nerds. Some are car
nerds. And there’s stuff like book nerds, 
trivia nerds, music nerds, outdoors nerds. 
They just don’t call it nerd for stuff other
than things that make you get off your ass or
that also appeal to women. That’s the thing." 
"That was deep," Jensen said. 
"Thank you." 
"Not as deep as I was in your mother, 
though." 
Daniel burst out laughing. Even Mark
chuckled. Jack groaned. 


****
Mark and Jensen had left. Daniel had
shut off the TV. He was sitting in his chair, 
thinking. Just thinking. 
His buzz was dying, and as his senses
came back, he could finally hear his body
shouting for water. He sipped from a plastic
cup. It helped with the headache. 
Jack was up on his bunk, splayed out
over the sheets and blankets. He had a soft
snore. He was also about to fall out of his
bed. 
Daniel set his cup down, stood up, and
started roughly shoving his friend further
back. Jack awoke with a startled grunt. 
"Wassa…what the shit?" 
"Just making sure you don’t fall down
and crack your skull open." 
"Uh…" Jack seemed to realize where he
was, and what was happening, and he
scooted back. "Oh, thanks." 
"Yeah, man. No worries." Daniel sat
back down. 
"Ey, Dan." 
"Yo." 
"Thanks, man." 
"It wasn’t a big deal." 
Jack shook his head. His voice was
slurred, still half-drunk. "No, I mean…for
stuff. You know. Just…being cool. And
friends." 
"…no problem." 
Jack’s snores started again. 
Daniel sipped his water. 


****
"Come on," Rachel whined. 
"For god’s sake, Rachel, we’re in
college. Figure it out yourself." 
"I seriously don’t get this." 
"Then you seriously need to work on it," 
Eleanor said, "and stop bothering me about
it." 
Rachel and Eleanor were sitting in the
common room. Eleanor had just finished her
calculus homework; Rachel was still mired
in the middle of it. 
And Daniel had managed to sneak up on
them. 
He slowly raised his head behind the
back of the couch and took a deep breath. 
"AHHH!" 
They both shrieked. Rachel flipped onto
her feet and balled up her fists. Eleanor
crouched on the cushions like a cat. It was
quite an athletic performance. Daniel
laughed at the looks on their faces. 
Rachel sighed and let her hands drop. 
"You bastard." 
"Oh, yes, just what I needed," Eleanor
said. "More Fitzgerald." In a moment, she
was seated again, hands folded in her lap, 
poised like a model. It was almost uncanny
how she always looked perfect. 
"Don’t be jealous, Eleanor," Daniel
said. "There’s plenty of me to go around. 
Whatcha up to?" 
"I’m trying to get Elly to help me with
calculus," Rachel said, "but she’s being a
jerk." 
"Honestly," Eleanor said. "Try reading the textbook." 
"That thing makes my head hurt." 
Daniel propped his elbows on the tops
of the blue cushions. "Why are you in
calculus, anyway?" he asked Rachel. 
"You’re an English major." 
She made a face and flicked her eyes at
Eleanor. "Scheduling issues." 
"You’re smart enough to get it," Eleanor
said. "Apply yourself." 
"Apply myself. Apply myself. That’s all
I hear from you people." Rachel pouted and
flopped on the couch. "Math hates my brain." 
"Maybe I can help," Daniel said. 
"Absolutely not," Eleanor said. "She
won’t have you as a crutch during the test." 
"What are you, her mother?" Daniel
rolled his shoulders. "I can teach her how to
do the problems, not just give her the
answers. You can huff and puff and blow
some houses down in the corner over there." 
"You’re pushing your luck, Fitzgerald," 
Eleanor said. "She doesn’t need your help. 
And I don’t need a headache." 
Rachel sighed. "Please keep talking
about me like I’m not here." 
Daniel almost responded to Eleanor, but
decided there were more pressing matters. 
He hopped over the couch and sat down next
to Rachel. She snuggled into him. 
They’d gone on several dates, now, and
things were going quite well. That mutual
secret hung in the air, but it wasn’t bothering
him too much. 
Daniel couldn’t ever tell her he was a
contractor. It simply wasn’t an option. He
could not get her involved in that world. But
he couldn’t help but wonder what her secret
was. 
He glanced at Eleanor. What was the
connection? 
Eleanor’s lips pressed together at the
sight of their cuddle. She stared back at him
for a moment, then silently sat on the far end
of the couch and opened her laptop. Daniel
felt extremely pleased with himself. 
"How do you learn math?" Daniel
asked. 
"…memorize how to do the problems," 
Rachel said. "Isn’t that how everyone does
it?" 
"See, there’s the issue right there. 
You’ve got no real strategy, so you’re
floundering around wondering what the hell
you’re supposed to do." 
"Thanks for the tip, Sherlock." 
"Baby steps." Daniel took her notebook
and started writing on a blank page. "Doing
math is like building a house. The laws and
rules are your tools. If you know your
toolbox inside and out, you’ll never see a
problem you don’t know how to handle. 
That’s five hundred times better than trying
to memorize the problems." He wrote the
two theorems that pertained to the section
she was working on. "The most important
thing would be to learn how to separate out
what you actually need from the rest of the
crap in the chapter. That takes time, but I can
help with that part until you figure it out." 
"…ok." She tapped the paper. "So how
do these help me?" 
"Look at this problem." Daniel led her
through the textbook example with a finger, 
showing the difference between how the
theorem was written and how it was actually
applied. He then immediately flipped to a
work problem of the same nature. She
stuttered her way through it. He let her check
back with the rule as needed. 
Rachel sighed. "I can’t believe you
wrote that from memory. You’re surprisingly
smart." 
"Surprisingly? I take offense to that." 
"You look too hot to have any brains. 
Some people have all the luck." 
Daniel grinned. "Right back at you, 
sweet cheeks." 
"Sweet cheeks? Did you find that
compliment in a time capsule somewhere?" 
"Stop concentrating on my raw animal
magnetism and focus," Daniel said. He
slapped the notebook. "Do you know the
definition of the derivative by heart?" 
"…I memorized it for the first test?" 
Rachel offered hopefully. 
"You need to be able to explain that off
the top of your head. So let’s back up and
start there." 
As Daniel taught, he quickly realized
how little foundation Rachel had in the
subject. She must have been getting along by
the skin of her teeth. He sighed. "This is
turning into a lot of work." 
Rachel looked at where Eleanor was
busy clicking on her laptop, then back to him. 
"Well, sorry if I’m not a genius like some
people." 
"It’s turning into too much work for
tonight," Daniel clarified. "The next test is the Friday after next. That gives us 12 days." 
"You’ll really tutor me?" 
"Sure, why not?" 
Her cheeks blushed slightly pink. 
"Thank you. But I wouldn’t want to take time
away from -" 
Daniel waved her off. "Don’t worry
about it. Plenty of time to whip your math
into shape after class." 
"Whip, huh?" Rachel grinned. "I kinda
like the sound of that." 
"Do behave, Miss Ashworth." He kissed
her. She kissed back. 
"You two are sickening." Eleanor stood
and folded her laptop under her arm. "I’ll be
in the room. Don’t be late again, Rachel. 
We’ve got work to do." She marched away. 
Daniel and Rachel were left alone on the
couch. 
"If this is sickening," Daniel said, "I think I’d like to venture on into disgusting." 
Rachel didn’t crack a smile. She sat back
with a serious look on her face. "What’s the
matter?" he asked. 
"Eleanor. She’s not taking us very well." 
"So what else is new?" 
"She always gets short with me when
she’s irritated," Rachel said. "She’s about as short as a midget right now." 
"Just let her fuss," Daniel said. "Stop making it your problem." 
"I’m worried she’ll -" 
"That’s her problem." 
"She’s my sister." 
"So why is the Great Wall of China
sitting there?" Daniel said. "Talk to her." 
"…I couldn’t -" 
"Rachel." He tapped her shoulder. "It’s obvious every time I see you two. You’re her
loyal subject. Suddenly you’ve struck out on
your own, and she’s lost. Tell her that you
need some space. She’ll come to terms if you
give it to her straight." Daniel scratched his
ear. "Probably. I mean, you’re basically
sisters, right? Sure, you fight sometimes. I’m
not always in love with Felix. But you work
things out over time." 
She looked away from him. "…it’s more
complicated than that." 
Daniel thought hard. She always ended
it with something vague when he started
circling in on the nature of their relationship. 
It was at the core of her secret. 
He was starting to form ideas worthy of
a conspiracy theorist. The Astors were
obviously a powerful family. He’d looked up
a bit of information and discovered that they
were the people that actually owned Times
Square before it was called Times Square. 
Who knew how much influence was being
exerted over Rachel? How one-sided was
their sisterhood? 
He had to wonder what Eleanor was
doing at Northeastern. Not to put down his
own school, but she reeked of Harvard’s
corn cob pipes. 
He decided to let it go. They did make a
promise, after all. "Just my two cents," 
Daniel said. "I don’t really know what I’m
talking about. You’ve known her for eight
years." 
"Sometimes a stranger’s perspective can
be valuable," Rachel said. "But…it’s
complicated." 
"Very complicated." He turned her head
with his hand and kissed her on the forehead. 
"I don’t like it when you’re upset. I’m right
here, ok?" 
"I know. Thank you." She smiled. "It’s weird. I feel like I’ve known you forever." 
Daniel stretched. "Well, we live in the
same dorm, huh?" 
"Yeah. Umm. Thank you, for helping me
with this, too." 
"A girl in need is a princess indeed," 
Daniel said. "Seriously, you can ace this
test." 
"You think so?" 
"Easily. I’ve crammed twice as much in
a quarter the time. We just have to run
through the problems until you can do them
without the cheat sheet." 
"Yeah. I guess…it’s really tough to read
math." She fingered the page with the
theorems they’d written down. "With
everything I need in one place, it’s a little
easier." 
"You know what I don’t get?" 
"What?" 
"Why doesn’t Eleanor help you out? 
You keep telling me she’s a genius, right?" 
Rachel sighed. "Elly is…she’s just one
of those people that’s good at everything on
the first try. It just comes to her. But she’s an
awful teacher. She can’t explain herself." 
The more Daniel heard about Eleanor, 
the more paranoid he got. She was rich. She
was spoiled. She was talented. She’d never
had to work hard. She was probably used to
having Rachel at her beck and call. If he kept
taking up Rachel’s time, Eleanor might try to
do something about it. 
No. He should assume she was going to
do something about it. He’d have to be ready
for that. 
"Well, whatever," Daniel said. "Never
fear, Danny’s here. Let’s do the next
section." 
The clock kept ticking. With a little
direction, Rachel started making measurable
progress. They took frequent study breaks in
the form of make-out sessions. 
He managed to get commitments for two
more dates, but she could never stay out very
late. Another thing that had to do with
Eleanor. It sort of worked out in his favor, 
though; he had a lot of hunting to do. He
wasn’t sure when the extractors would show
up in Boston, but it was only a matter of
time. 
The entrance to the dorm opened. They
both looked to the end of the common room. 
"Ah," Daniel said. "Lieutenant. You’re needed on the bridge." 
"Right away, captain commander." Jack
paused at the edge of the couch. He gave
Rachel a weird look, scratched his buzz-cut, 
then walked down the hall behind them. "See
you." 
Rachel waited until he was out of
earshot. "I don’t think he likes me." 
"He’s just shy." 
"If you say so." She flipped her pen in
her fingers. "Is the captain thing some kind of
inside joke?" 
"It’s from a video game." Daniel looked
down the hall after Jack. "He usually gets
home early. Maybe he’s finally coming out of
the shell a bit." 
"More than a bit," Rachel said. "We saw him earlier." 
"You did?" 
She nodded. "He was bragging to some
girls from another dorm about his car. They
were dumb as rocks, and that’s an insult to
rocks, but he was doing just fine for
himself." Daniel frowned. Rachel caught his
expression. "Aww. Wittle Jacky leaving the
bird’s nest?" Daniel gave her a half-smile. 
She stuck her tongue out at him, then set back
to work. 
Daniel played with the lock of hair on
his forehead. He didn’t know Jack had a car. 
In fact, Jack had just told him the other day
that he was here mostly on scholarship. He
didn’t have that much spending money. Why
would he be bragging about a car? 
After they’d gotten through a solid
chapter, Daniel decided to let Rachel go. She
gave him a very long, very steamy goodnight
kiss. She broke away, but kept a hand on his
shirt collar. "Hey Daniel?" 
"Hey Rachel." 
She traced a finger up to his neck and
along his chin. "Maybe we can study in my
room next time?" 
"Um…sure. Whatever works." 
Rachel giggled and stepped back from
him. "You are so easy. See you tomorrow!" 
Daniel watched her sway down to the
stairwell, then walked back to his room, 
running a hand along the drywall. How far
was he going to push things with her? 
Running a victory lap with a girl while
dealing with the Vorid was dangerous. 
She was beautiful. Sweet. Playful. Too
good for him to risk because for his own
petty selfishness. But she was addicting. 
He brushed his hair back over his ears. 
He’d made his decision back in the park. If
he second-guessed himself on everything, 
he’d never get anywhere. He had as much a
right to be happy as anyone. 
He just wished he had as much a right to
be as normal as anyone. 
He went into the room. Jack was busy
playing a shooter on his PC. "Yo J-dog," 
Daniel said. "What’s kickin’ in the hood?" 
"Just fraggin’ some mofo’s." Jack
pounded at his keyboard. "Shitshitshit!" An RPG connected at Jack’s feet. His character
was blown to pieces. He slapped the mouse
down on the desk. "Goddamn lag!" 
"Sure, blame it on the lag." Daniel took
his shoes off. "What were you up to?" 
"When I was out?" Jack said. He kept
his eyes on the screen. "Nothing interesting. 
Extra help session for my test." 
"I heard from Rachel you went out with
some girls." 
"Yeah, that was before." 
"I didn’t know you had a car." 
Jack finally looked at him. "Huh?" 
"She said you were bragging about a
car. Would have made the grocery shopping
a bit easier." 
Jack smiled sheepishly. "I don’t, but a
friend of mine does, so I was talking it up a
bit. He was drunk at the time, but he offered
to let me borrow it. Maybe you know him? 
His name’s Richard. Real huge guy. He’s the
one that got his finger broken by duchess." 
"…yeah, I know him." Daniel sighed. 
He didn’t want to rain on his friend’s parade, 
but maybe he should say something about
Richard. Jack might not know how he was. 
Jack frowned. "Hey, Daniel, can I tell
you something? Bro to bro?" 
"Sure." 
"Rachel?" He shook his head. "I get bad vibes, man. All the guys say she’s a total
bitch. There’s a rumor going around that
they’re lesbians. Her and duchess." 
Daniel laughed. "She’s bi at worst. 
Anyway, that’s because they’re constantly
hitting on her and getting rejected. Or they’re
spreading propaganda to get me out of the
way." 
"You think so?" 
"I’ve seen people do worse for less." 
"You guys official, or what?" 
He thought back to that kiss. And her
sultry invitation. "Yeah, it’s pretty official." 
"Just keep your guard tight." Jack said. 
"I mean, you seemed pretty friendly on that
couch, but you just met her. She was
duchess’s lapdog first. Trust me. I’ve had
some bad experiences with women." 
"I’ll keep my eyes open, ok?" Daniel
said. Jack nodded, then swiveled back to his
game. 
Daniel sat on his bed. Jack was just
trying to look out for him, and maybe he had
a point. He didn’t know everything about her, 
did he? Was the Rachel he saw just her
public face? It was just a little extra worry
piling onto a swiftly growing mound. 
He sighed and leaned back on his
pillow. He’d sort it out the next morning. 


****
The next morning was not the soothing
period of introspection Daniel hoped it
would be. When he went for breakfast, he
found a group of people clustered in front of
the common room TV—Rachel and Eleanor
included. He walked up to them. "What’s
going on?" 
"There’s been another murder," Rachel
said. "This one broke on the news, and they
dug up the other two stories." She said the
next words through gritted teeth. "He’s being
called the Boston Smasher. Because of the
way he does it." 
"That’s messed up." Daniel poked his
head between the shoulders of the onlookers. 
Sure enough, there were fly-by shots of a
crime scene. He read text at the bottom of the
screen. 

Boston Smasher Strikes Again: Police

Attempt to Cover Up Third Attack
Daniel wrapped Rachel around the
waist. "Don’t go out alone, alright?" She
nodded and hugged him back. 
Daniel didn’t miss Eleanor’s eyes. She
did not approve of their growing closeness. 
He noted it, and filed it away. 
As the day went on, the news spread. 
Two of the three girls were from
Northeastern. Campus security was on high
alert. Everyone was traveling in packs of
four or five people. Daniel had a feeling that, 
from the way the killer operated, having
more people might not help. 
Two weeks passed. The calculus test
came and went, and Rachel earned a B+, her
best so far. It was plenty enough to pull her
up from borderline failing. 
They saw each other after class every
day. When they could, they ate meals
together. Rachel tried to balance her time
between him and Eleanor. Daniel could hear
the tension in her voice when Rachel
excused herself on that account. The problem
wasn’t going away. 
Daniel had yet to see the inside of her
room. She was outgoing enough to be
forward about that sort of thing, but he
wanted to take things slow. 
He really liked her. He knew that. He
hadn’t felt so strongly about someone
since…ever. He could feel the infatuation
corrupting his judgement as sure as purple
haze. He kept rationalizing why it was fine
for him to continue seeing her. He was an
idiot. 
Just being associated with him was a
dangerous thing. But he knew why he kept
going back. For the first time in a very long
time, Daniel was honestly, truly happy with
his personal life. He was at college, learning
about what he wanted to do. He had friends
he could actually talk to. And for some crazy
reason, a beautiful redhead wanted to date
him. Trying to stop himself from bathing in
his relationships was the equivalent of a
druggie turning up his nose at three million
dollars of cocaine. 
One thing for sure, though—he was
convinced Jack’s worries were baseless. 
Either the Rachel he knew was the real
Rachel, or she was the best actor he’d ever
known. For now, that was enough. 
He’d made the decision. He was seeing
her, for better or worse. His heart sung that it
was for the better, but the sense of
responsibility was clear. If he wanted a life, 
he had to grow strong enough to protect it. 
Five weeks had passed since the start of
school, and still the Vorid extractor dome
didn’t come. He kept checking and adding to
his gear. Without much else to do, his armor
was a growing mess of plates and loops. 
After surviving another two rounds of
extractors in Aplington, and all around the
suburbs surrounding his hometown, he was a
lot stronger, but the Vorid might use a
different strategy on a city this big. He
wasn’t sure what to expect. 
He spent a night sprinting back to
Aplington to meet the extractor threat. His
hometown was still on its normal schedule. 
Now he was strong enough to take on three at
once without much effort. If he came in
quick, he could hit them before they could
react. 
He had to range far away to find prey
back in the city. The magicians watching
over Boston had erased the Vorid spawn
presence. He was happy for that, but the long
wait for an attack was oppressive. 


****
It was just past midnight. Daniel was
reading a book on his bed when he felt the
dark crack in the sky tear open. He rolled
over and looked out the window. 

The dome fell as a gray curtain, silent
cloth draped over half the city. It was at least
four or five times the size of the ones he’d
seen in Cleveland and Aplington. The border
wasn’t more than a hundred yards away. He
shut his book, got up, and pushed his feet into
his shoes. 
Jack was sitting at his computer. He
looked back. "Going for a walk?" 
"Yeah." 
"Stay in brightly lit areas, you know? I
don’t want to see you on the news." 
"Don’t worry, I’ll haunt you if I die." 
Jack took a slurp of his soda. "I’ll keep
my pastor on speed dial." 
Daniel snorted, then left the room. It was
past the new curfew for on-campus students, 
so he briefly scryed to make sure no one was
around before slipping out the common room
door. He poured on the speed and zipped
into the parking garage. 
At the top of the stairwell was a small
door that lead into a closet. Inside were a
few dust-coated bottles of cleaning supplies, 
a rusty breaker box, and a lot of cobwebs. 
And on the top shelf, in the back, was a
cardboard box holding his armor. 
The design was still as ugly as ever, but
it was much more complete than before, 
including shoulder pads, a neck guard, and
ankle plates, all made of his triple-layer
concoction of plexiglass, steel, and rubber. 
He strapped each piece on with practiced
movements, then donned his helmet, securing
it under his chin with an adjustable strap. A
metal plate clicked into place over his face, 
giving him a fat eye slit through which to see. 
He withdrew his new weapon. He’d
been inspired by the medieval morning star, 
which was basically a stick with a spiky
metal ball at the end. He made his own
version out of solid steel he stole from a
scrapyard in the port. It had a shaft about
three feet long, widening at the tip into a fat
metal cap. The cap was a jagged and twisted
collection of metal bits; he’d used his power
to sink them right into the steel. He felt a lot
safer with the nasty club between himself
and the extractors he was fighting, and he
could put a lot of power into a fully extended
swing. 
From the parking garage, travel was
easy. Tons of buildings in downtown were
connected. Weaving between nests of brick
chimneys and air vents was a cinch with his
improved reaction time. And he’d gotten a
lot better at the jumping, too. It was either
that, or wake up with a lot of bruises. 
He leapt off the rooftop lot and down
onto the roofs of the next block. In a few
seconds, he was at the threshold of the Vorid
magic. 
He only paused at the edge of the barrier
for a moment. This wasn’t his first rodeo. 
Time to kick ass. 
The world turned grey. The sound of
cars was cut off. The waves of the river
within the dome were frozen in place, 
always reflecting the moonlight at the same
angle. 
But it wasn’t quiet. He could feel
extractors plummeting down in groups all
over the city—dozens of them, far more than
he’d ever encountered. The red crack in the
sky, topping the dome, was larger than
normal. This was big. 
Daniel put a foot on the edge of the
building he stood on, ready to jump over the
next street. 
He stopped. 
He ducked down behind a chimney and
curled into a ball. Five bright points of
magic flew past him, all tucked into a
swirling tornado of green-tinted air. 

Magicians.  One of them was towing the rest
along with some kind of wind spell. They all
wore the gold and white tabards. 
Daniel chose a different direction, 
running, jumping, running some more. It
wasn’t long until he encountered a troop of
extractors. He leaned out over the edge of the
roof, then went still and cloaked his powers. 
There were seven—no, eight of them. 
The robots were arranged in a tight
group on the street. A black cloud floated
over and around their steel heads. Smoke
was pouring from the gaps in their joints. 
Energy from the inscriptions on their steel
casings powered the magic. He could feel
rather than see that part. 
Magic churned in the center of that
cloud, condensing at its thickest point. It fell
like muddy raindrops. The black balls goo
plopped to the ground—and then they grew
legs. Feelers. A spine cracked and shaped
itself on their backs. And then the newly
formed spawn scurried through the streets, 
hunting for helpless hosts. 
It was like a little factory of terror. The
extractors were churning out replacements
for the spawn Daniel had been slaughtering. 
It was fascinating, in a sick sort of way. 
The difference between the two forms of
Vorid magic was odd. The spawn were rats, 
slugs, biological parasites that merged with
flesh. But the extractors were metal
humanoids, driven by programming and
magical inscriptions. Was there something
there? 
Maybe, when technology developed that
far, it wasn’t as much of a difference. 
Daniel jumped. He hung in the air over
the extractors, two stories up. He brought his
mace up over his head. 
He concentrated as much power as he
could into the very tip of his mace, 
containing it within a tiny point of
destruction. The more he could focus on one
single point, the stronger it got. 
The extractor’s head swiveled up just as
he reached it. His spiked weapon smashed
his target’s face in, then continued down, 
ripping through the steel down to its waist. It
was disintegrating before Daniel’s feet hit
the ground. 
He touched down on his toes even as the
extractor’s energy rushed into him. Daniel
grinned in triumph. It had taken a full-power
ambush, but he’d finally scored a one hit kill. 
Gone were the days of bare survival, of
being hunted, of cowering in his bed sheets. 
Now he was the hunter. 
There were seven extractors left. Seven
palms were raised. Seven black lasers began
to charge up. 
Daniel wasn’t intimidated—he’d seen it
plenty of times, now. He waited for the
telltale blinking of the inscriptions at their
wrists. Just before they fired, he burst to the
left faster than they could react. Their attacks
went wide. 
He charged at the closest one before
they could reorient, sweeping the morning
star up from below. He caught it between the
legs, tossing it back and into its partners. 
Daniel brought the mace back down and
landed another blow on its neighbor, bashing
through its head and down through its
shoulder. 
Lasers fired again. Daniel was already
gone. He skipped into an alley, then scaled
the buildings by jumping from wall to wall. 
The brick cracked under his feet as he
climbed. 
He made the top of the building, fell
low, and wrapped up his power again, 
putting it away, entering the Klide’s stealth
mode. Extractor heads rotated and clinked, 
searching for him. 
He jumped down again. A moment
before he reached them, he shoved his power
back into his mace. His surprise attack
finished off a second extractor. 
They couldn’t keep up with his speed, 
and because he could hide himself, they
couldn’t track him. His hit and run attacks
disabled or outright killed them one by one. 
Soon he stood alone in a pile of broken
magic steel. 
It all vanished, disintegrating into that
black smoke. It rushed into him and seeped
into his skin. He gripped his mace tightly. He
could feel the difference. 
An explosion rocked the ground under
him. He reacted automatically, shoved his
power out in every direction, extending it
through his arms and legs on full blast. 
He saw it in slow motion. An extractor
had burst from a wall and was flying toward
him. He dived down. 
He felt wind rustle his hair as the
hulking robot flew over him. The extractor
slammed into the building on the other side
of the street and collapsed, twitching. Daniel
clambered up off the asphalt. 
The extractor was struggling to move. 
Daniel jumped onto it, plowed his mace
straight down into its chest, and tore it out
through its head. It disintegrated. 
A voice like sandpaper scratching
granite fell on his ears. "That was my kill." 
Daniel whipped his head back.Standing
in the hole in the building was a ten-foot tall
creature that dwarfed even the extractors. It
looked like an oversized ape, legs thick as
tree trunks and arms like steel crossbeams. 
Its muscles had muscles. It was entirely
coated in long, dark grey fur. 
Daniel’s mind spat something back out
at him. A tuft of fur on the underside of the
truck. The beaten and crushed body of the
victim. Daniel’s voice, muffled by his
facemask, came out in a sort of metallic
echo. "…you’re the Smasher, aren’t you?" 
"I guess it’s obvious." It climbed
through the hole and onto the sidewalk
opposite Daniel. Dark eyes were set into a
face surrounded by a shiny mane. "What’re
you supposed to be? Iron Man?" 
Daniel straightened his helmet. "Are you
a contractor too?" 
"You got it." 
"Then what the hell are you doing?!" 
Daniel yelled. "You have to be able to feel
the magicians out there. If they find us, we’re
up shit creek without a paddle, and you’re
going around playing Jack the Ripper! Are
you nuts?!" 
The Smasher let out a long series of
growling chuckles. "Who cares about normal
people?" It looked at him. "We can grow
more powerful than anything on this planet. 
We can take anything we want. We make the
rules, not them." 
Daniel stared at him. 
The beast shrugged. "Thousands
disappear every day. A few here and there
won’t make a difference. Besides, they
deserved it." 
"Are you seriously trying to justify
murder? We can get stronger by killing the
Vorid! Why are you -" 
"I’ve half a mind to just go on a killing
spree," the Smasher said. It turned down its
face at Daniel. "Sentient souls don’t give
more energy than extractors, but they’re a
hell of a lot less dangerous. In the long run, 
I’d actually help save more people by killing
some now." It made a grin of tombstone
teeth. "You’re right, though. The magicians
are holding us back because they’re afraid of
us. Afraid that we’re better than them, or that
we’ll supplant them. That’s the truth the
Klide have recognized. We have the greater
potential. The mages should be thanking us
for picking up the ball they dropped. As soon
as I’m strong enough, I’ll make them regret
their stupidity. The world needs us more than
it needs them. Ruling from the shadows, 
looking down on the rest of us—that’s going
to end." 
Daniel stared. The Smasher was
completely and utterly off his rocker. Maybe
he had a point about the magicians, but the
rest of it was ridiculous. "You’re insane. Do
you even hear what you’re saying? What are
you, Hitler?" 
"Unlike Hitler, I can actually back up my
claims of superiority." 
"If you tried something like that, every
magician on the planet would come for your
head." 
"Which is why I haven’t. Anyway, it
was nice talking to one of my own kind and
all, but killing you would give me too big of
a boost to ignore. Nothing personal." It
lunged forward. 
Daniel dashed just out of its reach. It
grabbed for him again. Daniel stepped to the
side, jumped over its arms, and caught it
right in the face with his mace. 
Their powers clashed. Daniel’s white-
charged sparks flew against the monster’s
shiny grey aura. The force pushed them back
apart. 
Daniel looked at his mace, then back at
the ape. It had a little scrape on its cheek, but
that was all. Its fur had some kind of magical
defense. 
The ape cocked his head at him. "Is that
all you’ve got? I’ve had worse from
mosquitoes." 
He needed to get a sense of how strong
this guy was before he laid all his cards on
the table. Daniel jumped in to bait an attack. 
It threw a fist like a pile driver. Daniel
skipped back, and the beast’s fist hit the
ground. 
The crack of broken rock echoed off the
buildings. Fissures opened in the street. A
geyser of water blasted out from a hole in the
sidewalk—and then the dome froze it up, a
gusher of foam stopped in time. 
Daniel’s eyes felt like they would pop
out of his skull. The extractor from before
hadn’t smashed through the wall trying to
escape. It had been blown through by the
smasher. 
"Scared?" The ape grinned its ugly grin. 
"You’re pretty fast, but it’ll only take one
shot for me to kill you." 
Daniel’s surprise faded. He smiled
back. "Maybe. I don’t specialize in armor, 
really. Speaking of being a contractor, how
many Vorid have you killed?" Daniel asked. 
"…what does it matter?" 
"I’ve killed over 20 thousand spawn," 
Daniel said. "And that’s not even counting
the extractors." 
The Smasher blinked. "20…thousand?" 
"Yeah. Being quick helps. Want to see
how quick?" Daniel pressed a strong hunk of
his power into his legs and arms. The plates
of armor on his limbs flared white. The ape
raised its guard high under its chin, watching
him carefully. 
Daniel was in its face in half an instant. 
He slammed his mace across its nose. It
reeled back, but flailed out with its arms. 
Daniel was already gone, dashing behind it. 
He caught it on the backside of its head
before it could stop stumbling. 
He hit it back, forward, dashing, 
striking, beating the ape around like a
punching bag. It spun and growled and
punched, but it couldn’t keep up. 
A swiping fist came in. Daniel bent
backward to dodge. At the last second, it
opened its hand, giving it just another few
inches of range. A finger caught him on the
edge of his arm. 
It felt like someone had grabbed his
elbow and yanked him to the side at a
hundred miles an hour. Daniel rolled across
the street and slammed into a dumpster at the
head of an alley. 
He got to his feet. His armor had
protected him from the collateral damage, 
but there was a long, smoking dent where the
Smasher’s finger had touched. 
"You feeling nervous yet?" the Smasher
asked. "I would be. I could rip you in half
with one -" 
Daniel was in the air over its shoulder
before it could blink. He clotheslined it in
the neck with the bar of his mace. It slammed
back into the street on its back. Daniel
flipped and landed a safe distance away. 
The Smasher stood. It put a hand on its
neck. A few fibers of its shaggy mane were
frizzed and torn where Daniel had struck. 
"Was that fast enough?" Daniel asked. 
"So you can knock me around. You can’t
even get through fur." 
"That was 75 percent." Daniel diverted
magic into the tip of his mace. He’d be
somewhat slower, but he could strike with
greater force. "Want to try for 100?" 
"I’ve got plenty of tries," it said. 
"You’ve only got one." 
"We’ll see." 
Daniel’s senses flickered. He glanced
up. The ape twitched its head, too. 
Magicians were on the way. 
Wait. They couldn’t sense contractor
magic. 
Daniel bit his lip. Unless they were
coming to see why a few extractors had
mysteriously committed suicide. 
The Smasher loped away into an alley; 
at the same time, he pushed a lot of his
power down. It wasn’t a full version of the
concealment technique, because he was
moving, but he quickly vanished from
Daniel’s senses. Pursuit didn’t sound like a
smart option with other people so close. 
Daniel sprinted down the street, quickly
outpacing the mages. When he was a safe
distance away, he hid himself from their
scrying. 
The leftovers of their battle were
everywhere. They’d probably figure out that
it was contractors, but there might be a silver
lining. Knowing the mages were on high alert
would force the Smasher to move cautiously. 
Maybe he’d be less brazen with his murders. 
Daniel reached the edge of the barrier
and waited. When it fell, he jogged back to
the garage and stripped his armor off. He
was sweaty. He had to ball his hands into
fists to stop the shaking. 
If the Smasher had connected, he really
might have died, or been injured enough that
he couldn’t move. 
But he wasn’t afraid. Well, a little
afraid. But there was something else. 
Adrenaline. Excitement. 
Was he actually starting to enjoy
himself? 
He gave his head a shake and snapped
the plates off his shoes. He’d had enough for
one night. He finished hiding his armor, then
set off to take his walk. 
Chapter Seven
Eleanor Astor
Nickolas, one of Eleanor’s bodyguards, 
had the rare talent of sensing magical
residue. Even contractors couldn’t hide their
magic in its totality—at least, not when they
were fighting. 
After spending a few minutes inspecting
the scene, he’d returned to the dorm to give
his report to Eleanor and Rachel. He was a
tall, stern-looking man, but Rachel liked him. 
He knew what he was doing. "There were
two combatants. One fought using physical
enchantments. The other had some kind of
transformation magic." He looked at the
floor. "It had to be contractors. It makes
sense if we consider the number of Vorid
spawn that have cleaned themselves up." 
Eleanor took a sip of her tea. "I agree
with your assessment. Inform headquarters. 
We’ll need to spread a net for them." 
"Miss Astor. Miss Ashworth." Nickolas
bowed to them and shut the door to their
room. 
They stayed seated at their desks. 
Neither said anything for a time. Rachel
gripped her knees. Two monsters running
around in Boston. They could be sucking
down souls this very second. 
There were already four confirmed
contractors in New York City, and the Wu
had reported nine, five in Beijing and four in
Shanghai. The True Flame hadn’t sent them
intelligence yet, but there had to be more in
Europe. The bottom line was that everyone
had their hands full; they wouldn’t be getting
any backup. She wasn’t sure if they had the
capability to take down two contractors. A
lot weighed on how strong they were. 
"Rachel." Eleanor set her teacup down. 
"We need to talk." 
"About?" 
"This is a serious development. We
can’t afford to be playing games." 
"If this is about Daniel, I don’t want to -
" 
"Enough!" Rachel closed her mouth. 
"Your relationship is compromising your
judgment. You’re endangering him, yourself, 
and the people of Boston. You saw the
damage to those buildings. They are rapidly
becoming our equals in magical power. We
can’t afford distractions." 
"Can’t afford distractions from what?" 
Rachel demanded. "My duties? Or just you?" 
Eleanor was taken aback. "What?" 
"You’ve been against us from day one," 
Rachel said. "Against me! You didn’t want
me talking with Daniel. You didn’t want me
dating Daniel. You didn’t even want me to
be sociable. You pressed me into the same
classes as you. You think my hobbies are
stupid. Well, here’s what I think: you don’t
get to control my life!" 
Eleanor slapped her hand on the desk. 
"You are my bodyguard, and you will follow
my orders!" 
"Not off the field!" 
"I don’t approve of him or his attitude. I
demand you end your relationship." 
"You don’t know the first thing about
him," Rachel said. 
Eleanor folded her arms. "I don’t need
any more than what I already know. He may
be intelligent, but he is irresponsible and
rash. And he is not of the blood." 
"Unlike you, I’m from an insignificant
branch family. I can marry outside our stupid
little parade!" 
"Rachel, this is -" 
"Stop it!" Rachel curled up on her chair. 
"Do you just hate it when things go my way? 
Is that what it is? I have to be second fiddle
or your little world will fall apart?" 
Eleanor shook her head. "Rachel…
matters of the heart can be painful. I just—I
only mean to help you, not hurt you. You are
my sister, and he isn’t good enough for you in
any capacity. I won’t stand for you to be
attached to some…" She waved a hand. "…
some useless vagabond." 
"He isn’t a useless vagabond. He’s a
good person. He’s -" 
"He is full of himself, and will dump
you as soon as he’s bored with you." 
"Can’t you just let me have one thing?" 
Rachel’s face was clenched tight. She
couldn’t look at Eleanor. "I just want one, 
Elly." 
"For god’s sake, compose yourself. 
What, are you going to tell me you love him? 
After a few short weeks?" 
Rachel swallowed. She blinked the
tears to a stop. "I care about him. If you gave
him half a chance—if you just met him
halfway, you’d see him like I do." 
"You’re infatuated. He’ll show his true
colors to you soon enough." Eleanor sighed, 
then stood from her chair. "I thought college
would put an end to the childishness, the
dolls, the boys. You’ll just have to learn the
hard way. When it's over, we’ll apologize
just like we always do, and everything will
go back to normal." 

You mean I’ll apologize to you, just

like I always do. How magnanimous of you

not to hold my hysterics against me. 
Rachel spat the words in her mind, but
her lips were sealed tight. She had nowhere
else to go. And so she was trapped. 
Eleanor silently changed into her
nightclothes. Rachel sat in her chair, not
bothering to look up. Eleanor turned off the
light and curled into her comforters. She was
asleep in minutes—not a care in the world. 
She was absolutely confident that Rachel
would come crawling back to her. 
That was it, then. Rachel’s concerns
were too petty for Princess Elly to
acknowledge. Rachel was the one that was
misguided. Eleanor always knew what was
best, just like she did when she threw out
Reggie, and just like she did every time they
had a disagreement on any subject at all for
eight years running. 
Rachel fell into her bed without
bothering to change. She held one of her
dolls to her chest. And that’s when it struck
her. She was a doll. Eleanor’s doll. 


****
Daniel woke up from his morning nap
feeling more or less normal. His arm
twinged where the smasher got in that
glancing blow. He threw on some clothes
and combed his hair somewhat straight. It
was good enough for brunch. Jack was gone. 
Probably eating already. 
There was a knock on the door. He
paused, then quickly scryed through the
wood. It was none other than Eleanor Astor. 
Alone. 
Daniel narrowed his eyes. She wasn’t
here to confess her undying love. He fiddled
with his cell phone for a minute, then opened
the door and feigned surprise. "…dearest
Elly. Always a pleasure." 
"Spare me your facetiousness. I have a
message for you. From Rachel." 
Daniel slumped against the wall and
folded his arms. "Ok." 
"She’s decided she no longer wishes to
see you." 
Daniel stared at her. Eleanor stared
back. 
"…do you seriously think I’m that
stupid?" he asked. 
Eleanor’s cheeks blushed the slightest
bit pink, but it faded quickly. "Whether you
believe me or not isn’t important. You’ve
slighted my best friend with your…" She
eyed his bedhead. "…well. I don’t think I
have to justify her decision." She leaned
forward. "My father is a very powerful man. 
I am a very powerful woman. I’d advise you
to stay away from her." 
"Are you threatening me?" 
"I don’t make threats, Fitzgerald, I make
demands, and I expect people like you to
comply." 
"Did you come up with that line all by
yourself?" 
"If you so much as look at her, or me, for
that matter, in a way that incites my
annoyance, the full power of the Astors will
lay itself upon your head." Daniel opened his
mouth, but Eleanor cut him off. "Knowing
you, that alone is not enough. But I
understand your father’s position at work is
rather fragile after his long depression. Be a
shame if he lost his job." 
"It sure would be." 
"And your insurance payments from your
mother’s death? I can have the circumstances
reinvestigated. I could destroy your family’s
financial security with a simple phone call." 
"And you’d do all that just so I stop
going out with Rachel. You’re an obsessed
control freak." Daniel smirked. "At least be honest with me. There’s no message, is
there? You’re here for you, not for her." 
"Your skull may be the thickest I’ve
encountered in my time on this sad earth. 
Let’s try this again." Eleanor brushed a
strand of her white-blonde hair back into
place. "You’re right—Rachel didn’t give me
a message. But now you’ll be the one
breaking up with her." 
"And why would I do that?" 
"I’ve already said what I’m prepared to
do if you don’t." 
"So, let me get this straight. You want
me to break up with Rachel, who I think is
quite happy with how things are going, or
you’ll ruin my life. So…why, exactly?" 
"I don’t like you, Fitzgerald," Eleanor
said. "I don’t like your attitude. Your jokes
are in poor taste. Your face twists my
stomach. And I want you gone." 
"I think," Daniel said, "you’re just afraid I’ll put Rachel outside your control." 
"Rachel and I have something you don’t
understand. In time, she’ll realize I was
right." 
Daniel frowned. "Why do you care so
much? I know you don’t like me, but this
seems just a tiny bit extreme. Are you
actually a lesbian or something?" 
She slapped him across the face. He let
it hit him, but he ducked his cheek back a bit
to stop the worst of it. It still stung. "How
dare you!" She put her hands on her hips. 
"I’m protecting my friend, my best, and truest
friend, because you’ve filled her head with
your polluting influence." 
"I’m sure she’s just fine with that." 
"And I’m sure," Eleanor said, "that you look at me just like all the others. I’m a
cruel, inhuman bitch, isn’t that right? The
duchess, they call me." 
"Took the words right out of my mouth." 
"Indeed. You must think it doesn’t
bother me when she’s so wrapped up, so
stricken, that she bites back at me when I try
to point out her mistakes. It hurts me. It
shakes me to my core. But I hide that, 
Fitzgerald, I trample on it, because it will not
do for me to display such feelings. I will
bear her pain and her anger. I will be the
rock in her storm, because that’s what
friends do. I will not allow her to sacrifice
everything for…" Eleanor made a face and
looked Daniel up and down. "…for this." 
Daniel was taken aback. In a strange and
twisted way, she was incredibly loyal to
Rachel. She just couldn’t see the forest for
the trees. The idea that she was being
overbearing and oppressive wasn’t even in
her sphere of existence. 
He only managed a lame mumble in
response. "Glad you have such a high
opinion of me." 
"Break up with her by the end of the
day," Eleanor said, "or I’ll make you regret it." 
"…so if you don’t approve, it’s not
allowed? Some friend you are." 
Eleanor huffed. "I’ll not be provoked
again. Goodbye, Mr. Fitzgerald. I doubt
we’ll have reason to speak to one another
after this." 
"Oh, don’t worry. We will." Daniel
tapped a few buttons on his cell phone. The

message sent  blurb dinged on his screen. 
She eyed him a moment longer, then marched
off down the hall without bothering to
answer. "Are you sure you don’t want to
know why?" he called. 
He watched her fingers curl up. Her fists
clenched. She turned back with a look that
could kill. "Why, of all the things I could be
doing with my time, would I want to speak
with you?" 
"Because." Daniel hit the play button on
his cell phone. Her voice came out hollow
over the speaker. 

I understand your father’s position at

work is rather fragile after his long

depression. It would be a shame if he lost

his job. 

It sure would be. 

And your insurance payments for your

mother’s death? I can have the

circumstances reinvestigated. I could

destroy your family’s financial security. 
Eleanor lunged for his cell. Daniel let
her take it without resisting. She backed
away from him a few steps, glancing
between him and his phone. "…looks like
I’ve stolen your trump card. You’ll be paying
double for that." 
"The thing about data," Daniel said, "is that it’s very easily copied." 
"…what have you done?" 
"I sent that recording to everyone in my
contacts list and asked them to send it to
everyone in their contacts list. The whole
campus will know you’re a lunatic in about
five minutes." Daniel put a finger on his lips. 
"I wonder what Rachel will think about all
this?" 
The alabaster statue that was Eleanor
Astor began to crack. Her lips twitched. His
phone creaked as her grip tightened. "You…
no one will believe you! My family is -" 
"Just shut up already," Daniel said. 
"Who is everyone going to believe? The kid
who made lasagna for them and is an all-
around good guy, or duchess, the turbo
bitch?" She flinched at hearing her nickname. 
"Tabloids don’t care about how amazing and
perfect your family is. In fact, they’ll be even
more excited because they’ll be to be the
ones to ruin your so-called good name." He
walked forward until he was standing by her
side. She didn’t move. "How does it feel to
be outsmarted by useless trash?" 
She looked at him. Her beautiful face
had warped into an ugly mask of loathing. "I
won’t forgive you for this." 
"Can I have my cellphone back now?" 
Eleanor shrieked and chucked it down
as hard as she could. The padded casing and
the soft carpet made it bounce a few times. 
Daniel picked it up. "Oh, hey, a message
from Jack. He says you’re a turbo bitch. You
know what they say: great minds think alike." 
Daniel chuckled. "Apparently the whole
dining hall is laughing it up right now." 
"You’ll regret this. Mark my words." 
"Whatever you say, Monte Cristo." 
Daniel pretended to open another message. 
"Oh, Rebecca Dalton’s father knows
someone who works for CNN. She’s offered
to get me in touch. That’s convenient. Do you
know her? She’s in our calculus class." 
Eleanor’s eyes shimmered. Her anger
crumbled as she realized the inevitability of
the situation. Daniel felt no pity. "…just go. 
If it’s done, then leave me be." 
"Actually, just kidding," Daniel said. "I didn’t actually send it to anyone." 
She blinked, baffled. "What?" 
Daniel sighed. Maybe he was getting
soft in his old age. "I didn’t send it to
anyone." 
She rubbed her eyes. "…then…I
don’t…" 
"Look," Daniel said, "I just wanted to freak you out, not make you cry, ok?" Even if
you are an evil bitch, Rachel still has to

live with you.  "But I did send a copy to two other email addresses, though, so unless you
think you can hack into Google and Yahoo, 
stealing my cell phone won’t help you." 
Eleanor stood there, processing what
he’d said. He’d told only one white lie—he
had a backup for his backup. He’d sent it to
three different email addresses and his home
computer’s hard drive. Just in case she could
hack into fortune 500 companies. 
Eventually, she looked back at him. 
"What do you want?" 
"Stay out of my life, and Rachel’s
personal life," Daniel said. "I know you have history. Whatever. It’s none of my business, 
and I intend on respecting that as long as you
keep your cool. But she gets to make her own
decisions. If you don’t like some of her
choices, tough shit. You don’t get to throw a
fit every time something happens. Capiche?" 
"If you’re lying -" 
"You’d find out really quick if I was," 
Daniel said. He started walking away. "Have
a nice life." 
"You’ve dated her what?" Eleanor
called. "A month? Why are you so
persistent? I know her better than you! I
know what she needs better than you!" 
Daniel stopped one last time. "Are you
really her friend?" 
"Of course I am!" she shouted. A tear
rolled down her cheek. "More than you could
ever be! More than you could understand! 
You don’t know me, or her, or -" 
"Then start acting like it, you selfish
piece of shit!" he shouted. She brought her
hands up to her chest, as if to defend herself
from the sound of his voice. He leveled a
finger at her. "You’re so concerned with
what you think is best for her that you’ve
convinced yourself that’s what she needs. 
You don’t care about her. You just want to
control her to compensate for your own
insecurities. You’re jumping through mental
hoops I can’t even believe. But it all boils
down to the same bullshit. Underneath the
makeup, you’re a self-conscious idiot. Big
fucking surprise!" 
Daniel stormed away. 


****
A minute later, Daniel was at Eleanor
and Rachel’s room. He knew their room
number, but he usually left Rachel at the end
of the hallway. He examined the door for a
moment, collecting his thoughts, then
knocked. There was a scraping and scuffling. 
He heard socks padding across a carpet. The
door opened. 
Rachel was there. Her eyes were red. 
"…Daniel." 
"Hey." 
She grabbed him and cried into his
shoulder. He bundled her up, brought her into
the room, and sat her down on her bed. He
patted her on the back and waited for her to
get it out of her system. 
Their room was bigger than the others; 
they each had their own individual bed, 
rather than a shared bunk. He could tell
Eleanor’s side of the room immediately. It
was crisp and immaculate. A conservative
blue, white, and gold pattern repeated itself
on her comforters, window shades, and even
the upholstery of her chair. 
Rachel’s side of the room was a mess. 
She had clothes everywhere. Her bed was
more pillows and dolls than mattress. It was
saturated with greens and pinks, chaotic, but
rich with her personality. Just like her. She
always wore herself on her sleeve. 
Except when it concerned Eleanor. The
strain of keeping that inside was ripping at
her every day. And now she was reduced to
this. 
"Daniel." She wiped the tears from her
eyes. Gone was the strong, stubborn redhead. 
Gone was the outgoing girl that bantered
with him. "…there’s something I—I can’t…" 
"Eleanor already got to you, huh?" 
"…how did you know?" 
"There’s something you need to hear." 
Daniel explained what had happened. 
He played back the recording on his cell
phone from start to finish. Rachel didn’t say
anything for a long time. Daniel lent her the
patience she’d given him, quietly waiting
with an arm around her waist. 
"I just…" Rachel trailed off. She put a
hand on her face. "No. I can believe it. I just
really don’t want to." 
"This isn’t normal," Daniel said. "I
don’t know what’s happened between you
two, but this is not how sisters should
operate." He sighed. "But…I know it’s part
of your secret. I won’t go there. But I’m
stopping this." 
"…stopping what?" 
"I’ve got copies of the recording saved
in a few safe places. I told her she’s done
butting into your life, or the campus gets an
earful. She doesn’t get to tell you what to do
anymore, or influence your decisions. You’re
your own woman. You should have what
makes you happy, not what satisfies her
criteria." He shrugged. "I pegged her for the kind that puts everything on public
reputation. Easy pickings." 
Rachel buried her face on Daniel’s chest
and, if anything, wailed louder. He could
feel the palpable weight come off her
shoulders. He could feel her joy. He couldn’t
remember the last time he could say that with
any honesty about someone else. 
"Thanks," Rachel managed. 
"What are boyfriends for?" 
"Boyfriend, huh?" She sniffed, then
smiled. "Guess that makes me your
girlfriend." 
He kissed her forehead. "You know, 
when I got up this morning, I just thought, 
shit, I could die today. I need to go see
Rachel, right now." He kissed her cheek. 
"You’re driving me insane." 
"I am?" 
"It’s kinda lame to say, but I can’t stop
thinking about you." 
"…you need to work on your delivery," 
Rachel said. She rubbed her nose. "But
practice makes perfect." 
Daniel hacked a laugh. He looked
around at her bed. "You’ve got a lot of
pillows," Daniel said. "And dolls." 
"I made them. I make some of my own
clothes, too." 
"I had no idea." 
"I learned to sew from my mother," 
Rachel said. "I love dolls. I just…" Rachel shifted her fingers to her shoulders. "I
realized something last night. Eleanor sees
me as a doll. Maybe it’s extreme to say that, 
but somehow…it really describes our
relationship." 
"I think I know what you mean." 
"…I felt so bad. I just wanted to see
you, too." 
Daniel tightened his arm around her, 
bringing her against him. "…it’s not bad to
want someone to understand and accept you," 
he whispered. "It can’t be." He looked at her. 
"Why didn’t you mention it before? Your
sewing? It seems like it’s kind of a big
hobby." 
"…Eleanor thinks it’s childish, so…I
was worried you would think the same." 
"Really?" 
"…if you were more selfish, you’d be
her," Rachel said. "You’re very similar." 
Daniel didn’t know what to make of that. 
The thought bothered him more than a little. 
In the end, he just shrugged. "If you say so." 
"But I honestly believe she doesn’t mean
it the way she does," Rachel said. "She isn’t mean-spirited. She just doesn’t get it. I
think…I think she has some deep seated
worries. Something she doesn’t talk to
anyone about, a worry strong enough to make
her act like this." 
"I guess it’s enough to make you give up
after a while." 
Rachel’s eyes went hard and fierce. 
"But that’s changing. Today. Starting right
now." 
The echo of his own words rung in his
head. Change. He had changed. Jack had
changed. Rachel had changed. He’d always
thought people couldn’t change, but here they
were. Maybe college was good for
something other than student debt after all. 
"Yeah," Daniel agreed. "Good." They sat there, then, basking in each other’s
company. 
"You’re finally in my room," Rachel
said after a moment. She smiled. There was
something shady about her grin that he
couldn’t quite place. "Want to see some of
the clothes I’ve made?" 
"Would now be a bad time for a dress-
up joke?" 
She laughed her warm laugh. "You’re
impossible." 
"I won’t complain about having Rachel
Ashworth as my own personal model." 
"I’ve got something that’ll shut you and
your big mouth up." She got up from the bed
and rooted through her drawer. She ducked
into the bathroom before he could see what
she picked. "No peeking!" she yelled. The
door slammed shut. 
Daniel had half a mind to walk right up
and open it, but through sheer force of will, 
he kept himself under control. He listened to
the flutter and rustle of clothes. It wasn’t long
until the door creaked back open. 
Rachel padded out in a cerulean blue
slip. The nightgown was tight around her
curves and very short. 
"Uh…" Eventually, his eyes traveled
back up to her face. "…you made that?" 
"Just wanted an excuse to put it on." She
bit her lip. "…so, what do you think?" 
"I think that’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever
seen." 
"Then do something about it." 
He swallowed. "…I didn’t…um, my
wallet’s in my room." 
"…stupid." She flicked a small package
at him. It hit him in the forehead and fell to
the bed. 
Once he saw what it was, he grabbed
her hand and pulled her onto the pillows. She
yelped and collapsed on top of him. He
stopped her laugh with his lips. 


****
The next day, Rachel told him that things
between her and Eleanor were stiff, but
cordial. Eleanor was acting as if nothing had
happened. Rachel held out hope that Eleanor
was quiet because she was rethinking things. 
Daniel wasn’t holding his breath. 
With Eleanor’s choking vines clipped
away, their relationship blossomed even
faster. For a while, Daniel had been afraid it
would suddenly stop, that she’d get bored, or
he’d find something about her he disliked, 
but it never happened. None of his worries
came to pass. Rachel was endlessly
dynamic. He never knew what would happen
when he went to her room. A lot of times she
just jumped him—though she was
progressive enough to do it in plenty of
places besides their rooms. He started
feeling the expense of all the condoms. 
But that was secondary. Sometimes he’d
go in and end up dancing with her to 80’s
music. They went to a few parties together. 
Sometimes they would simply sit and enjoy
the silence. He liked those times the most—
both of them wrapped up in a blanket, him
with a book, her working a needle through
her latest doll. Apparently, when she
accumulated a batch large enough to fill her
closet, she donated all of the toys to charity. 
And that was the kind of person she
was. She had twice his heart. She was a
place to warm his hands at, a source of
support when he felt chafed and cold. It
reminded him of Felix. She was better than
him. She was something he was willing to
fight to protect. She was something that made
being a contractor—being a monster—a lot
easier. Because even if he was, he could take
comfort in the fact that they would never
have to be. 
October brought the first snowstorm to
Boston. It had been very cold the week
following the Vorid dome, so the snow stuck
without melting. The city looked like a maze
of gingerbread covered in frosting. 
They went out to take in the wintry
sights. They walked to Boston Common
hand-in-hand. She had a big white winter
jacket. Her red hair was vibrant against the
snow. He watched her breath steam out in the
cold, brushing over her face. He felt like he
could stare at her all day. 
Their path wound through the park
grounds. The storm had let up to tiny flurries; 
flakes drifted around their shoulders. Far
from the road, they plodded along between
silent trees weighted down by snow. It felt
like something reserved for Christmas Eve, 
not a random day in autumn. 
She plucked her hand free from his and
fell into the snow on her back. She started
sweeping her arms and legs to make a snow
angel. After brushing a space clean, she sat
up and turned to inspect her work. "Hmm. 
It’s ok." 
"Yeah," Daniel said. "Except for the
third arm you gave it when you propped
yourself up." 
"All the cool kids are doing it." 
Daniel nodded sagely. "Yeah, I heard
about that. Apparently mutant angels are all
the rage." 
"Let’s see you do better, smartass." 
"I don’t have to make an angel," Daniel
said. "I’ve got one standing right here." 
"Aww." She turned on him with big
green eyes and a bright smile. "That is the
sweetest -" 
He caught her in the shoulder with a fat
snowball. Her jacket deflected most of it, but
the spray caught the side of her cheek. She
stumbled a step back and spluttered. "You
fucking jackass!" She bent down to make her
own weapon. He got her right on top of the
head with his second shot. 
She shrieked and charged at him. Daniel
tried to get space, but he tripped on a tree
root buried under the white fluff and fell
down. She fell on his torso, pinning him with
her legs. Her handful of snow was promptly
shoved down into his jacket collar. 
"Shit!" He scrambled to scrape it out
before it melted. "Cold! Cold!" 
"Serves you right." She straddled his
chest and watched him struggle with a
vengeful grin. 
Once he’d gotten what he could off his
skin, he fell back and looked at her. "…hmm. 
Can’t complain about the view." 
"I should have known better than to let
my guard down. I saw your eyes shifting ever
since we got in the park." 
"That obvious, huh?" 
"It’s you," she said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. "I have to expect
the worst." 
Daniel flipped her over and kissed her. 
They stayed like that for more than a few
seconds, then he helped her up when the cold
started seeping through. He brushed the snow
off her hair. "You are an angel." 
"Don’t think I’ll forgive you that easy." 
He smiled and took her hand. They started
walking down again. "Can I ask you
something?" she said. 
"Ask me anything." 
"Did you ever have a girlfriend before?" 
She leaned on his jacket. "I just get the
feeling you have more experience than me." 
"Once." 
Rachel raised an eyebrow. "Aaand?" 
"…sophomore year, I dated a girl in my
high school’s orchestra." 
"Wait, what? You never told me you
played an instrument." 
"Cello," Daniel said. "My mother was a Cellist. She taught me since I was…five or
six. She was going to teach Felix, too, but…" 
"She passed away," Rachel finished. 
Daniel nodded. "So, your girlfriend?" 
"We dated for a year, actually. We were
very close. But when my mother died, I…" 
He stopped, sighed. "I basically turned into
an asshole for a while. I didn’t put anything
into the relationship. She tried to snap me out
of it for a while. Her friends kept telling her
to dump me. Eventually, she did. We never
spoke again after that. I…think I regret that." 
"Thanks for telling me." Rachel hugged
him tighter, but offered no further judgment
on his old relationship. "So, were you any
good at the cello?" 
"I was pretty good. First chair." 
"I get the feeling you’re playing it
down." 
"…I stopped doing that, too. At the same
time." 
"It hit you hard, didn’t it?" 
"Yeah," Daniel whispered. 
"Why did you stop?" 
"I think you pretty much hit the nail on
the head." 
"I want to hear it from you." 
Daniel saw a bench on the side of the
path. He lowered himself down. Rachel
tucked in next to him. "I tried," Daniel said. 
"Every time I picked it up it reminded me of
her. I couldn’t get through a song without
crying. So I stopped. I couldn’t take it." 
"…I see." 
"You have an opinion," Daniel said. 
"It’s your decision. I don’t have a right
to say anything about it." 
He looked at her. "What you have to say
is important to me." 
Rachel smiled. She looked at that
ground for a moment, composing her words, 
then up at him. "The cello reminds you of
your mother. But that’s not a bad thing. It’s a
good thing. It’s what she passed down to
you. It’s something that holds all your
memories together. You shouldn’t avoid it. 
You should cherish it." 
Daniel looked to the sky. His eyes
followed a snowflake as it flittered and
swayed to the ground. It landed on top of a
drift against the base of a tree. 
People cherished their memories. Mrs. 
Faldey had her pictures, her classrooms of
children. Jack had his old backpack covered
with pins and stickers. Rachel was speaking
from experience—she still sewed, still did
what her mother had taught her. She hung
onto that even through Eleanor’s insistence
that it was just a childish hobby. 
But what did he have? 
"I think you’re right, Miss Ashworth. 
Thank you." 
"You’re welcome." She kissed him on
the cheek. "Besides, I want to hear you play." 
"Huh?" 
"Put your money where your mouth is," 
she said. "Play me a song. I’d like that." 
"…then I will." He kissed her. "Hey, 
Rachel?" 
"What?" 
Daniel had intended to say three very
specific words, then, but for some reason, 
his mouth felt full of mud and his tongue felt
like dried sandpaper. He licked his lips. 
"Mind if I kiss you?" 
"You don’t have to ask." 
He kissed her again. She kissed him
back. 
Eventually, they made their way back to
the dorm. Rachel was eating dinner with
Eleanor that night, so Daniel collected a few
friends for the cafeteria. Before they left, he
looked up the number for a music store
downtown, but it turned out that renting a
cello was a bit expensive. 
He spent the night running back to
Aplington. 


****
The next day, Daniel sat in his room, his
feet over the edge of his bed. His cello case
rested on his lap. He’d dusted it off. 
He hadn’t been able to open it yet. 
The door opened. Daniel glanced up. 
Jack walked in and threw his backpack on
the ground. "Classes were balls today. I hate
macroeconomics. It’s drier than a mummified
pussy." 
Daniel snorted. "Yeah." 
Jack looked back over. He eyed the
sleek black case. "That an instrument?" 
"Cello." 
"…your mom’s? The one you
mentioned?" 
"Yeah." 
"Cool." 
"Mmm." 
"Did your dad bring it or something?" 
"He sent it," Daniel lied. "Came while you were gone." 
"So you gonna stare at it or play it?" 
Daniel fingered the latch on one end. 
"I’m just…taking my time." 
"Why now?" Jack sat at his desk, 
opposite Daniel. "You got the bug? Feeling
inspired?" 
"…people…have things." He patted the
case. "This is my thing." 
"It’s your thing." 
"Yeah." 
"That’s probably the least articulate
explanation I’ve ever heard," Jack said. 
"Yesterday, Rachel and I went out in the
snow. And we were talking, about a few
things, and I told her about the first girlfriend
that I had. She was in orchestra too. We
broke up a little after my mom died." 
"I’m telling you, man," Jack said. 
"Bitches be crazy. She went and dumped you
when you needed her most." 
"…I kinda deserved it, from the way I
was acting. It wasn’t the day after. She tried
for a month or two." 
"Gee, a whole two months. How noble." 
"Don’t talk shit about people you don’t
know, ok?" 
"…sorry." 
"…it’s alright," Daniel said. "I was just as responsible for it. She didn’t have any
obligation to drag me out of…whatever it
was. But she tried a good long while
anyway. But whatever. That’s over. I already
like Rachel better than I ever liked her, I
think." 
"So the orchestra subject brought up you
playing the cello," Jack prompted. 
"Yeah. She wants to hear me play." 
"It doesn’t seem like you want to do that
very much." 
Daniel shrugged. "It seemed like a good
idea at the time. Now it’s…" 
"You know," Jack said, "I don’t really like Rachel, Daniel. I think she’s hiding
something from you, something big. 
Something she’s got no business hiding, 
that’s going to hit you worse than…I dunno. 
But it’s not good." 
Daniel felt his jaw clench. Jack was an
observant son of a bitch. 
"That being said," Jack continued, "in this case, I think she’s right. But don’t do it
for her. Do it for yourself. Play because you
want to." 
Daniel sat there for a time. 
He snapped open the case. Jack watched
him as he lifted the cello free of its red
velvet padding. He set the tip on the floor, 
propped the instrument between his legs, and
raised the bow to the strings. 
His first notes were hesitant. Careful. 
He played with pegs for a minute, tuning it
by ear. 
And then he played. Something simple, 
something easy. A lullaby he knew by heart. 
He finished. He let the bow rest on the
ground. 
Jack clapped slowly. "Hey, man. Not
bad at all." 
"…thanks, Jack." 
Jack looked at Daniel. "You’re the one
that helped me realize I have to live for
myself. Not for someone else. So…just
returning the favor, I guess." 
"You’re the best friend I’ve ever had," 
Daniel said. "I…thanks for putting up with
my bullshit. The depression, the insomnia, 
the whatever. Sometimes I feel like I’ve got
all this baggage, a huge chip on my shoulder. 
I…don’t want it anymore." 
"If you don’t want to carry all that
baggage, the answer is simple." Jack nudged
his backpack with his foot. "Just take it off." 
"Heh. No shit." 
"By the way," Jack said, "you’re my best friend too." 
"Life partners it is," Daniel said. 
Jack laughed. "Right. Well, I got two
chapters of this crap, so I’ll probably just get
a sub later or something." 
Daniel glanced at the clock. He hadn’t
realized it was so late. "I’ll see if anyone
else wants to go eat then. Later." 
"Later." 
Chapter Eight
Birthday Party
Several weeks after his confrontation
with Eleanor, Daniel was sitting with Rachel
in the common room. The blue couch in front
of the TV had become their standard meeting
ground. As a couple, they’d become as much
a fixture as the carpet and the wood paneling. 
When anyone was looking for them, they
always checked the common room first, their
actual rooms second. 
She’d gotten to the point where she
didn’t need his help in calculus any more, but
it made a good excuse to cuddle, so she kept
asking, and he kept helping. Rachel seemed
to have a thing about showing him off in
public. He enjoyed it more than he cared to
admit. 
Eleanor marched in from the stairwell
hallway and started toward them with a
purposeful look in her eye. Daniel hadn’t
seen much of her lately, but he knew it
couldn’t last forever. She had to be plotting
something. 
"Rachel." She looked at him. "…
Daniel." 
Daniel was so surprised that she’d used
his first name that he came up blank. Rachel
answered first. "Hi Elly. What’s up?" 
"Father’s decided to come to Boston," 
she said. 
"Really? Why?" 
"There’s going to be a party to celebrate
that recent victory in Washington. Morale, 
you know. And it is my birthday, after all. He
thought he’d combine the two." 
"This is going to be big, then." 
"We need something to rally the troops," 
Eleanor agreed. "And it’s me, after all. I
expect attendance will be high." 
"Right, right," Daniel said. "It’s you, after all." 
Eleanor’s lips thinned, but she sighed
and cleared her throat. "I lack a date. I was
hoping you’d let me borrow Daniel." 
Daniel’s jaw dropped. "…excuse me?" 
Rachel looked surprised, but not
surprised enough to make Daniel feel better. 
"That sounds like it might be a little
awkward, Elly." 
"I’ll take care of him, I promise." 
Eleanor brushed a bit of hair that had slipped
from her bun behind her ear. "We’ve been
distant, Rachel. I want to heal the breach. If
that means getting to know your significant
other, I suppose I had better do that." 
"Oh, Elly." Rachel leapt from the couch
and wrapped Eleanor in a hug. "I’m so glad." 
Eleanor patted her on the head. 
"Wait, wait, wait," Daniel said. "If I’m with you, then who’s Rachel’s date?" 
"I’ll be busy," Rachel said. "It’s fine. I think Elly’s absolutely right. You two just
need to get to know each other. I think you’d
make great friends. This is the perfect
opportunity." 
"What will you be so busy with that you
can’t go to her birthday party?" 
"It’s…my relationship with Eleanor," 
Rachel said, "it’s…I’m in her employ." 
"Say what?" 
"I’m her attendant. And her bodyguard. 
I’ll be on duty during the party." 
Daniel rubbed his forehead. "…was that
the secret?" 
"Um. Part of it." 
Daniel stopped. He slowly nodded. "So
that’s why you stuck on like glue. I guess the
Astors are just that big." He narrowed his
eyes. That also confirmed that Eleanor had
been using not only Rachel’s friendship to
control her, but her livelihood. 
"What have you told him, exactly?" 
Eleanor asked. 
"Just what you heard." 
"I see." Eleanor sighed. "…I would
appreciate your company, Mr. Fitzgerald. 
That is, Daniel. If you would." 
Daniel blinked. "Why me?" 
Eleanor looked away. She said nothing. 
Rachel took Daniel’s hand and got that look
in her eye that made him bend every time. 
"Daniel." 
He fought the urge to give in. "…not
until I hear the reason from Miss Astor." 
Eleanor shielded her face with a hand. 
"I am expected to have a date…from my peer
group. My father expects it. And I do want to
make amends." She let her hand fall. "There will be names from across the world at this
dinner. People would kill to make my
father’s acquaintance alone. It’s a good
opportunity for you." 
As much as it seemed to make sense on
the surface, he didn’t trust Eleanor as far as
he could throw her. At best, it would be a
hassle, and at worst, it was a trap. But there
was always the chance she was serious. 
If she was serious…then what Eleanor
was saying is that she didn’t have anyone
else to ask. Well, you reap what you sow, 
duchess. 
But it would make Rachel happy. 
"I guess it would be rude to refuse," 
Daniel said. "Let’s do it." 
Rachel bounded over and kissed his
cheek. "Thanks, Daniel." 
"The dress code is black tie," Eleanor
said. 
Daniel sighed. "Guess I’m renting a
suit." 
"Rent?" Eleanor raised an eyebrow. 
"I’ll just buy you one." 
"Well then. Can’t turn down a free
bowtie." 
Eleanor eyed him up and down, 
fingering her chin like a fashion designer
sizing up a mannequin. If Eleanor considered
Rachel her Barbie, that meant Daniel was
Ken. He began the process of mentally
bracing himself. 


****
Daniel failed at tying his tie five times
before relenting and looking it up on the
internet. It was a struggle to convince himself
that his loser quotient hadn’t just gone up a
couple of points. He took solace in the fact
that, if it was online, plenty of other people
had the same problem. After some trial and
error, he was able to get it in presentable
condition. 
Jack opened the door to their room. He
looked Daniel up and down. "The hell are
you doing?" 
Daniel brushed his jacket’s sleeves
straight. "I look good, right?" 
"Are you trying to get inside their heads
or something?" 
"Huh?" 
"I knew it," Jack said. "We’re playing those faggots from B wing tonight. Wing
Blade Commander tournament? Hello?" 
Daniel drew in a breath and slumped
against his dresser. "…shit. Well, you’ll be
fine." 
"Come on, man! I can’t carry Mark and
Jensen by myself!" 
"I’m sorry I forgot," Daniel said, "but this is kind of a big deal. I can’t cancel." 
"What’s going on?" 
It didn’t take long for Daniel to explain. 
Jack was the only person besides Rachel to
whom he entrusted Eleanor’s earlier
escapades. 
When he was done, Jack folded his arms
with a sour look on his face. "I told you to
keep your guard up, not fall for her head over
heels." 
"What, Rachel?" 
"Who else would I be talking about? 
Ever since Eleanor tried to break you up, you
guys have been together literally every night. 
You think you’d take a break at some point." 
Daniel rubbed his neck. "I like her, a lot. 
So what?" 
"On top of everything, you’re agreeing
to be Eleanor’s date," Jack said. "Eleanor
Astor’s date. Duchess. Hello? You’re the
one that came up with the nickname! How the
hell did you get wheedled into that?!" 
"…Rachel asked me," Daniel mumbled. 
"And she might mean it, right?" 
"Eleanor has serious issues. And it’s not
much of a stretch to say that Rachel’s
damaged goods." 
"Rachel is not—what the hell is your
problem, Jack? Seriously?" 
"What the hell is yours?! You just
ignored the fact that we had plans, and she’s
not even worth it. I’m trying to watch your
back here." 
"I’m definitely sorry I messed this one
up," Daniel said, "but don’t talk about her like that. Rachel’s worth all of it and then
some." 
Jack slumped into his chair. "…you’re
hopeless." 
"What exactly about Rachel is it that
pisses you off so much?" 
Jack shrugged. "I told you. She puts on a
show. She’s hiding something. Did you ask
her about that yet?" 
"…no." 
"Alright, well besides that, she clings to
you like a puppy dog. You never hang out
with us anymore." 
"Us?" Daniel asked. "Or you?" 
Jack looked down. He ran a hand
through his hair. He looked back at Daniel. 
"Can I say something?" 
"Go ahead." 
"Eleanor’s insane. She won’t ever leave
you alone while you’re with Rachel. You
want that on your shoulders?" 
"If it’s for Rachel, then yes." 
Jack’s face darkened. It was gone so
quickly that Daniel wasn’t even sure he’d
seen it, but his sense of unease remained. 
"Fine. Enjoy the caviar." He grabbed his
game controller and walked out of the room. 
Daniel worked a finger through his hair. 
He’d never seen Jack this worked up. Maybe
he’d been blowing off his friend more than
he realized. He’d have to seriously
apologize later. 


****
Rachel straightened her suit. She looked
as professional as any of Eleanor’s
bodyguards. Eleanor herself was in a blood-
red cocktail dress. Her jewelry and makeup
was as perfected as Rachel had ever seen it; 
she glowed and sparkled whenever the light
hit her. Rachel looked down at her shoes and
quietly wished she was just a bit taller. 
Eleanor was seated in front of her desk, 
making slight adjustments to her hair. Her
bun was an intricate stack of blonde threads. 
"What do you think?" 
"Gorgeous," Rachel said. 
"Good." 
"Elly?" 
"Yes?" 
"Um…" Rachel walked up behind her
friend. "Daniel’s stubborn. He won’t be
looking to play nice." 
Eleanor sighed. She started working her
hands into long, elbow-length gloves. "I’d
expect nothing less. Fear not. I’m spiritually
fortified even for his level of caustic wit." 
"Thank you for doing this." 
Eleanor looked into the mirror. "He said
something to me. That if I’m your friend, I
should act like it. That I was ignoring what
you wanted in favor of what I approved. That
I had confused my approval with your
happiness." She stood. "If you felt that way, why didn’t you say anything?" 
Rachel swallowed. "I did. You never
listened. I gave up." 
"…I’m always your friend, Rachel. 
Even if I got carried away." She sighed. "If Daniel can withstand the atmosphere at the
party, even I have to approve of him." 
"...well, it’s not only the blood. Plenty
of mundanes. He’ll fit in fine." 
"I seriously doubt it." 
Rachel’s cell phone buzzed with a text
message. She brought it out of her pocket. 
"He’s in the common room. And wondering
what’s taking so long. Why do men always
say that?" 
"One of those mysteries," Eleanor said. 
"We take personal satisfaction in the act of
preparation for public appearance. For them, 
it’s an inane ritual." Eleanor snorted. "I
doubt Daniel would mind going in pajamas." 
Rachel grinned as she closed the door
behind them. "He might do it just to piss
people off." 
"Certainly one of those entertaining
constants, isn’t he?" 
They reached the common room. Daniel
turned, hands in his pockets. "About time." 
His eyes widened. "Wow. Guess it was
worth the wait." 
Eleanor eased a hand onto her hip, 
knowing every bit exactly how good she
looked. "Too much?" she asked softly. 
Daniel made a face. "I was talking to
Rachel. She looks like she could kick my
ass. That is totally hot." 
Rachel smiled at him. Somehow, even
when she was in a plain grey suit, Daniel
made her feel pretty. Eleanor looked like she
was straining not to bite back. "Daniel," 
Rachel said. "You should compliment your
date." 
Daniel thought for a moment. He met
Eleanor’s eyes. "You’re a red rose bloomed
late, pressing boldly through a carpet of
browning leaves. The folds of that flower
are dusted with the frost of the first autumn
chill, glowing as though encased in a shell of
glass, an instant of elusive beauty, frozen in
time." 
"…is that from a poem?" Eleanor asked. 
"I just made it up." He jerked a thumb
over his head. "Let’s get the hell out, I’m
starving." 
He opened the door for them. They
walked just ahead of him and the rest of the
bodyguards. Eleanor gave Rachel the eye. "A
brief shining moment, then back to his usual
self." 
"He does that," Rachel said. 
Eleanor smiled. "I admit it keeps me on
my toes." 


****
They rode together in the limo; it was
quiet. Daniel checked his cell phone. He
twiddled his thumbs. He sighed. Rachel gave
him an encouraging smile. He smiled back, 
but it was forced. The sooner this was over, 
the better. 
Their destination was a tall, modern-
looking hotel. The front entrance was a
crowd of evening gowns and black tuxedo
standing on red carpets. The limo pulled up
to the front of the hotel’s roundabout and
stopped to let them out. 
Eleanor was mobbed by the people. She
recognized each one of the dozens of faces
despite the layers of makeup and plastic
surgery, taking time to greet them all by
name. Daniel nodded automatically
whenever she mentioned his name. 
Eventually, they were shuttled into the
lobby. The décor of the hotel was as fancy as
the dresses. Haughty marble columns stood a
supporting vigil between the chandeliers. 
Pretentious chamber music floated above the
heads of the guests. 
Rachel waved at him, then pointed to a
stairwell. He watched her go. She’d be
watching from balconies that extended over
the first floor, but he still felt lonely without
her there. It was going to be a long night. 
He felt the eyeballs of a hundred party-
goers as they passed into the ballroom. 
Eleanor’s parade of happy birthday well-
wishes eventually died out long enough for
her to actually talk to him. "What do you
think?" she asked. 
"I think I’m hungry," Daniel said. 
"Of course you are." She smiled and
waved one of her white gloves at a passing
woman. "I appreciate your assistance." 
"I’m doing it for Rachel, not for you." 
"I’m trying to reach out here, Daniel. 
Grant me some flexibility." 
"Flexibility?" Daniel leaned close so no
one else could hear. "After you told Rachel I
wasn’t good enough? After you threatened
not just me, but my little brother and my
father because I didn’t ask how high when
you said jump? You can take your flexibility
and shove it up your ass. You’re used to
walking around with a steel rod jammed up
there, I’m sure it won’t be too bad." 
Eleanor’s smile was now through gritted
teeth. "Eyes are on us." 
"What am I really here for?" Daniel
leaned back. "Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m
good at thinking on my feet." 
"Eleanor!" A broad-shouldered man
with grey-speckled blonde hair strode out of
the crowd. Everyone scurried to make way
for him. He embraced her in a happy bear
hug that clashed with everything in the room. 
"You’re even more beautiful than the last
time I saw you. Happy birthday." 
Eleanor beamed, and this time, her smile
was very real, wiping away the cold stain
that usually sat on her face. Daniel felt his
eyebrows hit the ceiling. It was the first thing
approximating any authenticity from her. And
then it was gone, a little star that twinkled for
only a moment. 
"Father, this is my good friend, Daniel
Fitzgerald." Eleanor gestured between them. 
"Daniel, this is my father, Henry Astor." 
Daniel had a nearly overwhelming urge
to shit all over Eleanor right there and catch
a taxi home, but he could still see a patch of
red hair at the top of the stairwell. He gave
the man a slight bow. "Mr. Astor. It’s an
honor." 
"Fitzgerald, hmm? A strong name. It’s a
pleasure to meet someone my daughter
approves of!" He laughed a great booming
laugh. Half the crowd laughed with him, 
even people that were clearly out of earshot. 
"She always had a soft spot for musicians, 
though." He kissed Eleanor’s forehead. "I’ll see you two inside." He turned to start
working his way through the crowd. 
Daniel edged up to Eleanor when the
wave of sound following Henry had passed. 
"Musician? What the hell did you tell him
about me?" 
"Rachel told me you played the cello. 
My date has to be someone impressive. 
You’re a virtuoso." 
He had to laugh. "Good thing you didn’t
exaggerate." 
"It’s not as if -" She stopped. Her face
went about the same as when Daniel told her
he’d sent off that recording. "…ugh." 
"What? I’m not that ugly." 
"No." She ducked behind his shoulder. 
"One of my former…suitors." 
"Suitors? What is this, Pride and
Prejudice?" 
"I’m surprised you even know that title." 
"Shows what you know. Jane Austen is
one of my guilty pleasures." 
"Eleanor!" The young man came walking
up. He couldn’t have been more than a year
or two older than them. The first thing Daniel
noticed about him was that he used way too
much gel. His hair was pruned into rows of
crusty spikes. "Happy birthday. It’s great to
see you." 
Eleanor nodded to him. "Mr. Aiken." 
He chuckled and smiled. "Please, Elly, 
I’ve told you to call me Matthew." He
snatched her hand and kissed her fingers. "I
hope I can tempt you into a dance later?" 
"You’ll have competition." Eleanor
slipped free from his grip and hung herself
on Daniel’s arm. He tried not to flinch. "This
is my date, Daniel Fitzgerald. Daniel, this is
Matthew Aiken. The son of the CEO of
Medusa Interactive." 
"Medusa?" Daniel frowned. "As in, the
game company?" 
"The very same," Eleanor said. 
"Wow!" Daniel offered his hand. "I’m a huge fan. Wing Blade Commander, Hellfire
Online. The last expansion was amazing. It’s
great to meet you." 
Matthew shook Daniel’s hand as if he
was picking up a dirty napkin. "Yes, right. 
Always nice to meet a…fan." 
"I’ve got a friend that’ll go nuts when I
tell him about this," Daniel said. "What’s
your favorite class in Hellfire? I play the
ranger." 
"I don’t really play video games." 
"You don’t?" 
Matthew gave him a look he’d seen on
Eleanor’s face more than once—the
pretentious glare of someone who thought he
was better than everyone else. "I have more
productive things to do with my time than
play pretend on my computers." 
"You don’t play your company’s own
games?" 
"I’m afraid not." 
"Are you shitting me?" 
Matthew drew back. "Pardon?" 
Daniel’s shock and horror broke the tiny
shell of effort holding him back. This guy

might be fun. "You know what? You can
have Eleanor all to yourself. I’m just here for
the food." 
Matthew, Eleanor, and a small crowd
that lingered around them all did a double-
take. "How dare you!" Matthew said. "She isn’t an object for you to dole out!" 
"Relax. It’s was a joke." 
Matthew leaned back and looked down
his nose. "Your humor was in poor taste. I’m
sure Eleanor would like an apology." 
"No she wouldn’t." 
"Excuse me?" 
"Are you a douchebag all the time, or
just when you get jealous?" 
Matthew stuttered a bit, then cleared his
throat. He looked at Eleanor. "You brought
this pig to your birthday party?" 
"Funny, isn’t it?" Daniel said. "I don’t get it either. Maybe she was tired of all the
bootlickers." Daniel grinned again. "And
hand-kissers." 
"Mr. Aiken," Eleanor said, "consider
Daniel a shark. Fall to one provocation, and
the blood will only draw him onward." 
Daniel put on an affected British accent. 
"An apt metaphor, my darling rose. Shall I
compare thee to a summer's day? Thou art
more lovely and more…actually, you’re not
more temperate, but whatever." 
Eleanor shrugged. "A fair try." 
"Eleanor," Matthew started, "I can’t
imagine how you could bear the proximity of
such poor breeding for so long." 
"Practice." 
"Yeah, practice," Daniel said. "And at least I’m better than a guy that sounds like a
history textbook." 
Eleanor didn’t hide her smirk. 
"You’ve insulted me for the last time," 
Matthew said. 
"I agree. You’re too easy. Where’s the
fun in that?" He patted Eleanor’s shoulder; 
her arm was still firmly wrapped around his. 
"If you need any future reminders of your
insignificance, just check the scoreboard." 
Eleanor cupped her mouth with a hand, 
but she couldn’t stop herself from snorting. 
More than a few people started murmuring. 
Matthew turned red. "Your…my pedigree is
-" 
"Your pedigree?" Daniel hacked a laugh
right in his face. "What is this, a dog show? 
I’m the one with the hottest woman in the city
on my arm. On her birthday. Anxious to
introduce me to her father, of course. Did I
mention she’s the one that asked me to
come?" Daniel yawned. "Pretty standard
stuff, but that’s the life of the rich and
famous. You probably wouldn’t know." He
looked at his date. "Let’s get to the next
room, darling. I don’t want to miss the
appetizers." 
He gently tugged her forward. Eleanor
let him lead her on passed the gaping stares. 
"…that was something," she said. 
"The show’s only just begun." 
"Aiken was one thing, but -" 
"Don’t humiliate your entire family?" 
"I’d appreciate a little restraint." 
"Why should I care if you’re
embarrassed?" 
They went through the door. The banquet
hall was filled with big round tables set for
ten people each. A central table was bent
low with a teetering pile of presents. Any
army of waiters stood ready with glasses, 
drinks, and those finger treats that had some
fancy French name he couldn’t remember. It
would be a three-course meal at every seat. 
A central area was cleared for dancing; the
chamber group was arranged in the back
with a piano and a few string instruments. 
Daniel started to make for the food. 
Eleanor grabbed his arm and dragged him
past the tables to the entrance of a small side
hall. She backed him against the wall. "I
thought about what you said. About me, and
her. Us." 
Daniel heaved a long sigh. "…I’m
listening." 
"Rachel…I was…" 
"You’re crushing my arm. Take it easy." 
She relaxed her fingers. "If it’s really that
hard to admit," he said, "you know you’ve
got a problem." 
She looked at the floor. "I was afraid. 
Of her." 
"Huh?" 
"My father…he’s all I have. But he
loves Rachel. She has her place in public, 
but in our home, she really is my sister. I was
afraid, and I…I wanted his attention. I did
awful things to her. I…" 
"…you were afraid Rachel would take
your place," Daniel said. "So you made sure she knew what her place was. And then…" 
Eleanor managed the smallest of nods. 
"I’m…" She clutched at her face, as if that, and the makeup, would hide something she’d
rather not look at. "I’m a terrible person." 
Daniel tapped her arm. "Hey." 
"…what?" 
"I get it, alright? Buck up, buttercup." 
Eleanor took a breath. Her features
settled, and the moment of vulnerability
vanished. "Thank you." 
"But I’m still going to embarrass you." 
"What?! Why?" 
"It’ll be good for you. Don’t worry, I
won’t be mean. Just blunt. Consider it part of
your apology." Daniel felt an evil grin grow
on his face. "Are there more Matthews out
there?" 
"There are as many hand-kissers as
bootlickers, as you so eloquently put it." 
"I see a way to make this evening more
interesting," Daniel said. "I don’t care about any of these people. I’m now your social
attack dog. If someone’s talking and you
want me to get on their case, give me the
signal." 
"…you’re allowing me to direct your
talents." 
"Correct." 
Eleanor’s grin grew to match his own, 
only hers was twice as vicious. "What’s the
signal?" 
"Do this." Daniel scratched both his
temples. 
"Ok. But…please. Just not in front of my
father." 
"Especially in front of your father." 
"What are you two lovebirds discussing
over here?" Eleanor’s father came marching
back over. "Not an elopement, I hope?" 
"We’ve rescheduled the elopement for
after dinner," Daniel said. "That food looks too good to run away from." 
Henry looked between the two of them. 
Daniel knew he was expecting some kind of
reaction from Eleanor. When it didn’t come, 
he chuckled. "I’m already hearing rumors
about your sense of humor, Mr. Fitzgerald. 
Apparently you’re rather forward with your
comments." 
"I just couldn’t bear to let Mr. Aiken
caress my little muffin top while I was
standing right there." 
"…muffin top?" Henry murmured. 
"Don’t call me that," Eleanor said. 
"Ever again." 
"Of course not, kitten." 
"Daniel." 
"Boobear?" 
"Please stop." 
"But puddin’. I just gots to es’press mah
feelins somehow." 
Henry’s eyes widened, then he burst out
laughing. "Eleanor, I don’t believe I’ve ever
seen you verbally backed into a corner in my
entire life." 
"You give him too much credit." 
"I’m overcharged on all my credit
cards," Daniel said. 
Henry looked at Eleanor, than back at
Daniel. He peered at them like a botanist
examining a plant he’d never seen before. 
"…Daniel, why don’t we sit down and get to
know each other?" 
****
Daniel had to admit that the dinner was
as good as advertised. Being hungry enough
to eat a horse helped. He must have had fifty
rolls off the appetizer tray—they were these
light, buttery, garlic-coated nuggets small
enough to shove straight in and chew down
in one gulp. He kept throwing waves up to
Rachel. She looked quite in-charge, 
coordinating the black suits and always
chatting into a walkie-talkie. 
Henry was turning out to be Daniel’s
favorite person at the party. He was
incredibly casual. He thought Daniel’s
lightest pokes at Eleanor were the most
hilarious things he’d ever heard. The rest of
their illustrious table didn’t know how to
react, so the two of them dominated the
conversation. 
"Did I mention I cooked for her?" 
"You cooked for Eleanor? You’re
kidding." 
"Mr. Astor, I never kid. The quickest
way to a woman’s heart is through her
stomach." 
Henry burst out in a hefty belly laugh. 
"What did you eat?" 
"Lasagna. Just ask her, it was the best
thing ever." 
Everyone immediately looked at
Eleanor. She took her time sipping from a
glass of seltzer water. "It was good." 
"That’s not what you said at the time," 
Daniel said. 
"That’s precisely what I said at the
time." 
Daniel looked back at Henry. "She had a
great line the first time I addressed her as
Miss Astor." 
He leaned in. "What?" 
Daniel mocked Eleanor’s light voice. 
"Finally someone in this place addresses me appropriately. I was starting to think we’d
gone back to finger painting caves and
dancing at fires." 
Henry slapped Daniel on the back and
laughed his head off. Eleanor looked at her
lap. When he calmed down, he turned to his
daughter. "Eleanor. Did you really say that?" 
"I did." 
He shook his head. "Well. I suppose it is
your birthday, and Daniel seems to consider
it joke material than anything else." 
"Oh, it was a little frosty," Daniel said, 
"but we didn’t really get to know each other
until after I met Rachel." 
Henry turned away from his daughter. 
"Oh, you know Rachel too?" 
Eleanor drew a small line across her
throat and shook her head. Daniel didn’t
even hesitate. "Absolutely. We hit it off over
that lasagna, actually. I’ve been helping her
out with her calculus, among other things." 
"I owe you some thanks, then. She’s
been with us for some time. I consider them
both my daughters." 
"So I’ve heard." Daniel smiled. "It’s
great she’s got that kind of support. She’s a
wonderful person. Even Eleanor lets her
guard down around Rachel." 
"Please, Daniel," Eleanor said. "Try and retain some sense of tact." 
"Don’t be such a stick in the mud. I
haven’t said a word everyone shouldn’t
know." Daniel took the opportunity to offer
Rachel a big wave. Rachel noticed all the
eyes focused on her. She bit her lip, looked
around uncertainly, then did a little wave
back with her fingertips. "She’s such a doll." 
He nudged Henry with an elbow. "Get it? A
doll?" 
Henry snorted, then started to laugh. 
"That was terrible." 
"I’ve got a million of ‘em." 
Meanwhile, the dinner party had begun
to disperse. Tables were being moved to
clear the floor for whatever all the rich
people had planned. Daniel’s building sense
of expectation faltered when it turned into a
giant schmooze-fest. All they did was stand
around and talk to each other. 
A middle-aged woman came up to their
party. She was attractive, dressed in a
sweeping maroon gown and elegant silk
scarf, though she had a particularly big, 
hooked nose. Eleanor flicked her eyes
toward her and scratched her temples. 
Daniel gave her a subtle nod, wondering
what exactly the beef was. 
"Henry!" The woman was all over him
in moments. "Oh, and Eleanor," she said, in the tone of someone remembering something
unimportant. "Happy birthday." 
Eleanor was stony. "Madame Flemmet. 
Glad you could make it." 
"I wouldn’t miss it for the world." 
She wrapped an arm around Henry. 
Eleanor’s father made a face, but didn’t say
anything. Eleanor looked pissed to hell. Oh. 

So that’s the beef. 
"Henry," she said, "what do you say we show these kids how to dance?" 
"Well…I’m don’t think I’m quite up for
it." 
Daniel detected the hint of a French
accent in her words. Was she foreign? "Oh, 
don’t tell me your knees are bothering you
again." 
Henry coughed slightly. "Yes, afraid
so." 
"Excuse me, Madame Flemmet?" Daniel
asked. 
Flemmet paused and looked Daniel up
and down. "…Eleanor’s date, yes?" 
"Yep. Do you smell something funny?" 
Everyone stopped, confused, but they all
sniffed the air automatically. "…ah…no. 
Why do you ask?" 
"I was trying to place a passing scent. I
thought you might have an advantage in that
arena after observing your most impressive
facial feature." The roundabout insult took
time for them to process. It started dawning
on faces one by one—Flemmet’s last of all. 
Eleanor turned away, bending over to control
her laughter. "Must have been my upper lip. 
Could have sworn I got a whiff of doxy." 
Flemmet was baffled by the last word, 
but others gasped. Eleanor snorted into her
hands. Henry used the opportunity to slip
away. "What on earth is a doxy, young man?" 
"An experienced woman," Daniel
answered smoothly. 
It took another moment, but she put it
together. "…scathing as I’d heard. I don’t
like to judge from hearsay, but I suppose Mr. 
Aiken was correct." 
"Aiken again? I bathe in the negative
opinion of that arrogant dick." 
"Eleanor, dear," Flemmet said, "who are you associating yourself with these days?" 
Eleanor straightened, then took a long
breath. "Madame Flemmet, this is Daniel
Fitzgerald. My friend." 
"Sure, best friends now that I’m not
working against you," Daniel said. "I guess you’re pretty enough that I’ll let it go." 
Flemmet looked at Daniel. She closed
her eyes for a long moment, then opened
them. "Is he a mundane?" Flemmet asked. 
"You can’t be serious about him at all." 
"Mundane?" Daniel said. "I’ll have you know I’m talented at all kinds of eccentric
and exciting things. I’ve got a level 53 ranger
in Hellfire Online. I can whistle really well. 
I can even do magic tricks. Didn’t bring my
cards, though." 
A few people in the group exchanged
glances. Eleanor and Henry looked at each
other. Something passed between them. All
in all, it amounted to one very long, 
awkward silence. 
Daniel immediately tried to figure out
what had triggered it. Maybe he’d just gone
too far. 
Eleanor grabbed Flemmet by the arm. 
"Madame Flemmet, help me greet my
guests?" 
"Ah…certainly, dear." 
The rest of the party quickly dispersed
into the crowd, leaving Daniel scratching his
head. He stood with Henry while Eleanor
entertained the crowd near the present table. 
"Don’t think I didn’t see what was going on
there, young man," Henry said. 
"…sorry." 
"Oh, not at all. If anything, I should thank
you." 
"Annoying people is my real talent." 
"Madame Flemmet is…persistent, but I
could live with her for a few minutes. Thank
you for being there for Eleanor." 
"No skin off my back." 
"Her mother died when she was only
two years old," Henry said. "Eleanor is as
fiercely brilliant and competent a successor
as I could have hoped for, but I think she
might be spoiled." He looked at Daniel. "She needs someone like you. An equal. Not in
wealth or class, but a person that can cut
through the fog and knock her down to size. I
can tell she likes you." 
"…what? Really?" 
"No one else would dare speak to her
like that, and if they did, she’d deal with it
quickly. I don’t know what happened that
gave you permission, but run with it as long
as you can." 
"…she loves you very much," Daniel
said. "Too much, sometimes." 
"You are referring to the tension
between Eleanor and Rachel." 
Daniel pursed his lips. Henry might be
good-humored, but he didn’t miss a beat. 
"Yes." 
"Can you tell me anything about that?" 
"I think I’m making progress." 
"I’m more impressed with you by the
minute." 
"I didn’t really do anything special," 
Daniel said. "I think…they were just stuck
there. Wound up in cobwebs. They just
needed a crazy person to come in swinging a
torch." 
"And you fit the bill!" Henry said. He
chuckled. "And here I didn’t even know
about you until three days past. I’m glad
Eleanor got around to it." 
"Not Rachel?" 
Henry frowned. "What is your
relationship with them, exactly?" 
Daniel fingered the lock of hair on his
forehead. "…Mr. Astor, can I come clean
with you?" 
Henry’s face firmed up. "You’d better, 
Mr. Fitzgerald." 
"I’ve been dating Rachel for quite some
time. Things are very serious between us. 
Eleanor had a hard time figuring out what to
do about it, and she lashed out at me. I don’t
think she likes being ignored. Anyway, I’m
on loan to Eleanor tonight. Apparently this is
her way of apologizing. We both see it as a
favor to the other person, though. Funny." 
"I won’t ask for the details," Henry said. 
"Rest assured I’ll keep an eye on it from the
background. I won’t let her do anything
stupid." 
"I appreciate that." 
"Hmph." Henry snorted softly. "So
close, and yet so far." 
"Close to what?" 
Henry smiled at him. "You and Rachel
will make a fine couple. But take care of her. 
She’s more fragile than she seems." 
"I know." Daniel stepped in front of him
and looked him in the eye. "I promise I’ll
protect her." 
Henry had a strange look on his face. 
"…strong words, Daniel. I wonder if you
really know what they mean." 
"More than you, old man." 
Henry burst into his deep, rumbling
laughter. "Good answer." 


****
Daniel stayed low key after that, letting
Eleanor take center stage. The constant
introductions and ritzy doublespeak of the
implied and the half-said made his head hurt. 
He didn’t know anyone, and he didn’t want
to know them, so once Henry left to take care
of the formalities, Daniel established himself
at an empty table. 
Eleanor danced with at least a dozen
other guys in between opening her presents; 
he sat, watched, and ate pieces of her
towering birthday cake. She often drifted
back toward him for brief conversation, only
to be pulled away a minute later. He could
see the request in her eyes, but after his
discussion with her father, he’d lost his
motivation. 
He wanted to see Rachel in a pretty
cocktail dress. He wanted to walk Rachel
out onto the dance floor. He wanted to make
Rachel laugh. But she was stuck on the
balcony and he was stuck on a date with a
rock of ice he’d only just made peace with, 
so he sulked and picked at his cake. 
"Mr. Fitzgerald." 
Daniel glanced up. "Hey Matt. Mind if I
call you Matt? What’s up?" 
Matthew Aiken looked as though he’d
smelled rotting meat. "I noticed you sitting
here. You’re a cello virtuoso, correct?" 
"I leave the judgment of my skill to
others," Daniel said. "I’m pretty badass in Hellfire, though. Not that you’d appreciate a
matter of such prerequisite gaming
refinement." 
"…right. Well, I’ve taken the liberty of
alerting the band that you’ll be playing for us
after this song ends. Thought you’d want to
know." Matthew grinned and walked off. 
"They’ll be announcing you in just a few
seconds. Good luck." 
Daniel leaped to his feet. The current
song ended. He looked over at the stage. A
man was moving toward the microphone
with a slip of paper in his hands. That
slippery little shithead. 
"Ladies and gentlemen?" The violinist’s
voice came out over the speaker. "A small
announcement." The chatter died away. "Mr. 
Daniel Fitzgerald has a surprise birthday gift
for Miss Astor, in the form of a solo piece of
his own composition." 
Everyone ooed and clapped. Daniel felt
his heart pound. He walked toward Eleanor. 
She turned toward him. His mind spun for a
solution. It came quickly. 
He really didn’t want to do that. 
Eleanor leaned close. "What is this?" 
Everyone was watching them, still
gently clapping. He spoke quietly. "Matthew
signed me up for cello." 
"…I see. I can handle it. We can say that
-" 
"No. Just kiss me on the cheek." 
"Huh?" 
"I’ve got this. Kiss me on the cheek like
you’re happy and enjoy watching the grin fall
off Aiken’s face." 
Eleanor gave him a big smooch that
Daniel thought was a bit over the top—or
maybe she just didn’t have much practice—
but it worked. The clapping instantly mixed
with churning whispers. Daniel caught a
glimpse of Matthew’s face on the way to the
stage. He was pissed about the kiss, but he
still thought he had Daniel cornered. 
Daniel borrowed the cellist’s
instrument, apologizing for the imposition. 
The man was more than charitable. Daniel
stood at the microphone. "First, of course, 
happy birthday, Eleanor." That got him some
free applause. "I wrote this piece after
seeing the first snow fall out on Boston
Common." 
Rachel was perched at the end of the
balcony, smiling. He caught her gaze. She
threw him a thumbs-up. 
It was a good thing he’d had that
conversation with her. If not, he never would
have practiced. After so long not playing, 
though, the only song he had memorized was
the lullaby his mother had written and played
for him. 
Daniel sat, positioned the cello, and
began to play. It was a relatively slow, 
simple piece, so he bridged the main melody
with an improvised flashy bit to give himself
some credibility with his audience. 
He fell into the song. His fingers
warmed. He forgot he was in the banquet
hall. 
He’d forgotten a lot of things. 
The notes came easy. They vibrated
through his chest, his ears, warm and rich
from the heart cello. He almost abandoned
the melody altogether, bringing the song up
and down. Wherever his arms lead him. 
Wherever his fingers wanted to go. 
He slowed. The music softened. He
brought the volume to a whisper, and played
the main melody one more time. And then, he
ended it, drawing out the last note one extra
beat. 
He stood, and bowed. 
The applause was broken with
intermittent cheers and whistles. Daniel saw
Matthew again on the way back. He looked
satisfyingly mortified. Suck on that, asshat. 
After climbing down from the stage, 
Daniel accepted another kiss on the cheek
from Eleanor. "You’re very talented," she
said. "I never would have guessed." 
"Just wait until the birthday sex." 
Her mouth opened, then closed. She took
a step back and huffed. "Do you any sense of
propriety?" 
"No." 
She closed her eyes and half-smiled. 
"No, you don’t." 
"…I’ll be right back," Daniel said. 
"Wait. Daniel? Hang on a second!" 
Daniel didn’t respond. He made for the
door of the room. 


****
Eleanor was subjugated to a flurry of
questions after Daniel slipped away. He
must have heard her call after him. He’d left
the room regardless. 
How could someone be so amusing and
so infuriating at the same time? 
It took her a few minutes to detangle
herself from the crowd and make her way to
the side door of the ballroom. She pushed
through. The hall was empty—Daniel was
gone. 
"Eleanor?" She whipped around. 
Matthew Aiken was there. "I saw you
leaving the room. What were you thinking? 
All we did was make him look good! I
thought you said he wasn’t actually a -" 
"Aiken," Eleanor hissed, "get back to the party. Now." 
"And what was with that kiss? It sure as
hell didn’t look like acting to me." 
"Go!" 
"…fine." Matthew pushed back through
the doors. "But we will talk later." 
The door creaked shut. Eleanor turned
back. Her heels thumped on the red rug as
she made her way down the hall. 
She’d never seen Daniel look like he
did after that performance. He was
perpetually smug. He was arrogant, brash, 
reckless. He was too smart for his own good, 
and he knew it, and he didn’t care. But that
face of his…
It concerned her. Might as well admit it
to herself. Something was wrong, and she
wanted to know what. 
She was such a hypocrite. 
She’d had doubts all night. Part of her
wanted to tell him, wanted to apologize to
him. The other part of her wanted to bury him
so deep that no one would ever find him. 
She turned a corner. Far along the next
hall, sitting on a bench, was Mr. Fitzgerald. 
He was bent low over his knees. A finger
worked circles through his hair. 
She made her way to him. "…Daniel. 
There you are." He didn’t respond. She
cleared her throat. "Is something the matter?" 
He looked up. "I just need a minute, 
Miss Astor. It’s nothing to worry about." 
"Do you want to talk about it?" 
"To you?" 
Eleanor had more words prepared, but
they caught in her throat. She lowered herself
onto the bench. "…I may have deserved that
response." 
"Just give me a second, alright? I’ll be
right there. You can go back to your party." 
"I would rather be here." 
"Whatever." He set his forearms on his
thighs and leaned down again. 
"I need to tell you something," Eleanor
said. 
"What?" 
"I…you were right. This was a trap." 
Daniel turned. "You and that Matt kid
tried to screw me, didn’t you?" 
"…yes. How did you know?" 
"I heard your voices in the hall." 
"Oh. I see." 
"Didn’t hear what you said, exactly. But
a little thinking goes a long way. When you
pulled me aside earlier, you weren’t that
upset just because you thought I was right. It
was because you’d already set me up, and
you were regretting it. You were feeling
guilty." 
Eleanor swallowed. "You are quite
insightful." 
"Lucky me." 
"I wanted to embarrass you in front of
my father," she said. "That was what I
thought, a few weeks ago, after…what you
did. But I’ve been reconsidering, since then. 
And all tonight. I think you’re right. Maybe
you were cruel in your judgment, but I was
wrong—about you, and Rachel. I’m sorry." 
"Well," he said, "I guess you would
have helped me get out of it anyway. Don’t
worry about it." 
"…you don’t mind?" 
"Why should I? I don’t give a shit about
any of these people." 
"…of course," Eleanor said, more to
herself than to him. "I devised a plan that I
considered humiliating. Why should that be
applicable to Daniel Fitzgerald?" 
"Congratulations on your conclusions," 
Daniel said. "Now leave me alone." 
"None of that is what’s bothering you, is
it?" 
"Not really." 
"Then what?" 
"It’s none of your business." 
"I’m making it my business." 
"Holy shit," Daniel said. He lifted
himself off his knees, sat back, and stared at
her. "You’re one serious bitch. Let me brood
in peace." 
He was entirely serious in his
proclamation. Eleanor didn’t plan on letting
him win that easily. She met his gaze, and
matched it. 
His eyes were a sort of blue-grey. She’d
never noticed that before. 
"I refuse," she said. "I’ve finally found my angle. If you annoy me, I’ll bother you
right back." Daniel rolled his eyes. "That
song," Eleanor said. "Did you actually write that?" 
"…it was a lullaby my mother wrote. I’d
been practicing it to play for Rachel." 
Eleanor gripped her knees. Of course, it
was for Rachel. Daniel wouldn’t do
something like that for the duchess. Yes. She
knew that. "Your mother was quite talented, 
then." 
"Yeah. She was." 
"I’m sorry that you had to do that. It was
very personal for you." 
"That’s great and all," Daniel said, "but the best apology you could make right now is
to let me have five minutes to myself, 
alright?" 
Eleanor stood from the bench. She took
a few steps, then turned back. "I know what
it’s like. Not having…that person. A mother. 
I—I’m sorry, Daniel. For doing such a thing
to you…I truly am sorry. I apologize. I do not
know what I can say or do to make this right, 
but I will. I will not place myself between
you and Rachel again. I will support you as
best I can. I wish you well." 
She started away. She rubbed at her
eyes. Her hand came away slightly smeared. 
"Hey, Eleanor." 

She stopped. "Yes?" 
"It’s ok, alright? Don’t worry about it so
much." 
"No. This is something worth the
worrying. I need to correct this." 
"I said it’s ok!" Daniel said, louder. "So it’s ok. No questions. No more apologies. 
No more of the bullshit. End of the line. You
really want to make it up to me?" 
Eleanor nodded, her back still to him. 
She couldn’t bear to look at him. "Yes. I do." 
"Then forget it. People do stupid shit
sometimes. Let’s call it the past and leave it
there. Where it belongs." 
"…agreed, Mr. Daniel Fitzgerald." 
"I’ll see you back at the party, Miss
Astor." 
Eleanor nodded once more, then rushed
to find a bathroom before someone saw her
tears. 
****
It took another very long hour, but
Eleanor finally finished opening jewelry
boxes, cutting-edge electronic devices, and
books. And then it took another half-hour for
her to wrap up the dancing. 
Daniel said goodbye to Mr. Astor. He
explained the cello situation to Rachel—
leaving out Eleanor’s involvement—while
they were in the limo, and a short ride later, 
they were back at the dorm. The three of
them trudged into the common room to find it
blessedly empty. 
"Sorry about Aiken," Eleanor said. 
"Again. The term rude is hardly enough to
describe it." 
"His expression was priceless. Did you
take a photo?" 
She gestured along the length of her
dress. "Does it look like I have room for a
camera in this?" 
"I have really got to plan these situations
out better," Daniel muttered. 
"You can’t tell me you planned that." 
"That one was mostly luck. I’ve been
building up some good karma lately." Daniel
hugged Rachel. "That was supposed to be a
surprise for you. Sorry." 
"It’s fine." Rachel smiled. "I’m just glad I got to see you play. You were wonderful." 
"Thanks." 
"Daniel," Eleanor said. "We’ve had our misgivings, but I hope we can move past
them in the future." 
"Sure thing, muffin." 
Eleanor gritted her teeth, then exhaled
through her nose. "I’ve unleashed forces I do
not comprehend." She sauntered to the
stairwell. "Goodnight. And thank you." 
"No problem, kitten." 
"Don’t push your luck," she called back. 
She clacked up the stairs. 
"What was that about?" Rachel asked. 
"I was calling her stupid pet names to
mess with her." 
Rachel doubled over and started
laughing. She laughed so hard she drooled. 
She bent over the couch for support and
wiped her mouth. Daniel started laughing just
at how hard she was laughing. He pulled her
back up and kissed her. 
"Hey Daniel." Her hands went around
his back. "I think I remember you saying
something about how I looked hot in this
suit." 
He appraised her from head to toe. "I
might have said something along those lines." 
"You know, you clean up pretty well
too," Rachel said. "Kinda turns me on." 
"Fascinating. Tell me more." 
Her hand slowly worked up to his neck. 
"So, is your room free?" 
"Let’s go check." 
They went down the hall. Rachel hung in
the hallway while Daniel scouted inside. He
was a few steps inside when Jack leaned
back from his computer. "Look who the cat
dragged in. How was it being duchess’s
slave all night?" 
"Better than expected. How was the
tournament?" 
"We lost in the first round. Miserably." 
Daniel sighed and ran a hand through his
hair. "This was a one-shot thing to patch
things up because she’s Rachel’s friend. And
you know, it actually went pretty well. 
We’ve drawn up a cease-fire." 
"…then Eleanor is ok with it?" 
"Yep. Looks like I made the cutoff." 
"Where’re they at?" 
"Eleanor’s in her room. Rachel’s
outside." Daniel grinned sheepishly. "I was coming to see if you were here." 
"Right. Because now that the red tape’s
cut, you’ll be fucking like rabbits every
chance you get." 
"It’s not like the only thing we do is -" 
"I don’t want to hear your bullshit!" Jack
shouted. Daniel took a step back. Jack
swiveled back around and slapped his
computer mouse on the desk. "Go have sex
on the roof if you want it that badly. Room’s
closed. Men only." 
"Fine," Daniel said. "Let me know when you feel like apologizing for being a massive
asshole." 
He was almost out the door when Jack
stopped him. "Daniel." 
"What?" 
"You can’t trust her." 
"I’d trust her with my life." 
Daniel slammed the door shut. It was
more noise than he should have made so late
at night, but he didn’t care. What the hell had
crawled up Jack’s ass? 
Rachel walked up to him. "I heard the
arguing." 
Daniel marched toward the common
room. Rachel had to hurry to keep up. "…
he’s got this idea you’re sucking up all my
time. Jack…" Daniel sighed. He paused at
the entrance to the lounge. "I’m his best
friend. And he means a lot to me, too. But
it’s different for him. I’m something really
important." 
"…it sounds like, you know…" 
"You and Eleanor." Daniel rubbed his
forehead. "Out of the frying pan." 
"You’ll both think this was stupid in the
morning," Rachel said. She kissed him on the
cheek. "Just relax and talk it out later. And
you should have your poker nights, right? Or
Blade Wing Commander nights." 
"That’s Wing Blade Commander." 
"You know what I mean." 
"I don’t know. I feel like Jack doesn’t
like women in general. There’s something
there." 
"Do you think he’s gay?" 
"What? Seriously?" 
"I mean, it could be," Rachel said. 
"…no. That’s not it. Something bigger
than that." 
Daniel sighed again. He worked a finger
through the lock of hair on his forehead. Jack
had been furious. Would it really be as
simple as apologizing? 
Rachel slapped at his hand. "Stop that." 
He made a face at her. "Stop what?" 
"That thing with your hair," she said. 
She twisted a strand of her hair up in her
finger and lifted it toward him. "You always
do that when you’re worried, or thinking
really hard. Stop worrying. It’ll work out." 
"I never noticed." He sighed. "Maybe
I’m overthinking it." 
"It’ll be fine. Promise." She kissed him
again. "Did you really mean what you said to
him? That you’d trust me with your life?" 
"Absolutely." 
Rachel smiled. "That was really…
something to say, I guess. I’m glad you feel
that way." 
Daniel gently rested his forehead on
hers. "You know what? Me too." 
"Heh. Well." Rachel’s hand gripped his
tie. "Let’s focus on immediate problems. 
Like me. In a suit. Being…dominant." 
"I like the sound of those things." Daniel
frowned. "But we have a location problem." 
"I know a spot." She took his hand and
led him out the door. 


****
Rachel brought him off the campus and
into the long series of parks, ponds, and fens
that wound down past the Common. At this
hour, even in downtown, there weren’t many
cars out. Secreted behind the trees and tall
grass, Daniel felt like they were the only two
people in the world. 
She stopped in a small grove and sat
down on a bench. "What do you think?" 
Daniel rubbed his arms. "…outside, on
a park bench." 
"Yes." 
"This is your special spot?" 
"Is there a problem?" 
"It’s a tad chilly." 
Rachel loosened her tie. "Are you just
going to stand there and complain or what?" 
Daniel sat down next to her. She
grabbed him by the collar and dragged him
into a kiss. 
He drew back for a breath. "Yeah, 
you’re definitely hot when you take charge." 
"Good." They started kissing again. She
undid her tie and threw it around his neck. 
Daniel heard a rhythmic sort of thump
coming from their right. He broke the kiss. 
"What’s that?" 
"What’s what?" 
The sound grew louder. Daniel pointed
behind her. "You don’t hear that?" 
Rachel frowned. "Now I do." They both
leaned to look as the noise steadily grew. 
A hulking monster came pounding out of
the bushes across the grove. Its ape-like face
was surrounded by a mane of black hair. 
The Smasher. 
He tried to stand. Rachel was faster. She
pushed him behind her. "Run back to campus, 
get Eleanor!" 
"What are you -" 
Rachel spared him a glance. Her face
was hard steel. "Now! Go!" 
The Smasher didn’t wait for them to
finish their conversation. It trundled in, 
swinging a huge fist up, then down. Daniel
reached for his power. He should have
enough speed to throw them both out of the
way. 
Rachel did something with her hands. 
There was a flash of light. An arm of rock
and dirt stretched out of the ground and
blocked the fist. The Smasher’s attack
cracked it in half, but the monster reeled
back, clutching its hand. 
Daniel got a better look at it the second
time. Rachel made a triangle with her hands
and forced her eyes shut, focusing hard. Two
glowing circles covered with runes and lines
formed on the ground, fluorescent lighting
sitting in the grass. Sigils. 
From underneath the light rose two dirt
and rock statues. Their heads and shoulders
were covered in grass. They marched
forward, nature’s golems summoned to fight
the contractor. 
"Rachel?!" 
"I can’t explain now!" Rachel’s soldiers
ran toward the Smasher. She pushed at
Daniel’s back. "Run! Get out of here!" 
The Smasher punched. The head of one
of the golems was blown away, but its arms
kept moving. It caught the hand. Its partner
kicked at the smasher’s forearm, but it didn’t
do any visible damage. The Smasher roared
and whipped that arm backward, and the
golem holding it was tossed aside like a
ragdoll. 
Rachel bent low. She was still focused
in that same position. Three more sigils
appeared in the ground. Three more earth
golems grew out of the dirt, leaving small
craters where they’d taken up material. Their
glowing symbols peeled off the ground as
they rose, resting their backs. Daniel was
reminded of the inscriptions on the
extractors. 
The five mud dolls attacked the smasher
from all sides. He thrashed out at them, using
his fists like wrecking balls. The golems
couldn’t match its strength, but even when
they lost arms, they could patch and regrow
themselves using the dirt all around them. 
They were zombies that refused to rest. 
"Daniel!" Rachel screamed. "I can’t
hold him off forever! Get out of here!" 
But Daniel’s feet were nailed to the
floor. Sigils. Real magic. That meant Rachel
was a wizard. A magician. One of the people
that wanted him dead. That wasn’t possible. 
But it was. 
It fell on him like a collapsing house of
cards. A secret she couldn’t tell him. An
unmentionable family situation. The reason
an eighteen year-old was the bodyguard of a
nineteen year-old. The reason Madame
Flemmet called him mundane, why they’d
gone awkwardly quiet at the party when he’d
casually mentioned magic tricks. 
Even the gold and yellow tabards of the
Ivory Dawn matched Eleanor’s bedspread. 
She’d treated him like he was second class
because he actually was second class. He
was a normal person playing with fire. In a
way, it had been for his own good. 
He remembered Henry’s expression
after he promised to protect Rachel. Strong

words, Daniel. I wonder if you really know

what they mean. 
It had all been right in his face the whole
time. Why hadn’t he noticed? 
He looked up. The Smasher was carving
through the golems. They couldn’t regenerate
themselves fast enough—or Rachel was
getting tired. He crushed one to dust, 
flattening it to the ground. He grabbed one
that was closing in and threw it against a
tree. Its body cracked in half, and it fell
apart. 
It started toward Rachel. 
A massive fist came down. Three golem
palms combined to stop the punch. Rachel
was drenched with sweat. The sigils shone
brighter, and the three hands shoved back, 
fighting against the Smasher’s power. 
The ape brought his other hand in from
the side, sweeping at them while they were
focused on holding back his other arm. Their
legs were blown out from under them. 
Rachel was defenseless while her golems
tried to piece themselves together. Her
opponent moved in for the kill. 
Daniel’s double-kick caught the
Smasher in the chest with all his power
focused into the soles of his shoes. He hit
hard enough that even the heavy monster was
thrown off its feet. The ground shook as it
tumbled over and over. It came to a rest with
a groan. 
"You’re a magician?!" Rachel shouted. 
"But—!" 
Daniel swallowed. He had to drag his
head back to meet Rachel’s gaze. "Not
exactly. I’ve met that thing before. We
fought. It’s the Boston Smasher." 
The Smasher propped itself up with a
hand. It stared at them, but hesitated. Its eyes
darted between the two of them, seeking
some advantage. Daniel crouched low. In the
first fight, he’d been going easy, trying to see
if the Smasher had any special powers
besides size and strength before he used
everything he had. With Rachel standing
behind him, exhausted, there wasn’t time for
caution. He had to go full-on right from the
start. And if that wasn’t enough, well, he
could always outrun it. 
"Daniel," the Smasher grumbled. "I can’t believe it." 
"…how the hell do you know my
name?" 
"What, besides Rachel shouting it?" The
Smasher’s head began to change. The great
mane of hair shriveled. Its skin shrunk and
wavered. Jack’s face appeared. It was tiny, 
perched on top of the ape’s giant body. 
"That’s how." 
"You’re…that’s not…" Daniel’s voice
cracked. "Did you know Rachel was a
magician?!" 
"I told you to stay away from her for a
reason," Jack said. "When I was out hunting Vorid, I saw her and Eleanor fighting. 
They’re both magicians." Jack pointed at her. 
"That makes them our enemies. You know
how it is. You’re the same as me. A
contractor." 
"Why are you doing this? Why did you
kill those women?!" 
"I already told you why," Jack said. "I’m different now, Daniel. We both are. You said
it yourself. We have the power to change. 
We can become stronger." Jack shook his
head. "I never would have attacked you
before, but I didn’t know it was you. We can
work together. You’re someone I know I can
trust." 
"What the fuck. What the fuck, Jack?!" 
Jack shrugged. "Sorry to be the bearer of
bad news. You had to find out sometime." 
Daniel shook his head. "No. No way. 
This -" 
"You know what we have to do," Jack
said. He pointed at Rachel. "If you can’t do
it, I will. She knows what we are. She’ll tell
Eleanor, and then we’ll be hunted down. 
They’d probably hold your family hostage or
something. Why do you think I was so pissed
about you going to that party? Eleanor’s
father is one of the strongest magicians in the
world. Even if you were normal, you don’t
belong with them." 
"What are you saying?!" 
"We have to kill her, Daniel." 
"…Rachel?" 
"It’ll just be another murder," Jack said. 
"We can make alibis for each other. We
were in our room, playing video games. No
problem." He smiled. "I’m glad I’ve got a
friend in this. I’m glad it was you." 
"You’re a contractor," Rachel said. 
Daniel turned back. Her face was white. 
Tears were rolling down her face. "How
could you do that to yourself?!" 
"Rachel, I can explain this," Daniel said. 
"I really can. Just -" 
"Explain?!" She scrambled back past the
bench. Two of her golems moved to shield
her. "Explain how you murder people to add
power to your own soul?!" 
"I haven’t killed anyone!" Daniel
shouted. "It was the only way to save my
little brother from the Vorid! I had no choice! 
The only thing I’ve fought are extractors!" 
"…how…" Rachel’s eyes glazed over. 
"…how could you be that…?" 
"Rachel, listen to me!" 
"See, Daniel?" Jack shrugged his
oversized shoulders. "They’re all the same. 
Stupid, idiotic whores. She doesn’t care
about your feelings. She’s never cared. You
told me she said she’d trust you, and look
what’s happened. It comes out, and she’s
your enemy without a second thought." Jack
looked at him. "They’re all like that. Right
down to my own mother." 
"Shut up! Rachel is -" 
"What?!" Jack demanded. "Someone
who loves you?! Fucking fat lot of shit that’s
doing right now!" 
Daniel looked back at Rachel. She was
on the ground, slowly crawling backwards. 
Her eyes were still in that same wide, 
sightless state. She was horrified. Terrified
of him. 
"Rachel," Daniel said. He raised his
hands, palms out. "Rachel. Just listen to me." 
"I…I don’t…" She was shivering. "I…" 
"She’s a magician!" Jack said. "It’s her sworn duty to seal you in Hell! That’s the
punishment for getting caught as a contractor, 
Daniel! You get sent to Hell, forever!" He
went quiet. "It’s a real place. Demons, 
they’re all real. They’ll condemn you to that
for eternity. All because you wanted to save
your family, right? Honestly, you’re nobler
than I am. I didn’t need a reason besides
getting stronger." Jack stretched out his hand. 
"We’re in this together. If we work as a
team, we can take them. All of them." 
Daniel’s hands were shaking. He
clenched them to stop it. "It doesn’t have to
be like that." 
"Why do you think there weren’t any
magicians to help you when you needed it?" 
Jack said. "I learned a lot while I’ve been a
contractor. There’s a whole race of them, 
living underground, hidden from normal
humans. You know why they’re in the big
cities? It’s sure as hell not because they feel
generous. It’s because they’re protecting
themselves, or the people they’ve classified
as important. They don’t give a damn about
you or me. They don’t give a shit about your
little brother. 
"And that’s why you had to take it, 
right?" Jack leaned close. Daniel could only
stare back at him. "Xik gave you an offer, 
and there was no one else to help. You had
to change. You did what you had to do. But
that’s the thing. We have changed, and now
the magicians are afraid of us. They’re
scared to death we’ll become so strong they
can’t handle us anymore—that we’ll
displace them off their thrones. That’s why
they’re hunting us down." 
Daniel remembered the magicians in
Cleveland. He remembered the sword, ready
to cut his head off. He remembered the young
girl that wanted him dead after he saved her
life. Jack wasn’t lying about that. 
"Why do you think Eleanor’s been
treating us like ants?" Jack asked. "It’s
because she sees us as ants. She thinks she’s
better than us. They all think like that, like
they’re the cream of humanity. Hoarding all
their power, keeping it for themselves. 
They’re richest and most successful families
in the world, ruling from the shadows. 
They’re all hypocrites." Jack raised a fist. 
"You’re a smart guy, Daniel. Smarter than
me. So you already know. She’s a magician. 
We can’t let her go." 
Daniel swallowed. He looked over. 
Rachel was huddled up against the tree near
the bench. It looked like she was trying to get
her golems together. 
Jack sighed. "You can’t do it. I knew I
had to do something after we argued. I
figured you were really starting to fall in
love with her. That’s why I’m here." He
marched towards the shell-shocked Rachel. 
"I’ll take care of it. Go back to the room. 
We’ll get everything straight in a bit." 
Jack’s head shifted back to that of an
ape as he stomped toward Rachel. She’d
pieced together three golems. They rushed
Jack from different angles. 
The grey shine of his fur flared where
the golems made contact. The earthen statues
faltered. They weren’t as fast. They didn’t
work together. Jack brushed them aside
easily. This time, when they crumbled, they
stayed that way. 
Rachel was breathing as if she’d run a
marathon. She pushed her hands together and
closed her eyes. One of the golems tried to
gather itself together, but it was sluggish
compared to the first time. Jack smashed it
down with a foot. 
"Today is when we start taking our
world back from the magicians," Jack said. 
"Today is the start of the revolution against
thousands of years of subjugation." He
leaned over Rachel. "You’d send us all to
Hell just so you can keep your hold on
power. You’re disgusting. But don’t worry. 
I’ll put your soul to better use than you can." 
A tiny whimper escaped Rachel’s
mouth. 
Daniel’s punch caught Jack in the side of
the head. Jack toppled sideways into the
reeds near the water. Daniel grabbed
Rachel’s shoulders. "Rachel. Rachel!" 
"…you’re a vampire." She shoved his
arms away and started pushing away on her
hands and feet. "Stay away from me! Stay
away!" 
"Rachel, I love you!" She stopped. 
Daniel shouted it as loud as he could. "I’d
never hurt anyone to get stronger! I had to
protect my brother! It was the only choice I
had!" He looked up. "Please. I love you so
much. Please trust me. Please." 
Rachel’s eyes flicked around. "…I
don’t…" 
He grabbed her shoulders and looked
her in the eyes. "Rachel. You love me. You
know who I am. That’s always been me. I
don’t want to lose you. You said you’d have
faith in me. Please. Just hear me out." 
She swallowed. Tears stained her
cheeks. "Ok." 
Jack roared out of the bushes. "Daniel, 
that’s the last time I’m taking a punch from
you! She has to die!" 
"Shut up!" Daniel screamed. "You’re a
murderer! You’re no better than what you
claim they are! Rachel is the kindest, most
loving person I’ve ever met. I know she has
to be doing everything she can to protect
people, because I know her, and I love her. 
I’ll never work with you. I can’t believe I
ever considered you a friend. You’re out of
your goddamn mind!" 
There was silence. Jack held his head in
his hands. He started laughing. Daniel and
Rachel both flinched away from the sound. It
was the bizarre cackle of someone that found
the wrong thing funny. 
Jack sighed and settled himself. "…
you’re just saying that because of her. She’s
manipulating you. If I kill her, we can be
friends again." He started forward. "It’s ok. 
I’ll do it for you. Just go back to the dorm." 
Daniel lifted Rachel into his arms and
sped away. 
In a flash, he sprinted across the streets, 
through the squares, and back to campus. He
ran through the parking garage up to the
rooftop landing of the stairwell. He set her
down and dug out the box with his
equipment. 
"…fast," Rachel said. "What…what are
you doing?" 
"Armor." He strapped the plates onto his
legs. "Jack’s strong. This will help me take a
hit, just in case." 
"You’re going back?!" 
"He’s out of control. I don’t know what
happened to him, but…I have to end this
before he hurts anyone else." He finished
belting on his pads. 
Rachel seemed to be shaking off the
shock. "Daniel—you don’t understand what
you are. What you’ve done. You can’t kill
him. That would just make things worse." 
"If that’s what it takes, that’s what it
takes." He stood and walked over to her. Her
skin was still flushed. "Are you ok?" 
"…it’ll pass with food and rest." 
He shut his eyes. "I’m sorry. After this, 
we don’t have to…" Daniel let his arms fall. 
"I knew what I was doing when I made the
contract. I knew the consequences. I’m not
innocent. I want you to understand, but I
won’t hold onto you if you don’t -" 
"I’ll believe in you," Rachel said. She
took his hand. "I’ll hear what you have to
say. So don’t talk about leaving me behind
after you tell me you love me, asshole." 
"…yes ma’am." 
"He’s too dangerous to fight alone. I can
inform Eleanor." 
Daniel snapped on his helmet. He
grabbed his mace. "I can beat him." 
"You don’t know that for sure. I’m not a
bodyguard because I misjudge threats." 
"I have to do this myself. He should be
tired from fighting you. I don’t want more
people involved." Daniel stopped at the edge
of the roof. "…was he telling the truth about
Hell?" 
"Yes," Rachel said. "A vampiric
enchantment is the most forbidden form of
magic there is." 
"…so I’ve heard." Daniel nodded to
himself. "Then I’m sure. I’d rather end it here
and now than condemn him to that." 
"His magic shields him," she said. "It’s part of his transformation—that fur is imbued
with it." 
"What are you thinking?" 
"You can’t take him head on. Bait him. 
When he lets his guard down, hit him in a
vulnerable spot with everything you have." 
"See you soon," Daniel said. He jumped
from the roof of the parking garage. 
Daniel scryed out the park. Jack was
slowly heading south, not even bothering to
conceal his presence. Daniel sprinted down
the sidewalks and leapt into the thickets. 
He reached Jack near another clearing. 
He crept up on him from the bushes, but
didn’t hide himself. Jack turned. "I can sense
you there. Come out." 
Daniel pushed the reeds aside and
stepped forward. "Leave Boston," he said. 
"Go home. I’ll tell Rachel you were too
strong and I had to run. Just don’t kill anyone
else." 
"No." Jack straightened to his full height
and unfurled his arms. "I’m not going to turn
tail while that bitch has her claws in you. At
best, they’ll use you. At worst…I’d rather
you die than live in Hell." 
"We love each other," Daniel said. "She won’t betray me." 
"You think you can trust a woman?" 
"What is it with you and women?!" 
"Everything!" Jack screamed. 
The single word hung in the air. Daniel
set his feet. "I’m not backing down," Daniel said. "I’ll kill you if I have to." 
"You don’t have the guts." 
Daniel dashed under his leg and swatted
him on the thigh with his mace. Jack turned, 
but Daniel was already gone. He flitted
around the hulking monster, stabbing and
jabbing at his flanks while Jack swiped at
him. Daniel’s hits were light, but Jack was
always too slow. He roared in frustration
every time Daniel blinked in front of him. 
Daniel stopped at the edge of the
clearing. Jack charged him. Daniel slipped
back into the thick reeds that bordered the
pond. Jack tumbled in after him—exactly as
Daniel hoped he would. 
Daniel’s strikes increased in frequency, 
but Jack’s arms were slowing. As the fight
became a contest of endurance, his fight
against Rachel was starting to show. Daniel
scored a hit across his chest, then another on
his shoulder, both drawing blood. Jack
swatted, and spun, and roared, but he
couldn’t track Daniel inside the reeds. 
Jack realized his mistake. He covered
his face with his arms and ran forward to
escape the undergrowth. 
Blinding himself was a fatal mistake. 
Daniel charged everything he had into
the tip of his mace, sacrificing speed for pure
power. He flew at Jack’s exposed back. 
The mace crushed through the silver
mane. Daniel felt the blow shudder up his
arms as steel struck the back of Jack’s head. 
His former friend dropped like a stone, half
his body in the rushes, half laid out in the
clearing. Blood dripped from the mace. 
Daniel raised his weapon for the final blow. 
It was now or never. 
His hands shook. His grip slipped on the
shaft. He worked his fingers on the handle. It
was hot under his hands. 
He had to protect Rachel. He had to
protect himself. He had to kill his friend. 
Jack. 
Nervous, nerdy Jack. Jack that just
wanted to change. Wanted it too badly. 
"Dan…?" Jack shifted. His oversized
hand pawed at the dirt. "…you…you
wouldn’t really…" 
"You gotta leave, man," Daniel
whispered. 
"See…didn’t have the…guts…" 
"Jack." Daniel let the end of his mace
drop to the grass. "No more killing. Don’t
use your powers. Go home." 
Jack’s eyes were only half-focused. His
words were slurred. "Not you…with…" 
The ground rumbled. Something was
coming. Daniel readied his weapon. 
He blinked. The world looked different. 
Distorted, shiny. It took him a moment to
figure out was it was. They’d been encased
in what looked like a prism of solid crystal. 
Daniel tested his hand on the wall. He
sucked in his breath and drew back. It was
so cold it burned his skin through his gloves. 
Not crystal. Ice. 
"I wouldn’t try that. It’ll hurt quite a bit." 
Daniel looked up. Standing outside their
prison was Eleanor Astor, still in her red
cocktail dress, along with several of her
suited bodyguards. They all wore the white
and gold tabards. Behind them was Rachel. 
The magicians couldn’t sense Daniel
and Jack. They couldn’t sense the contractor
magic. The only way they would have known
is if Rachel had told them. 
Rachel had lied. 
Jack groaned. "I tried to tell you…" He
coughed. "…dumbass." 
Daniel fell to his knees. His mace
dropped from his hands and into the grass. 
His arms shook. 
Eleanor turned. "Call my father. I can
hold them until he arrives. He’ll be able to
perform a seal strong enough to lock them up
for transport." 
Daniel looked up. Eleanor stared back
at him. "I am Eleanor Astor. With the
authority invested in me by the Ivory Dawn, 
and under international treaty, you’re under
arrest for the use of forbidden magic. Take
off your mask and identify yourself." 
Daniel’s brain clicked through her last
sentence. She wanted him to identify himself. 
She didn’t know who he was. 
Why would Rachel tell her only half the
story? 
Daniel noticed movement from the
corner of his eye. Rachel was gesturing with
her hands and winking behind all their backs. 
Signaling him. 
She hadn’t told them anything. Eleanor
must have been suspicious when she saw
Rachel so exhausted. Maybe Rachel couldn’t
weasel her way out of an explanation. But
they still didn’t know who was inside the
armor. 
Daniel didn’t know how much more of
this he could take. It felt like his heart had
been ripped to pieces then taped back
together three times in the past ten minutes. 
He hated himself for doubting her for even
that instant. He gripped his mace, shoved that
feeling into his legs, and forced his way to
his feet. 
"Identify yourself!" 
Daniel wouldn’t survive an encounter
with Henry Astor. He pushed power into the
mace and tested it on the side of the ice. The
translucent barrier crackled and fizzed at the
contact. Blue sparks flared against his white
glow. It smelled like ozone. 
"You’ll only make it worse for yourself
if you try anything else," Eleanor warned. 
"…worse?" Jacked mumbled. He
hacked a laugh. "Worse than Hell? Fuck
you!" 
"That’s enough! Back off and put the
weapon down, now!" 
Daniel charged his mace and slammed it
into the wall of the prison. He struck it again, 
and again, beating the same spot. Eleanor
threw her hands up. The ice glowed blue. 
"You cannot break free. I command some of
the strongest defensive magic in the world." 
Daniel hit faster. A piece of ice chipped
away. He stopped, examining the tiny flaw. 
After a brief moment, the crack sealed itself. 
It reminded him of the way Rachel’s golems
patched themselves together. 
He looked at Eleanor. A bright blue
sigil sat under her feet. Her eyes were
closed; she was deep in focus. If this was her
specialty, he might be in trouble, but he
didn’t have a lot of options. 
He pounded his mace into his target. The
ice reformed. He blasted it away. It reformed
again. He cut it again. 

Faster.  His arms blurred. He shaved ice
from the wall, gouging a deep crevice in the
prison. Sweat formed on Eleanor’s head as
the blue glow increased to match his effort. 

Faster!  Daniel put everything he had
into it. His muscles burned. His breath came
in sharp gasps. 
His mace stuck in ice. He’d formed a
hole that stretched partway through the wall. 
He pulled the weapon free, then kept
attacking, widening that crater, thinning the
surface. His feet had sunk several inches into
the dirt from the force of his attacks. 
Cracks snapped up the wall of the
prison as Daniel blew larger chunks free. 
Eleanor grunted to keep the prison from
faltering. Her bodyguards formed up where
he was trying to force through. His wrists felt
like they would fall off. Rachel was biting
her nails. 
He was almost out of energy. It had to
be enough. He drew the mace back for one
last, breakout strike. All the power he’d put
into speed, he shoved into his weapon. The
head of the mace shone like a miniature sun. 
He put both hands on the back end of the
handle and lunged. 
The ice around the crater buckled. 
Fractures spidered up its surface. Eleanor’s
blue magic hissed as Daniel’s white aura
burned through it. 
But the wall held. 
It hadn’t been enough. Daniel attacked
again, but with nowhere near the same
power. Bits of ice dropped to the ground, but
the wall didn’t break. He wasn’t strong
enough. 
Eleanor replanted her feet. The cracks
began to seal themselves. The ice layers
started reforming, slow now, but steady. The
bodyguards settled. 
A black-coated fist rushed past him. 
Jack’s knuckles connected with the
crater. Icy shrapnel exploded outward. 
Eleanor and the guards flinched, shielding
themselves with their hands. 
Jack’s arm dropped to the ground. 
"Run." 
Daniel dived out the opening and
sprinted forward. He felt a blast of heat
explode over his head. He jumped over a
pond and ducked across a road and into an
alley. There were more flashes of magic
behind him. 
He put on a burst of speed with the last
shred of his power. He left his pursuers a
few streets behind and stumbled onto the
university campus. He went around the back
side of his dorm, forced the window open
with his pocket knife, crawled in, and
collapsed onto the carpet. 
His adrenaline died like a burned-out
candle. He lay there, sitting in his armor, 
breathing. His limbs were numb. His eyes
felt dry and hollow. 
This was the world he lived in, now. It
was a place where everything could go to
shit in seconds. Weren’t they supposed to be
fighting the Vorid? What happened to that? 
Daniel slammed his fist into his dresser. 
Jack had destroyed everything. Why? What
made his friend think that was a good thing? 
He stripped off his armor and shoved it
under his bed. His hands throbbed. His
palms were raw and red where his mace had
been worked over and over, iron-plated
gloves or not. 
Jack’s desk lamp was still on. His
computer was open. A Wing Blade
Commander wallpaper filled the monitor. 
His backpack sat below his dresser, still
covered with stickers and pins, the relics of
good memories he wanted to carry with him. 
His bed was unmade, the hallmark of the lazy
college student. 
This was the person that had
transformed into a rampaging monster in a
single night. 
Daniel shut off all the lights. He laid on
his mattress. He didn’t sleep. 
He barely slept anymore. He was a
Contractor. 
Chapter Nine
Magicians
Daniel crawled out of bed at 7:30am. 
His exhaustion was replaced with hunger. He
marched to the common room and texted
Rachel. 

I’m in the lounge. Want to eat

breakfast? 

Sure just 1 sec
A minute later, she came in. Her hair
was frizzed up around her forehead. Her
eyes looked tired. They walked to the dining
hall without speaking. 
Their breakfast was silent. Despite
having been so hungry, Daniel suddenly
wasn’t able to eat. He picked at his waffle
and sipped orange juice. Rachel’s appetite
was equally tepid. 
Daniel looked out the window. Big ugly
clouds rolled across tiny patches of blue sky. 
He was getting used to the Northeast winter. 
Forever overcast, with occasional bright
clear days that were somehow freezing cold. 
Eventually, he couldn’t stand the quiet
any longer. "What happened to Jack?" he
asked. 
Rachel set her fork down. "He’s been
taken to our headquarters outside New York
City. He’ll be tried and sentenced for his
crimes." 
"Thank you for trusting me." 
"I love you." Rachel’s voice trembled. 
"You haven’t hurt anyone? You swear?" 
"No one," Daniel said. "I swear." 
Rachel nodded, took a long gulp of
water, then clamped her cup to the table. 
"Tell me how you got here." 
Daniel explained it all from the start. 
She was familiar with Xik. Apparently the
alien frog was ambassador to the magicians, 
too, now infamous for creating contractors
despite their rejection of the idea. He told
her about his abilities, and what he’d been
able to do. 
"You’re already really strong. More
than me, probably." She looked at him. "Was that your full speed, back there?" 
"I can’t go my full speed," Daniel said. 
"If I’m running long distance, it’s one thing, 
but if I have to stop short, my momentum
becomes a problem. It’s impractical when I
fight. I make small movements, rely on my
reflexes. That sort of thing." 
"I might…I could probably help you
with that," Rachel said. "A lot of people use physical enchantments. There’s a lot of
techniques to deal with that sort of
limitation." 
"How?" 
"You might be able to learn a simple
physical sigil. Something easy. Aura-based, 
rather than explicitly directed. I’m not an
expert, but I know a few." 
"Then you do trust me." 
"I said I did." 
"I didn’t know what to think after your
reaction," Daniel said. He leaned low over
their table. "You know what? I’m scared, 
ok? I’m frightened out of my mind. Maybe I
don’t look it." Daniel moved his arm across
the table and put his hand on hers. "But the
threat of dying and going to Hell was nothing
compared to when I thought you’d hate me. I
didn’t know what to do. I knew I cared about
you, Rachel, but that made me realize
something different." 
"…what?" 
"I need you." 
Rachel smiled a small, sad smile. "I
think…I feel the same." 
"I won’t let you fight alone," he said. "If we work together, we’ll get a lot more done
against the Vorid." 
"Daniel, listen. You absolutely can’t use
your powers. It’s too dangerous. If anyone -" 
"I know my magic can’t be sensed," 
Daniel said. "I can stay hidden." 
She slapped the table. "You don’t
understand!" A few people looked over, 
raising their eyebrows and murmuring. 
Rachel sighed again and lowered her voice. 
"There’s a reason we sentence people that
use vampiric enchantments so harshly." 
"I’m listening." 
"Thousands of years ago, there was a
demon emperor," Rachel said. "Details are
vague. Only the heads of a few magical
orders know the full story. He ruled Hell
with an iron fist, and eventually, he invaded
Earth. His armies were strong, but he himself
was unstoppable. He was the first to
discover the vampiric enchantment. 
Whenever he killed, he healed himself, 
gained strength, stamina. His power made
him invincible." 
"I don’t remember that one in history
class," Daniel said. "But it sounds like what happens when I take out a Vorid." 
"The part of earth he conquered before
he was defeated was called Atlantis. Heard
of it now?" 
"Yep. Know that one." 
"A rebel alliance of mages, led by who
was probably the most naturally powerful
magician ever, made a pact with another
demon in Hell, one that wanted to overthrow
the emperor. Their combined forces sealed
the emperor in an artificial plane of
existence between our worlds—Hell. In the
demon language, Hell means seal. The
magician sacrificed himself to provide
enough power to get it done. The backlash of
that battle wiped Atlantis off the map." 
"…so people are a little scared of
history repeating itself, I take it." 
"That’s only the start," Rachel said. "He never shared the magic, but the method was
rediscovered in Europe several hundred
years ago by a magician known as Vlad the
Impaler." 
Daniel frowned. "Isn’t he the basis of
the Dracula myth?" 
"He is," Rachel said. "Mundane history only records his non-magical dealings. 
Unlike the emperor, Vlad shared his
knowledge with his allies. He was
eventually betrayed—transported to Hell. 
Following his demise, his power base
fractured, and the dark arts exploded all
throughout Eastern Europe and the Ottoman
Empire. At its height, about a hundred years
after he was gone, a woman named Lady
Bathory had created a secret empire strong
enough to threaten the civilized world." 
"But we’re not living under the reign of
Emperor Bathory now." 
"The magicians of the time established a
second part to the pact made with the
demons, allowing them to summon them to
our world to fight back. A special prison
was built in the Hell, around the core of the
demon king’s seal, in order to hold Vlad, 
along with the rest of the mages sentenced to
that punishment." 
"At least I don’t need trips to the blood
bank." Daniel sipped his juice. "So we won
the war." 
She nodded. "The knowledge spread too
fast to destroy every single scrap, so from
then on, anyone found practicing the
forbidden magic has been sentenced to
eternal imprisonment on the plane in which
the Hell is located. The demons use the
prison for many of their own, too. For them
it’s like a sick form of entertainment. It’s not
really something the head families talk about, 
but Eleanor told me it’s like a zoo, now. An
insane asylum, a maximum security prison, 
and a freakish sort of carnival all rolled into
one. It’s the fate worse than death. 
Something horrifying enough to keep people
from even thinking about trying dark magic
ever again." She leaned back into her chair. 
"So, that’s why you can’t fight anymore. If
you’re caught…" 
"Thanks for telling me all that." He
looked at her. "I’ll cut back on nightly trips. 
But when those domes fall, I’m not letting
you go out there alone." 
Rachel smoothed her fingers over his
hand. Her skin was soft. "…are you alright?" 
she asked. 
"…Jack…" Daniel tried to keep it
together. From the worry in Rachel’s eyes, 
he wasn’t sure if he was doing a good job. 
"He murdered three women. My roommate, 
Jack. It’s ridiculous. I don’t know what to
think about him." 
Rachel took his hand in both hers. "I’ve
been a part of this world all my life," she
said. "If you want to talk about anything, I’m
here." 
"I don’t have the words to tell you how
much that means to me." Daniel looked at the
table, then back at her. "Now I understand
why your relationship with Eleanor is so
complex. You’ve had responsibilities
beyond what I could appreciate." 
"You didn’t know." 
"What’s the Ivory Dawn, exactly?" 
"The organization of magicians that
rules the United States." 
"Do we seriously have a secret magic
aristocracy?" 
"Something like that," she said. 
"America’s our territory, where our law and
tradition is respected, but that only applies to
magicians. We have hidden connections in
the highest levels of mundane government. A
few important people are aware of us. We
have a non-interference treaty." 
"Mundane government…meaning normal
people government?" 
"Yes." 
"What’s your role?" 
"All magicians can trace their magical
lineage," Rachel said. "The Astors, and many of the world’s most powerful families, have
blood links back to the mage that created the
Hell. You saw Eleanor’s magic yourself. It’s
a variant of the original magic that
specializes in seals and binding
enchantments." 
"Shit. I guess I got lucky." 
"Yeah," Rachel said. "You did. Do you
see why I’m worried?" 
"…I guess I do." 
Rachel cleared her throat. "My family, 
the Ashworths, are their main branch family. 
We’ve served them for generations. I’m
Eleanor’s attendant, something like a
chambermaid, and her bodyguard. We
support them, and they protect us. The
President of the Dawn, Eleanor’s father, is
extremely influential in world affairs." 
Daniel exhaled out his nose. "Jeeze. I
was joking around with the guy and I didn’t
even know it." 
"That’s how it is." 
"Let’s go back to my room," Daniel
said. "I want to sit there, and I want to hold
you until my arms fall off. Is that ok?" 
"What about class?" 
"What about it?" 
"Guess I can skip a day. Since it’s the
end of the world and all." 
"Speaking of, what’s the prognosis on
the whole world situation?" Daniel asked. 
"The last report I heard," she said, 
"about 545 million people have disappeared
worldwide." 
"Holy shit," Daniel hissed. 
"I know." 
"What are we doing about this?" 
"What is there to do?" Rachel asked. 
"Fight better. Try harder. It’s all we can do." 
"…why hasn’t everything collapsed?" 
Daniel asked. "That’s what…seven percent
of the earth’s population? Forgotten?" 
"The losses are concentrated in areas
without much magical organization. Africa. 
Some parts of Asia. Islands." She looked
away. "We’ve prioritized big cities, 
government and economic centers. So, 
mostly, things have held together." 
"The important people," Daniel said. 
"Of course." 
"It wasn’t my decision." 
"Sorry. That wasn’t directed at you." 
"…I know. I just…" She wiped at her
eyes. "…it feels so inevitable. Every day, 
every night is the same thing. We haven’t
attacked. There’s nothing to attack. We just
defend, take a hit, and move on." 
"At this rate, there won’t be anything
left." 
"I know," she whispered. "We even
opened up the pact with demons again. The
Ivory Dawn hasn’t used them yet, but we’re
taking heavy casualties. It’s only a matter of
time." She gripped his hands. "If you can
hold out a while, you might become
valuable. They’ll want to use you. It’s not
much, but it’s better than getting sent to Hell. 
No one comes back from there. Ever." 
"So I have to lay low until things get so
bad they have no choice but to accept me," 
he muttered. "Three cheers for Daniel." 
"You don’t have to sit around," Rachel
said. "I’ll help you practice." 
"Good morning," came Eleanor’s voice. 
She strode in with a plate of food. Her dress
and hair were as impeccable as ever. Daniel
saw her noble aura in a new light. She might
have been a stuck-up rich bitch, but she was
as much royalty as anything he’d ever known. 
It made it a little easier to excuse her
behavior. A little. 
"We were just leaving," Rachel said. 
"Oh, don’t mind me then. I’ll read the
news." Eleanor plunked her plate down and
extracted her tablet computer from her bag. 
"We have calculus in twenty minutes. Are
you up to something?" 
"I’m skipping," Rachel said. 
Eleanor looked at her for a moment. "I
understand." She turned to Daniel. "I heard from Rachel that you and your roommate had
an argument." 
"…we did. Haven’t seen him since last
night, but I guess he has early class too. It
wasn’t that big of a deal." 
"I see. I hope things work out." 
Eleanor’s honest concern would take
some getting used to. He shut his eyes and
nodded. "Thanks." 
Daniel and Rachel went back to his
room. Daniel put water on and made them
hot chocolate. They snuggled into his bed
with thick mugs and stayed there. 


****
Over the next several days, Jack
officially went missing. Daniel didn’t have
to try hard to act distraught about it. The
police didn’t turn up anything. There was
nothing to turn up. 
He was able to learn a single physical
sigil from Rachel. It was tricky. Normally, 
mages concentrated their power through a
sigil almost as if the spell was a set of
memorized instructions, but Daniel didn’t do
that. He pushed his power around intuitively. 
Rachel was baffled by how he did that. Still, 
though Daniel’s magic was more Klide than
human, Xik had been able make a sigil, so he
should as well. 
With practice, Daniel was able to make
rudimentary progress. By focusing his power
not on a part of his body, but directly under
his feet, he could create a sort of thick
platform of air to stand on. By creating them
one after another, he could make a pseudo-
staircase, walking into the sky. It didn’t look
anything like the crisp symbols and lines of
her golem spell; his were more like
indistinct, glowing orbs, almost as if he had
little jets on his shoes. 
With a wall available where he wanted
it, his mobility increased exponentially. He
could run one way, create a platform, stop, 
and bounce off in a new direction. The same
part of his enchantment that protected him
from friction worked to reduce the impact on
his body. He could even move in midair, 
pushing off the sigil as often as he wanted. 
The life of a living pinball was hectic, but
had a lot of potential. 
She found it disconcerting how his
magic was always hidden from her senses. 
She asked him about it a hundred times, but
despite his best efforts at explaining, she
wasn’t able to replicate the way he could
hide his presence. It was unique to the
contract magic. 
At the same time, Daniel was magically
incontinent when it came to anything beyond
simple physical-boosting magic. Rachel
could actually speed and strengthen herself
without trouble. That was handy in a pinch, 
but she preferred her golems for the fact she
didn’t have to put herself directly in harm’s
way. 
Despite his limitations, Daniel gained
valuable insight into how magic worked. 
Sigils were like programs that could be
controlled or modified. The magician formed
the sigil, which itself could be a challenge
depending on the spell, then pressed their
power into it. Physical enchantments, like
his, just used the magician’s body as the
sigil. 
It was hard to stop himself from
shadowing Rachel out in the city. She was
never alone, though—she always worked
with Eleanor and other magicians in the
Ivory Dawn. He spent his sleepless nights
outside the city limits, perfecting his new
talent. 
More than a month had passed since the
last time-pausing dome. It wouldn’t be long
until the Vorid struck again. Daniel spent all
the time he could with Rachel, trying to suck
in her essence. After Jack’s attack, it all
seemed as delicate as a snowflake. 
They had a quiet Halloween. Jack had
been excited about it—he’d even had his
costume ready. Daniel couldn’t stomach the
idea of going to a party without him. He took
Rachel on a date and spent the evening with
her. 
Eleanor was quiet about their closeness, 
almost to the point of avoiding them
intentionally. Considering she had the
sensitivity of a potato, Daniel started to
suspect that he really had made a difference. 
He wondered what she would think if she
knew he was a contractor. 


****
The siege came a week into November, 
just after midnight. 
They were in Daniel’s room, watching a
movie on his computer. The sharp tear in
reality vibrated in his bones. They both
stiffened, exchanged a glance. Daniel
crawled out and rooted for the box of armor
under the bed. 
"Danny, I thought we talked about this." 
"I want to be ready. Just in case of an
emergency." 
"…liar." 
Daniel’s hand paused on his helmet. He
exhaled. "The last time it was off-schedule, 
it was bad. This one took even longer. Just in
case, ok?" 
Rachel sighed. "I have to get to Eleanor. 
Don’t move around too much. You’re
supposed to be frozen with everything else." 
He hugged her and gave her a kiss on the
forehead. "Be careful." Rachel hugged him
back, then dashed out of the room. Daniel
finished strapping on his armor, then laid on
the bed. 
A second later, the curtain of grey
nothing hit the ground. His room was
enveloped in colorless silence. The movie
was frozen on the screen. 
His scrying range had increased with his
powers, just as Xik had said all that time
ago. He could see the entire dorm quite
clearly. He observed the bright flecks that
were Rachel and Eleanor meet, then leave. 
Other members of the Dawn followed at
their heels, the black suits that always trailed
Eleanor. 
It was tough to scry further, but he could
feel the flashes of power all around the city. 
There were even more extractors than last
time. Dozens more. Teams of magicians
fought them at intersections, cycling their
squad members to the front so those in back
could rest. 
Daniel drummed his mattress with his
fingers. He tried taking long breaths. His
heart pounded in his ears. 
He’d learned from Rachel that
conventional weapons were useless against
the Vorid. It wasn’t that magic was
invincible to guns and bombs, but mundanes
couldn’t see the time-bubble. If they entered
it, they froze along with everything else, and
restarted only when the dome was lifted. 
Only things that magicians interacted with
could move. Guns couldn’t fire because the
bullets stopped a millimeter from the
chamber. Bombs could go off only if a mage
was touching them, which defeated the
purpose. It was something they were working
on, but at the moment, all the armies of the
world were useless. 
But he wasn’t. And here he was, sitting
in his bed while people risked their lives. 
He grabbed his mace. Sorry Rachel. 
Daniel was out of the dorm in a half a
second. He stopped outside the door. 
Something was different. Seriously different. 
At the top of the dome was the jagged
fissure in the sky, that entrance into another
dimension. Lowered through it was an
opaque black column. The massive pillar
stretched all the way to the ground, as tall as
a skyscraper, but more like a radio tower
than an actual building. The dome was
almost twice the size of the last. 
He focused on his senses and tried to get
a feel for what was happening. The streets
near where the column should be touching
the ground were riddled with extractors. The
mage teams were carving through waves of
the automatons to reach the source. 
Daniel opened his eyes and took off
across the rooftops. In an instant, he found
his own route. Extractors were everywhere. 
The glowing machines were breaking
through the walls of houses and ripping car
doors off their hinges to get at people. 
Everyone they grabbed had their soul
siphoned off. The hazy white of their souls
drained away like water, leaving them with
only a thin shell of existence, soon to be
forgotten. No more playing with spawn. 
Daniel charged in at full speed. The first
extractor was crushed from head to foot by
the power of his blow. It rattled to the
ground like a smashed soda can. The rest
stopped their activity and gathered around
him. 
He didn’t have to hit and run anymore. 
With his sigil, he bounced through the air, 
smashing in heads and arms faster than they
could track him. In a few moments, they were
smoking wrecks. They disintegrated to black
dust. He absorbed every last speck of it. 
Another wave of extractors arrived. 
They filled the street from sidewalk to
sidewalk, a troop of machine soldiers
marching forward. He raised his mace and
exploded off his feet, filling himself with
energy. 
He transformed into a white missile. He
carved back and forward, blowing them in
half, taking off limbs, or sweeping them off
their feet, always moving, one step ahead of
reaching arms and crushing fists. 
The more Daniel killed, the more came. 
They flooded the road and the alleyways
around him. He slammed his mace through
one, two, then a third, blasting them back into
the crowd. Three shockwaves of energy
roared out where he hit. The ones behind fell
back like dominoes, clearing a space in the
sea of robots. 
"Is that all you got!?" He jumped them
while they were down, swinging his weapon
back and forward like a wrecking ball. His
mace smashed their casings, ruining the
enchanted lines that powered them along. 
Even as he shredded steel, the black fog
of their sapped energy sank into his skin. He
could feel himself getting faster, striking
harder, all with less effort. He worked his
way through the rows of the machines, 
annihilating them faster than they could rush
him. 
Two lasers shot out from the side. On
instinct, Daniel raised his hand to shield
himself. His white power flared on his
fingers like a catcher’s mitt, taking the black
lasers head-on. 
The attack ended. Daniel raised his
palm to his face. The metal plate protecting
his hand was scratched and blackened, but
nowhere near as damaged as it had been the
first time he’d taken that kind of attack—and
this was two with one hand. 
More lasers came, but Daniel was
already behind the offenders. His mace
stabbed through a steel chest. Its magic
fizzled and died. Using his newly formed
extractor-popsicle, Daniel lifted it into the
air, smashing it into its partner. 
Each kill gave him more power. Each
kill healed his scrapes and gave him another
burst of stamina. He slowly worked toward
the black column in the center of the city, 
zigzagging through their ranks, purposely
taking the time to take out every single one. 

That’s right, you idiots. Bring on the buffet. 


****
"Elly! Two, left!" 
Eleanor bent her brow in concentration. 
Two extractors that had burst out of a shop
window were frozen in blocks of ice. 
Rachel’s asphalt golem raised a hand. It
morphed into a hammer, then slammed down. 
The ice and the extractors shattered into
pieces. 
Rachel was only using three golems at
the moment. That would help keep her
stamina up, and asphalt was a lot more useful
than the dirt she’d been reduced to when she
fought Jack. She’d torn up the sidewalk for
material, but at least she could make a dent
in an extractor’s armor. 
"Switch!" came a voice from behind
them. 
Eleanor threw up her hands. A wall of
ice dropped in front of the extractor line. She
and Rachel fell back while another four of
their team took the front. Eleanor let the wall
drop when their formation moved up. 
They were quickly surrounded by their
allies. Rachel plopped down and fell back
on her hands. Her golems collapsed into
piles of asphalt, though her sigils still
hummed on them. She took a long breath and
wiped the sweat away. "Anyone got water?" 
Someone threw her a bottle. She caught
it, downed about half, then had a couple bites
from a sandwich. Their earlier fights in
domes had taught them to bring provisions. 
The time-slowing magic made it extremely
frustrating to prepare food. 
But tonight wasn’t any normal picnic. 
Boston was under siege, and it was the
biggest and strangest yet. They’d fought their
way through the city block by block. The
black column was now only a street away. 
One of their scouts was scrying it out
from the top of a building. As far as they
could tell, it was making extractors. They
emerged from wide, cylindrical housing that
supported the base of the pillar; it had set
down right in the middle of an intersection. 
There hadn’t been any changes since its
appearance. It was an assembly line
endlessly throwing cannon fodder at them. 
The Vorid didn’t seem to care how many
machines it lost. 
Eleanor, as usual, was unfazed by the
hour of combat. Not a single blonde hair was
out of place from her bun. Eleanor didn’t
have a lot of raw power, but she had
incredible stamina. Rachel still had no idea
how Daniel had managed to break her
prison. The contractor enchantment was
beyond any kind of magic she’d ever studied. 
The Klide and the Vorid were far more
powerful than mankind. 
Eleanor noticed her gaze. "Can you
continue?" 
"I’m fine," Rachel said. She sat up. 
"Something’s weird. The other nights felt
like probes. They came, we killed them, it
ended. This is different." 
"Which means they have a new
strategy," Eleanor said. "But they aren’t
overwhelming us. We’re making good
progress." 
"Switch!" Nickolas called. The third
squad swapped places with the second at the
five-minute mark. They moved up a few
yards through the space that had been
cleared. 
"Wearing us down, maybe?" Rachel
asked. 
"That’s what I was thinking. Keep your
guard -" 
A wave of power made Rachel flinch. 
Eleanor automatically shielded the group
with a thick wall of ice. A grey sphere
slammed into it, then vanished. Where it
contacted, the ice was eaten away in a
perfectly smooth, conical bore. 
Rachel stared. Past the translucent wall, 
one of their magicians had fallen to his
knees. A circular chunk was missing from his
shoulder. His right arm was completely
gone. He collapsed with a gurgling shriek, 
clutching at his side as blood pooled under
him. 
Another grey sphere rolled out at them
like a giant cannon ball. They scattered. It
passed through a fire hydrant, carving
through the iron without slowing, then hit the
side of a building, leaving a long gouge in
the brick before vanishing. 
"Don’t touch that spell!" Eleanor
shouted. "Don’t try to block!" 
Another ball fired. Rachel was at a safe
enough distance to watch it. It carved up a
section of the street and punctured a car, but
it didn’t pass all the way through the vehicle. 
Eleanor’s wall had been enough to stop
it. Maybe if she put enough material between
it and her, she’d be safe. Rachel focused on
her spell and reanimated her golems. They
sprang up and jogged in front of her, ganging
up on an extractor that had closed in. It was
quickly pulverized. 
She saw it, then. It matched the pictures. 
The overseer’s skin was ink black. Its
arms and hands were delicate; its face was
angular, almost elfin. A white tattoo was
scrawled on its right cheek. It wore a simple
green robe. It stood on top of the extractor
housing, studying them. 
Three sigils appeared in front of it, the
same slate grey as the spheres. It waved an
arm. The orbs materialized, then shot
forward. 
They ducked for cover, but asphalt and
concrete couldn’t stand against the spell. 
Rachel heard a scream from the alley
opposite her. One of her golems was sliced
clean in half. She dived behind a dumpster as
another orb flew in, barely avoiding a hole
through her head. 
It was trying to keep them scattered, 
huddled behind cover. They were going to be
picked apart. She had to buy time to work out
some sort of plan. 
Rachel ran out and summoned all five
golems to her side. Asphalt ripped itself
from the ground and assembled into her
servants. They formed a wedge in front of
her and hammered forward through the wall
of extractors protecting the base of the
column. 
She walked behind them, waiting for
them to brush the robots to the side. One of
the extractors slipped through, but a wall of
ice knocked it over. The golems pummeled it
into the street. Thanks Elly. 
A grey orb was fired straight for her. 
She mentally ordered the golems to step into
a long line. The sphere sliced through the
first, the second, but stopped at the third. 
They regenerated the wounds quickly. 
The overseer was still firing off in every
direction, forming and shooting orbs at an
alarming rate. She could see her allies
jumping around, taking out extractors from
the rooftops as they dodged the shots. 
Rachel’s stone warriors pressed closer to
the base of the column. 
The overseer noticed her advance. 
Three grey spheres were shot at her. One
went wide. The other two were stopped by
her shield of golems. She felt a bit of strain
as they regenerated, but there was plenty of
street to use as material. 
The overseer frowned. It thrust its palms
out. A massive sigil appeared in front of it. 
An orb the size of a car grew in seconds. It
burst forward. 
Her first four golems were consumed
from neck to foot. She barely survived by
crouching behind the fifth, and it was half-
chewed away. She pressed her strength into
her five sigils, willing the golems back. 
A whoosh of air snapped her head up. 
As second massive orb was bearing down on
her. There was no time to dodge. She was
dead. 
Suddenly, she was in the air, then in an
alley. Arms were curled under her legs and
back, carrying her. She was set on her feet. 
"Are you alright?" 
She spun around. "Daniel!? What the
hell are you doing here?!" 
"Saving that ass." He swatted her butt. 
"Be thankful no one’s around to hear you." 
"Rachel!" It was Eleanor. She was
screaming. "Rachel!! Are you out there?!" 
"I have to get back." 
Daniel hefted his mace. "Go. Stay out of
sight. I’ve got this." 
"What?! We need to make a plan. Even
you can’t -" 
She stopped. He was already gone. His
enchantment was no joke. 
"Rachel!!" 
"Eleanor!" Rachel focused her power
into the ground under her. A brick and
asphalt hand lifted her up onto the roof of the
building. She was a block away from the
black column. 
Eleanor was there in an instant. She
engulfed Rachel in a hug. "I thought…I
thought you were…" 
"…Elly…need…air…" Eleanor relaxed
her arms. Rachel heaved in oxygen. "Sorry." 
Eleanor still had her by the shoulders. 
"Why did you go out there by yourself?!" 
"Someone had to buy time while we
regrouped," Rachel said. Even as she spoke
the words, everyone else was showing up
around them. Eleanor had already gathered
the team together. 
"That was reckless. Don’t act alone. 
This isn’t our dorm room." 
"Yes ma’am." 
"Better." Eleanor turned to them. "We’ll break into the same three squads. Mine and
Nickolas’s will distract it from two sides. 
Squad three, hold until we have its attention, 
then strike at its back with everything you’ve
got. Clear?" 
There were firm nods. "Miss Astor!" 
Nickolas shouted. He was waving from the
edge of the roof. "It’s him! The contractor
with the armor!" 
They all ran over. Daniel was
nonchalantly walking up the middle of the
street, resting his mace on one shoulder. Two
extractors honed in on him, arms
outstretched. Rachel held her breath. 
Daniel kept walking, but his mace
moved so fast her eyes couldn’t follow it. 
Sewer-grate sized holes were punched
straight through each extractor, a one-two
strike like successive gunshots. The
machines were blown back away from him
in shockwaves of white light. 
If he’d wanted the overseer’s attention, 
he had it. Daniel leveled his mace at the
Vorid. Black dust from the extractors sank
into him, rustling his droopy hair. His
weapon and his boots glowed a fluorescent
white. The challenge was clear. 
"What do we do?" Nickolas asked. 
Green light played around the tips of his
fingers as he prepared a fire sigil. 
"…let’s wait," Eleanor said. "I want to see what he’s capable of. If an opportunity
presents itself, we can move in." 
They all hunkered down behind roof
vents and chimneys. Daniel stood in the
street, continuing to press his enchantment. 
His power was so dense it was radiating out
from his body. Five grey orbs formed around
the overseer, and hung there, poised to
launch. They stared each other down. 
The orbs fired. When they reached his
position, Daniel simply vanished. They made
a few harmless holes in the ground. 
Rachel blinked. He was behind the
overseer. 
He swung his mace for its head. The
overseer’s backside flared with a black
shield of pure energy, blocking the attack. 
Daniel struck again and again. The shield
flickered and snapped against the blows. 
Daniel was gone, then he appeared
again, rushing from another direction. The
overseer shot grey spheres, but Daniel was
so fast they might as well have been standing
still. The sigils she’d taught him repelled him
around the attacks at high speed. It was like
watching a beam of light bounce off a series
of mirrors. 
Daniel dodged the last attack, then leapt
into the air. The overseer fired a half-dozen
orbs in his path, trying to lead him. Daniel
redirected off a sigil, dodging the shots and
diving down toward his opponent. He
slammed his mace into the Vorid. The
overseer’s shield wavered and sparked
under the force. 
Before his feet hit the ground, Daniel
twisted off that hit, spinning faster than the
overseer could react. His mace caught it
from behind. White magic met black force, 
but not without results. The overseer was
thrown down into the street, rolling along the
ground. 
Daniel burst after it, but extractors
formed up around their master, and he was
bogged down in a wave of steel and lasers. 
The overseer got to its feet and lifted its
arms. A veritable blizzard of grey orbs
appeared over it. They were smaller, but
there were dozens of them. The matter-
erasing hail stormed down into the
mechanical mess that had surrounded Daniel. 
Extractors were sacrificed in the attack. 
Heads and arms had orb-shaped holes
punched in them. The road was blasted and
torn as if pelted with a meteor shower. 
Rachel couldn’t see Daniel through the
wreckage. 
She barely had time to realize he was
already behind the overseer. 
The Vorid magician seemed to turn in
slow motion as Daniel’s mace came up. The
weapon flared like an iron candle. 
There was a tremendous boom as Daniel
made contact. The shield crackled with
power. Daniel struck again, then again. The
overseer raised its hands, but it focused its
effort into maintaining its shield. Rachel was
reminded of when he was carving through
Eleanor’s ice. He didn’t let up, not giving it
a chance to make more spheres. 
The hits started coming slower. For a
moment, Rachel thought he was getting
tired—but the blasts became even stronger. 
He traded speed for more power. 
Every strike created a wall of sound that
roared at them like cannon fire. The shield
buckled. The overseer took a step back. 
Daniel was winning. 
But they were surrounded by extractors, 
and a dozen black lasers were poised to fire. 
With all his attention focused, Daniel as
defenseless. 
"Elly!" Rachel shouted. 
Eleanor pointed down without
hesitation. "Keep them off him!" 
They all dived down to street level. A
spout of green fire erupted from Nickolas’s
hand, clearing a landing zone. Eleanor’s ice
formed walls around where Daniel was still
pounding the overseer, giving him some
protection. 
Machines and magicians were
everywhere. Extractors sliced into the ice
with lasers, beat at it with fists. Rachel used
her golems to sweep them clear. 
The other magicians hit the bulk of the
machines closer to the tower in a flurry of
fire and lightning. Funnels of wind tossed
groups of them into the air. The men and
women in front formed a shield wall, 
shoving the extractors back while the others
took them down. 
The booming crashes rolled over them. 
1-2, 1-2, Daniel struck again and again, 
driving the overseer back. The Vorid
collapsed to its knees. Its shield vanished. 
Daniel’s next blow started low, then
swept up in a half-moon. The mace took the
overseer straight on the chest. The Vorid was
thrown up and into sky above the pillar. 
Daniel moved faster than he’d sent it flying, 
catching up, passing it in midair, then
slamming it back to the ground. The overseer
crashed into the asphalt with an ugly crunch. 
Daniel pushed himself straight down
with another sigil. There was an explosion
as the end of his club made contact, crushing
the Vorid between his weapon and the street. 
A gust of wind rushed over them. 
The extractors stopped moving. The
inscriptions on their bodies fizzled and died. 
They all collapsed to the ground. The spell
animating them had been cut off. 
Black smoke shifted around Daniel’s
body as he absorbed the soul of his defeated
foe. The power flushed into him. There was
a heavy thump, and it was gone, sucked into
his chest. The body of the Vorid lay there, 
bent in two, its spine broken from Daniel’s
strike. 
For a moment, he glanced around. He
caught Rachel’s eyes. Then she blinked, and
he was gone, leaving only the soft orb of a
physical sigil to mark his passing. After a
moment, it faded away. 
Everyone wandered back into the
intersection. Rachel was covered in dust and
scrapes. She let her golems fall back to the
earth. They all watched as the crack in the
sky hummed, then collapsed inward. The
dome-spell vanished. The color came back. 
Lights turned on. The fire hydrant that
had been eaten away erupted in a spout of
water. Half a building began to slide down
where its wall had been destroyed. It
collapsed in a pile of brick and splintered
wood. 
The black column was left behind, a
towering monolith stretching above the city. 
Everyone would be able to see it for miles
around. The region around its base was
destroyed by battle. This would be
impossible to hide. 
In moments, cars that had been driving
along began to pile up behind them. People
were getting out to inspect the intersection. 
Eleanor made a gesture. Someone collected
the Vorid’s body, and the rest dispersed into
the alleys and streets. They didn’t have
anyone with the talent to hunt down a
contractor like Daniel. 
Rachel traveled with Eleanor to the
subway and took that back to campus. They
stood in the common room, sitting there for a
long time. Rachel subtly scryed the dorm. 
Daniel was in his room, feigning sleep. 
Eleanor’s phone rang. It was Henry’s
ringtone. Eleanor took the call. "Father. Yes, 
we’re ok. Did Nickolas tell you about the
contractor? …yes. We don’t know." Eleanor
listened at the phone for a long few minutes. 
"I’ll tell her. Love you too. Bye." Eleanor clicked the phone off and looked up. "There
were similar major sieges in almost thirty
cities through America. More worldwide. 
They’re all leaving the black pillars. It’s
impossible to explain this away." 
"…then what’s going to happen?" 
Rachel asked. 
"He’s recalled us to New York. We’ll
be leaving tomorrow evening." 
"…that soon?" 
"Sorry." Eleanor stood. "Let’s go
upstairs. There’s a lot more to tell you." 
Chapter Ten
Invasion
Daniel would remember that moment
forever. It wasn’t the moment his world
changed, but it was the moment the world
changed. 
Rachel explained a few things to him, 
but left most of it for him to see. She didn’t
say anything about how he’d gone out the
previous night despite promising he
wouldn’t. She just gave him a kiss and held
him. 
The campus was on lockdown. They’d
woken up to martial law. The national guard
was in the streets. Everyone in the city had
been politely ordered to stay indoors. 
After inspecting the massive black pillar
sitting in the middle of downtown Boston
from their windows, the entire dorm had
packed into the common room, sitting on or
standing around the couch. The TV was
showing flybys of the monoliths. One had
crashed into downtown Manhattan. From
afar, it was taller than the empire state
building, though needle-like in comparison. 
The news channel brought in an engineer that
told them the structure was physically
impossible. Considering the winds at that
height and its tiny base, it should have long
tipped over. 
There was one column each in 28 cities
of the United States—the top 28 in terms of
population. No one believed it was a
coincidence. No one was calling terrorism. 
No one in the common room said much
of anything, but there was a knowing dread
that this was something different. Bigger. 
Deadlier. 
It wasn’t just America. There was one in
London, and Paris. Beijing. Shanghai. Tokyo. 
Rome. Mumbai. Seoul. Moscow. Istanbul. 
Mexico City. Every TV channel showed the
same thing. The skylines of mankind were
punctuated by the black pillars. 
Religious groups were in upheaval. 
There were riots from Rio de Janeiro to
Tehran. Boston had remained relatively
calm; there was some looting earlier in the
morning, but that had been shut down
quickly. Most governments had released
statements emphasizing calm reception to the
events, but real information was scarce. 
Mark and Jensen kept exchanging looks with
Daniel, then each other. 
Eventually, a reporter announced that an
emergency press conference was beginning, 
and the scene of a fire in Lima cut away to a
wood podium stuffed with mics. It was
situated in front of a blue curtain with the
United States seal. The president walked on
camera. They could feel the rest of the world
watching with them. 
"Ladies and gentlemen. People of the
United States. People of all nations on this
Earth. We are at war." The press room on the
TV bustled with whispers. Daniel clenched
his jaw. The president looked down at the
podium, then continued. "Our enemies are
not terrorists, or another nation, or even
other humans. This attack is from outside the
Earth. This is an attack upon humanity as a
whole, from another race entirely. They are
called the Vorid. We face the reality of an
alien invasion." 
There was dead silence. No one moved. 
Daniel crushed Rachel’s hand in his grip. 
She crushed his right back. 
"We have allies, and hope, in this fight," 
the president said. "We have the means to
combat them. We have been fighting them for
almost a year." The press burst into murmurs. 
Cameras flashed. The president raised a
hand. "Let me be clear. The ongoing attacks
have been intentionally concealed. These
decisions were made by me, and others
amongst the highest levels of our
government, and other governments and
international organizations, to protect the
welfare and peace of the international
community. This latest strike has proven too
blatant to hide. I must urge you to remain
calm. We have stood against them
successfully, and we will continue to do so. 
In fact, the black pillars are the remnants of
their last assault, which we have
successfully repelled. 
"What you are about to learn may shock
or confuse you. It may frighten you. But it is
this administration’s decision—my decision
—to now disclose the truth in full. I believe
that the American people are strong enough
to stand against it with dignity, and courage. 
To borrow the words of a great man: we
have nothing to fear but fear itself." 
The president paused a moment and
shifted his notes. The rustle of paper was
clear over the speakers. Not a reporter
budged. Everyone was waiting. 
"The Vorid are not another species from
our galaxy, or even our universe. They come
from another universe altogether. The
specifics are complex, and discussing them
isn’t the purpose of this conference, so I will
be brief. They use a special type of
technology to fight us which renders normal
weapons ineffective." The president cleared
his throat. "However, for many years, 
throughout all our history, we have cultivated
our own version of this technology. It is
something that has been hidden not by me, the
government, or any government, but by the
ones who practice its use—men and women
who refer to themselves as magicians. As
extraordinary and unbelievable as it may
seem, it is magical folk who have defended
us in our time of need." 
"You’ve got to be fucking shitting me!" 
Mark shouted. 
"You want proof?" Daniel asked. 
Everyone looked at him. "Look outside. That
pillar isn’t natural. Why would the president
make this shit up on live television?" 
Mark just turned back to the screen. 
Everyone settled as the president started
speaking again. "To help explain the
situation, I have brought our ally and friend, 
President Henry Astor, to this conference. 
President Astor is the leader of an
organization of American magicians called
the Ivory Dawn. They have been
coordinating our defense efforts thus far, and
their actions have saved millions of lives at
a great cost they have borne in silence. They
have decided that the time has come to
reveal themselves. For the moment, I give
you to him." 
Henry came in from the side and shook
hands with the president. Cameras blinked
like strobe lights. His grey-speckled beard, 
combined with a long white cloak, made him
look like the head of the Illuminati. Which, in
a way, he was. He settled himself in front of
the podium and spent a moment looking over
the crowd. 
The air in the dorm, though, had turned
to ice. Everyone had heard that last name. 
Eleanor stood as if nothing had happened. 
Daniel didn’t think he’d be able to
handle the looks everyone was giving her. 
She was made of strong stuff. She glanced at
him out of the corner of her eye; they looked
at each other for a moment, then turned back
to the TV. 
"I am a magician," Henry began, "and, 
as incredible as it may seem, am capable of
magic. Not tricks, or slight of hand, but real
magic. A physical manipulation of the
universe." He gestured across the podium. 
"Magic appears in our stories and legends in
many varieties and many forms. These are
mostly just that—stories, exaggerated by
time and retelling. They are based, however, 
in fact, from a time when we did not conceal
ourselves. 
"It was decided, long ago, that our
presence in the world created more
problems than it solved, and so we
withdrew. Our efforts to maintain
clandestine have wavered over the centuries, 
but, beyond what we need to keep up
appearances, we never interfere with the
normal world. We have kept to ourselves. 
That state of affairs must now change, 
because if we do not cooperate, we may lose
everything." 
Henry peered at the camera. "When I say
we, I do not mean magicians. I do not mean
America. By we, I’m referring to every
single human on this planet. The Vorid are a
terrible enemy. They are looters, raiders, 
bandits come to take everything we have. 
Their dark magic is powered by the very
force that keeps you alive—your soul. Your
life. They have little interest in our physical
resources, or our land. It is us ourselves they
are after. 
"To that end, they will not stop until they
have destroyed us all. We cannot reason with
them. They do not share our moral scale. 
From their perspective, we are crops to be
harvested. They cannot relate to the human
condition because they are not human at all. 
"To all people, of all cultures, and all
religions, I say this: we can, and we will
prevail." President Astor smiled. It was the
kindly smile of a grandfather. For all that
Daniel was feeling, it made him feel better to
see that look on his face. "We have had our
difficulties. And our differences. But always, 
forever, we have stood. And though we’ve
fallen many times, we’ve picked ourselves
up. And because I believe in our capacity to
survive, and to thrive, no matter what the
odds, I will not lie to you. Today, this very
moment, we face our greatest threat. This is a
war that will be fought on every continent, 
and in every country. It is a war in which we
will all share." He took a breath. "But for every threat we’ve faced, we’ve succeeded. 
We’ve united. We’ve stood shoulder-to-
shoulder. All we have to do is do it again. 
"I realize that information on the current
situation is at a premium," Henry added. 
"Rest assured, all your questions will be
answered. The national guard will assist in
guiding things on the ground. It is critical that
you follow their directions carefully and
quickly. For more on that, I will return you to
the good hands of our president." 
The president came back on and began
to explain the plan in greater detail. The
national guard, and Homeland Security, was
mobilizing all over the United States. They
were activating a contingency to ferry
everyone to the major cities. Refugees would
pass through designated checkpoints to be
inspected by magicians for dark magic, and
then given food and temporary housing. 
Suddenly, the FEMA camps that were only a
vapid conspiracy were all-too real. 
Everyone was encouraged to remain
where they were and wait for instructions. If
the roads were congested, there would just
be more problems in the long run. Daniel
assumed they had something else to take care
of farms. Even if they had everyone in one
place, safe from spawn, they’d still need
food. 
He wasn’t sure if he liked the idea of
gathering everyone together. It made a big
target for the Vorid. At the same time, the
magicians probably couldn’t afford to be
spread out over the entire breadth of the
country. They had to create a defensible
position. It was their only option. 
Rachel and Eleanor exchanged a glance. 
Rachel nodded to her, then led Daniel back
to his room, presumably to explain the
situation. They sat down and held each other. 
Daniel called his father. He’d heard the
news. Police had already come by their
house; they were being shuttled to Cleveland
along with the rest of the neighborhood in
two days. Daniel promised to stay in touch. 
James passed the phone to Felix. His
brother’s voice was light and tinny through
the speaker. "Hey Danny." 
"Hey Felix. How’s it going?" 
"I’m ok, but I guess things are kinda bad
now, right? At least we get to go to
Cleveland. Maybe we can see the Browns
while we’re there." 
"Sounds fun. Get tickets. Maybe I’ll be
able to come by then." 
"You’re not coming now?" 
Daniel’s lips tightened. "They’re
probably going to want me to stay in Boston. 
I’ll ask and see if I can go." 
"Ok. Hey, I got an A on my last math
test!" 
"Good job." 
"Mostly because you helped me some
when we talked." 
Daniel smiled. "Hey, you’re the one that
got the A." 
"Yeah." 
"Take care of dad, ok?" 
"Ok. I’ll call when we get on the buses." 
"Sounds good," Daniel said. 
"I love you." 
"Love you too, Felix. Bye." 
"Bye-bye!" 
Felix hung up. Daniel lowered his head. 
Rachel rubbed his back. He leaned into her, 
focusing on the warmth of her hands. 
"There’s been a change," Rachel said. 
"Several," Daniel mumbled. "Which one
is relevant to my life?" 
"We’re getting recalled to New York
City. Henry wants to keep us close. I think he
was trying to give us a little normality with
the whole college thing." Rachel sighed. "He doesn’t want to risk it anymore. This was a
pretty big escalation." 
"Where does that leave us?" 
"I want you to stay here," Rachel said. 
"Why?" 
"Because you’ll try something if New
York is attacked, you stupid liar." 
"Sorry." He hugged her. "I was scrying, and I was worried. Turned out it was a good
thing I broke my promise though, huh?" 
Her hands clenched fistfuls of his shirt. 
"…I don’t want you to get hurt. I wish I was
normal. I want to stay with you. I don’t want
—I -" Her voice caught. She coughed. "You
need to stay here where it’s safe." 
Daniel brought his hand to her face. He
wiped the tears off her cheeks. He brushed
her long red hair behind her ears. "I want to
go with you, Rachel." 
"New York is the headquarters of the
Ivory Dawn," Rachel said. "It’s too risky. 
You’re strong. You’re really, really strong. 
But if enough mages ganged up on you, it
wouldn’t make a difference. Eleanor and I
aren’t that experienced. We aren’t much
compared to some of the magicians that will
be there. And there’s other things." 
"Like what?" 
"I’m not supposed to talk about it." 
Daniel gave her a look. 
"Alright, alright," Rachel said. "We’ve had news from the Klide ambassador." 
"Xik?" Rachel nodded. "Ok. So what’s
the news?" 
"…a Vorid lord is going to land on
earth, probably just over a week from now. 
He’s the one in charge of the entire invasion. 
We’ve killed one too many overseers. 
They’re giving us a second glance." 
"…shit." 
"The likeliest spot is New York City," 
Rachel said. "The cultural and economic
heart of the strongest country. Now that they
care, they want us to panic and scatter. That
makes for easier hunting." 
"How strong is a lord?" 
"Strong enough to be the reason we’re
concentrating our entire eastern force," 
Rachel said. "We’re leaving in five hours." 
"You and Eleanor? Tonight?" 
"Yeah." 
Daniel ground his teeth in the back of his
jaw. "Stay with me. Until then." 
Rachel’s smile was sad and beautiful
under her puffy eyes. "I’ve got a busy
schedule, but I might be able to pencil you
in." 
"I’ll have my people call your people." 
He drew her back onto his bed. He
breathed deep, feeling the weight of her head
on his chest, the way her hair smelled. 
"Somehow, it all feels more real," she
said. "Seeing everyone acknowledge it
drives it home. It’s not some game I play on
weekends. It’s a war." 
"My history teacher," Daniel said, "was named was Mrs. Faldey. Eliza Faldey. I saw
her disappear." 
Rachel looked at him. "What do you
mean?" 
"When I first got my powers," Daniel
said, "I knocked the spawn off my brother
and killed it. After, Xik told me to lay low
because I was too weak to take on an
extractor. I knew he was probably right, so I
did. The next time I went to school, she was
one of those fake shells." He let his hand
drop from her hair. "I didn’t know what do, 
just that I wanted to do something. So when
she asked, I went over to her house and
mowed her lawn. And I cleaned her gutters. 
Fixed things up. And over the course of the
week, everyone forgot her. She even started
forgetting herself. 
"I was the only one that remembered on
the last day. I was the only one that showed
up for class. Then she vanished. That was
when it was real for me, I think. That
moment." He looked at her. "If that happened to you, I wouldn’t be able to live with
myself. Please be careful. Please." 
Rachel rubbed his arm. "I will. I
promise." 


****
When the sun hung low, Daniel walked
her out to the parking lot. The evening light
winked off the edge of the black limo. 
Eleanor was waiting for them. 
Daniel didn’t want to stretch out the
goodbye too long. That would make it feel
permanent. He kissed Rachel briefly, then
opened the door for her. She gave him one
last smile and hopped in. He closed it behind
her. 
Daniel walked to the other end of the
limo. Eleanor was standing there, looking up
at the edge of the buildings where the sky
was pink and orange. He stopped there for a
moment, joining her in watching the sunset. 
"So," Eleanor said. "Now you know." 
"Now I know." 
"You don’t seem very surprised." 
"It makes a few things at the party make
sense," Daniel said. "Madame Flemmet
calling me mundane, for example. Glad I got
my shots in while I could. Who the hell calls
themselves madame, anyway?" 
"She’s our envoy to the European order, 
actually," Eleanor said. "The French heritage helps. You insulted one of the most important
people in the Dawn." 
"Huh. Imagine that." Daniel looked at
her. "Take care of Rachel." 
"I’ve a spotless record on that front
before we ever met you, Daniel." 
"That’s what worries me." 
Her lips thinned, but then, she relaxed. 
Her eyes drifted. "Perhaps there’s something
to that. I’ll watch out for her. As her friend." 
"Thank you," Daniel said. 
"Keep yourself safe. If anything
happened to you, she would die." Eleanor
sidled up to him. "Allow me to steal
something from you. Just once." 
He frowned. "What?" 
She brushed her lips against his. The
contact was brief, a feather’s kiss, then gone. 
"Stay safe." 
Eleanor walked around the limo, opened
the door for herself, and scooted inside. 
Daniel took a few steps back as it pulled out. 
The guard house at the end of the parking lot
opened its gate. The car vanished around a
corner and into the winding streets of
Boston. 
Daniel sighed and scratched the back of
his head. He’d never understand women. 


****
Rachel was glad to stretch her legs. It
was the morning after their trip from Boston, 
and it felt like they’d been in cars all night. 
The base was a flurry of activity. 
Troops of soldiers jogged up and down the
airfield. Their limo looked out of place
amongst the military jeeps and covered
personnel carriers. Supplies were stacked
high under hastily erected awnings. 
Mitchel Air Force Base was closed in
the early sixties. With the Vorid threat
pressing on New York City, the Ivory Dawn
decided to make it their temporary
headquarters. It would be the focal point for
the push into the city when the dome
dropped. 
The old runway wasn’t in shape for jets; 
almost all of those were in aircraft carriers a
few miles off the cost. Instead, the field had
become a massive parking lot for
helicopters. Shiny rows of propellers were
lined up across the grass and concrete. 
Rachel could see members of the Ivory
Dawn with their white-gold tabards mixed
between the grey and blue of air force
camouflage. They were preparing the
vehicles for fighting in time-stopped space. 
That included spells on the vehicles
themselves, and on any ammunition. Every
single bullet fired in the domes needed its
own sigil. That was the limiting factor in
how much mundane force they could use in
the coming fight. 
Rachel and Eleanor were led into the
main compound. Henry was on the phone, 
talking animatedly about shifting Dawn
members from their southern contingent up to
the northeast. He waved at them once before
finishing up, and they exchanged hugs. 
"Who was that?" Eleanor asked. 
"Matthew Aiken," Henry said. "He’ll be joining us tomorrow." 
Eleanor cringed slightly. "Did it have to
be him?" 
"You know what happened in Atlanta. 
He’s the successor to his faction of the Dawn
whether you like it or not." 
"I don’t contest his ascent, only his
personality." 
Henry rubbed his forehead. "Right now, 
we need him. Play nice." 
"Yes, father." 
"That’s what I want to hear." He put his
hands together. "I want you both helping to
shield every vehicle they have and inspecting
what we’ve already done. Grunt work, but if
the enchantments fail in the dome, the
mundane soldiers will be helpless." 
"Is it going to be the same as before?" 
Rachel asked. "How do we even know
there’ll be a dome?" 
"Xikanthus." 
Rachel frowned. She’d never met the
alien named Xik. Eleanor had a distinct
dislike of him. Daniel described him as a
spindly thin man with a frog’s head. He wore
odd suits, top hats, carried a cane, and never
shut up. It sounded a little too surreal for her. 
"The Klide bother me," Eleanor said. 
"You’re not the only one." Henry looked
out the window at the gathered helicopters. 
"He comes to inform us of an attack. He
assists us in helping with the enchantment to
puncture the time magic. Just enough so that
we can scrape by. Just enough to survive. 
That they can’t provide more aid than that is
frustrating in the extreme. And suspicious." 
"But they have," Rachel said. 
"What do you mean?" Eleanor asked. 
"The contractors." 
"Contractors," Henry said. 
"Mercenaries. They’re vampires to boot, and
they’re beholden to no one. They’re
mundanes that know nothing of our history, 
our struggle." Henry shook his head. "It’s just another problem on our backs, not aid. When
you suddenly give a normal person a huge
amount of power like that, with no training, 
no discipline, there’s no telling how they’ll
develop, how they’ll react. Jack Killiney
was a perfect example of that. Xik is trying
to turn humans into weapons. As long as he
bloodies the hands of the Vorid as they reach
for us, he doesn’t care about the
repercussions." 
"But what if that really is the only thing
he can do?" Rachel leaned on the wall. 
"What if that’s it? What if that’s the only real weapon we have? Shouldn’t we be using it?" 
"Absolute power corrupts absolutely," 
Henry said. "We can’t trust them with it any
more than we can trust ourselves with it." 
"But…" Rachel thought for a moment. 
She didn’t like going against Henry, but she
had to lay her case on the table. She’d had
plenty of time to think it out on the ride
down. If she might be able to help Daniel, 
she had to try. "There’s the two in Boston," 
she said. "The one we caught—Jack—was a
murderer. But we found him fighting the
other contractor in the armor not just once, 
but twice. A lot of spawn disappeared by
themselves while we were hunting. And then, 
when we fought the overseer, he came and
helped us." 
"What are you saying?" Eleanor asked. 
"I’m saying there’s a lot of evidence to
say he’s on our side," Rachel said, "doing
the right thing, fighting the Vorid, using his
power as responsibly as possible. We can’t
condone making more, or ignore the ones
committing crimes, but if we put them all in
the same category we’ll distance the ones
that could make a huge difference in the
war." 
"Assuming that using them in the war
isn’t a bigger risk altogether," Eleanor said. 
"Standing by principle is great and all, 
but people are dying." 
"What’s gotten into you?" 
Rachel clenched her fists. "Over 500
million people are dead and I feel like this is
the first time we’re actually doing what we
should have done from the start! How many
more are going to die before we get off the
high horse and use every option we have?" 
Rachel met Eleanor’s gaze. "Or are you
going to be the one to take responsibility for
half the planet?" 
Eleanor looked at Henry, then back at
Rachel. "It’s not that I disagree. But there are other forces in play besides us and the Vorid. 
It’s not that simple." 
"Seems simple to me." 
Henry folded his arms behind his back. 
He took a breath. "I understand your
frustration, Rachel. I do. But the past has
taught us some very hard lessons. This is not
the first time the earth has been on the brink
of destruction. Or worse. It is the third. And
in the first two, the root cause was the
vampiric enchantment. In a way, it’s the
cause of this one as well. The Vorid are
gathering up souls in a similar manner, 
concentrating power beyond what is
naturally appointed by the universe." 
"But if the contractor in Boston was on
our side -" 
"But we don’t know that," Henry said. 
"Not for sure. We don’t know his intentions, 
or Xikanthus’s intentions. The contractors

might—might—grant us a chance at base
survival. That doesn’t matter much if it also
ushers in the end of civilization as we know
it. What happens at the end of this war, when
we have dozens of superhuman standing
around, millions dead, and a massive power
vacuum? I am the leader of the Ivory Dawn, 
and in many ways, the leader of this fight. 
You have a good point, Rachel, but I have to
think not just about what happens tomorrow, 
but what happens a year, ten years out. I
won’t save the earth by condemning it to
slavery." 
Rachel’s sudden mental image of Daniel
as a power-mad dictator was so ridiculous it
was laughable. Daniel didn’t want his
powers. He didn’t want the responsibility. 
He didn’t want to save the world. He just
wanted to be left alone. 
But he did have it in him to fight. That
part of him was what made him study to be a
prosecutor. It was what made him remember
his teacher that had vanished. It was what
made him put his brother first, even if that
meant sacrificing his humanity. 
It was what made her love him so much. 
She hadn’t spoken for a moment. Henry
took her silence as assent. He gave her
shoulder a pat. "It’s natural to have doubts
when conflict is beating down your door. 
Don’t worry. We’re going to win, and we
don’t need Xikanthus to do it." He turned to
Eleanor. "I need to get moving. Rothschild is
waiting for me to call. I’ll send Nicholas up
to coordinate with you shortly." 
He walked out of the room. They stood a
moment in silence. Rachel shifted. The
floorboards creaked under her feet. "What do
you think?" she asked. 
"About the contractors?" 
"Yeah." 
"…I don’t know," Eleanor said. 
"You told me that Xik said we couldn’t
stand against the Vorid," Rachel said. "If
he’s the one who’s right, then we’re losing
already." 
"…if it came down to it…as long as
someone lived, there’d be hope." Eleanor
nodded. "Even if it was slavery, at least
there’d be life—some chance to start over
and be free again, one day." 
"It’s not a matter of making them
ourselves," Rachel added. "Contractors are
already out there right now. We can make
them allies, or enemies." 
"The weight of lives is a terrible thing," 
Eleanor said. "For now, we have to trust in
my father’s decision." 
Rachel bit her lip. Maybe, with time, 
she could convince Eleanor. Henry wasn’t
budging. But if they knew it was Daniel—if
they just knew, maybe they’d see. Maybe that
would make the difference. 
It was too risky to tell them outright. She
had to keep at it, convince them that
contractors could be a good thing. Now that
the world was aware of the threat, and of
magic, Daniel couldn’t stay hidden forever. 
Or rather, she knew he couldn’t bear to
keep himself hidden and let people get hurt
—no matter how much he pretended he
disliked people. It was only a matter of time
until he broke his promise to stay out of the
fight. 
In a way, she loved him for that, too. 


****
Classes were canceled indefinitely. The
streets would have been jam-packed with
Boston’s student population, but there was a
city-wide curfew strictly enforced by the
military. Half the dorm maintained a constant
vigil of televisions and news websites. The
other half partied like it was the end of the
world. It was a good thing Daniel didn’t
need much sleep, because he wouldn’t have
gotten any with all the noise in the dorm. 
He kept in touch with his dad and Felix. 
They’d made it to Cleveland and were living
in a temporary housing camp. Conditions
were rustic, but livable; they had electricity
and running water. They and their neighbors
passed the Vorid checkpoint without
problems. 
The story was the same all over the
world. Governments were corralling their
populations and consolidating vital
resources. The earth was under siege, and, 
like villagers retreating within the walls of
medieval castles, people poured into the
urban zones around major cities. Within
three days, Boston’s population leapt by
several million as western Massachusetts
dumped toward the seacoast. 
Images were appearing all over the
internet. Apparently a magician somewhere
had a camera, because pictures of Vorid
spawn, extractors, and even an overseer
were posted on every forum and blog he
visited. The misshapen house of facts
constructed by the government’s partial
release of information led to wild
speculation. People were reinventing the
world with magical inserts. The Ivory Dawn
released a statement saying that magical
history was classified and would remain as
such for the foreseeable future, which only
added fuel to the fires of conspiracy. 
The prevailing popular opinion of
magical folk was a good one. It was obvious
enough—the magicians had forgone their
solitude and stepped forward to protect
humanity, when it would have been easy to
hang back and save their own. That, and the
threat posed by the black pillars, had earned
them enough flexibility to be accepted
without much qualm. 
Economic collapse hadn’t happened yet. 
The market was frozen, whether from fear, 
surprise, or government intervention, Daniel
didn’t know. The total-war state of mind was
probably helping. Everyone was trying to
conduct business as usual, do their part, keep
calm and carry on. It was refreshingly
patriotic. It was easy to band together when
everyone had a single goal, one common
enemy. 
If the Vorid made any strong inroads, 
that sense of camaraderie might be
endangered. The fact was that millions of
people were already gone—and not just
gone, but erased, forgotten, sliced out of
history as if they’d never existed, sucked out
of the fabric of the universe. He wondered
how the Ivory Dawn had explained that to
people in the government when they couldn’t
even tell the difference. 
On the morning of the fourth day, Daniel
told Mark and Jensen that he’d gotten
permission to drive to Cleveland to be with
his family. There were a few hugs of
farewell. He withdrew a few hundred
dollars from his bank account, all the
spending money that was supposed to last
him the rest of the year. He wasn’t sure if it
would be useful, but you never knew. He
stuffed his backpack up with the cash, some
water, and his armor, then left the dorm and
found a quiet alley. 
Killing the overseer had given him
power, and a lot of it. 
Daniel created a physical sigil under his
feet. He crouched, then shoved power into
his legs and leapt. He flew up, up, nearly
five stories above the ground. His clothes
lifted off his body as he reached the apex of
his jump. He hung there for an instant, dozens
of feet above the streets. 
He pressed a sigil below him, a plate of
glowing white lines, and jumped off of it. He
did that again, and again, soaring straight up
into the air. After he thought he was high
enough to be mistaken for a bird, he started
leaping forward, bounding from platform to
platform in midair, his legs pumping in time. 
He felt like some kind of flying kangaroo. 
Daniel settled into a rhythm, leaping
huge distances with each stride. Bounding
along as fast as he could go, the ground
cruised beneath him. At one point he saw a
convoy of buses headed north up to the city, 
guarded by army trucks, but other than that, 
the roads were empty. The forests of the
northeast were tense with the calm before a
storm. 
It was four hours to New York City by
car. Daniel made it in forty minutes. He did
the math in his head. It was hard to tell from
so high up, but he’d traveled at over two
hundred miles per hour. He wasn’t sure how
practical that top speed would be in a fight, 
but his reaction time was keeping up with his
movements. 
He’d never been to the financial capital
of the world, but it was as advertised. From
his aerial view, it looked as though a spiked
blanket of steel and concrete had laid itself
over a river delta. Manhattan was a jagged
bulwark of skyscrapers. A small green
rectangle dotted its center, which Daniel
assumed was Central Park. It looked like it
might make a good landing strip, but he
didn’t want to set down right in the middle of
who-knew-what. 
He jumped over to the outskirts of the
city and skipped down into the streets of an
endless suburbia, lowering himself a few
dozen feet at a time. He hit the ground
running, then jogged to a halt up on a
sidewalk. Around him was a collection of
bland houses and preened lawns that
reminded him of Aplington. He started
walking in the direction of a refugee camp
he’d spotted from the air. 
He heard voices, banging sounds, a
diesel engine. He turned a corner. A troop of
the national guard was beating on the doors
of houses. A covered truck rolled up the
street as they went along. Someone spotted
Daniel and called out to him. He waved back
and jogged up to the back of the truck. 
Sitting on steel benches under the canvas
was an elderly couple, a young woman, a
boy that was probably the woman’s son, and
a few soldiers. The boy had a Vorid spawn
pulsing on his back. Daniel had to force
himself not to react. 
An older soldier with salt-and-pepper
hair grabbed his hand and pulled him up. 
"Hey bud. What you doing out here?" 
"Overslept," Daniel said. "Missed the
bus." 
The old man spat out the back of the
truck. "The one thing you don’t want to be
late for, and you’re late. Kids these days." 
"What are you doing out here?" Daniel
asked. "I figured I was walking all the way
to the city." 
"Knocking on doors to wake people like
you up." 
Daniel smiled sheepishly. "Right." 
The man looked out the truck. The sky
was grey and cloudy. "This isn’t a
hurricane," he said, "it’s a war. Can’t afford to sit at home and ride it out." 
Daniel couldn’t have agreed more. 
A few hours and a few more people
later, their contingent pulled up to the
relocation camp on the edge of the city. 
Worried he might need an identity, Daniel
took to his cell phone while he waited to be
checked in. It was easy enough to pull up an
address and invent a fake name from a
random suburb near where he’d been picked
up. 
The camp itself was huge, sprawling off
in each direction as far as the eye could see. 
There were a few buildings, but most of it
was tents. It looked like they’d appropriated
Wal-Mart stock—the tents came in every
shape, size, and orientation, arranged in
haphazard rows. 
The camp’s normal fencing must not
have been large enough, because they’d
substituted police tape and orange cones to
form a makeshift barrier. They probably
didn’t have to try too hard—Daniel figured
that it was only to keep track of who had
been inspected by mages and who hadn’t, but
worst case scenario, a wizard could just
walk around and scry here and there. 
Patrols of soldiers were wandering
along the major lanes and around the edges
of the temporary housing. Smoke rose up into
the air from a thousand fires. Competing
stereo sets and radios blared music and talk
channels over the air. He saw a group of
people crowded around what looked like a
bank of power outlets under a tall solar
panel, all recharging cell phones, portable
TVs, and laptops. 
They were dropped at a sort of
gatehouse near the buildings and ushered in
by guards. A man stepped out from the office
shack. He wore a military uniform, but a
white tabard was draped around his
shoulders. A gold sun was emblazoned on its
front. 
The man looked them over, then asked
the woman for her son. She got a little
hysterical when that happened, but he
reassured her that it would only take a
moment. The mage shot a stream of fire from
his fingers, roasting the Vorid on a burning
stake. 
It fell to the ground, squirming, but not
quite dead. The enchantment that kept it
invisible faded as it died. Everyone recoiled
from the sight of the wriggling leech. Another
thin spear of fire finished it off, and it
disappeared. 
All the soldiers wore faces that looked
like they’d seen it a hundred times. Daniel
was careful to look amazed. The woman was
in tears as she gathered her son back in her
arms, thanking the man over and over. The
magician gave her an awkward pat and
retreated into the gatehouse. 
They passed the tape-fence and arrived
at a desk with some computer equipment
hooked into a rumbling generator. A man
asked Daniel for any form of school or
government ID. Daniel explained that away
by saying he’d packed only necessary items, 
then gave him his fake information. The man
entered it into his screen and waved him
through after assigning him a tent and a
sleeping bag. 
He wandered through the camp. Wood
posts with tent numbers were staked into the
ground at intervals. People were
everywhere. Some groups were families, 
children and teenagers huddled with their
parents. Others were like miniature parties, 
all card games and drinking with people his
own age or older. It was like some kind of
massive arts festival, albeit with the world’s
best security force keeping a watchful eye on
everything. He wondered how long it would
last. 
He found his spot. It was the tiniest of
one-man tents wedged between two other
octagonal 8-man beasts. He briefly toyed
with the idea of trying to find a hotel, then, 
realizing there probably hadn’t been any
hotel vacancies since the first day—or they
were all closed—he let his pack fall to the
ground. 
Daniel’s neighbors turned out to be
friendly enough. On the one side was a young
couple, hardly older than he was, with an
infant daughter; on the other, a large family
of nine, including two grandparents and an
uncle. The only lie Daniel needed was that
he was going to school at New York
University instead of Northeastern. 
He spent the days teaching the kids
poker, using pieces of candy for bets. When
night fell, he sat around the radio with the
adults. The military handed out rations and
water canisters three times a day, and
collected trash and empty bottles for
refilling. Daniel started thinking that Henry
had probably been developing this sort of
emergency plan for some time. It was too
organized to be something thrown together at
the last moment. 
Henry. That was the man he needed on
his side. But if he was the leader of the Ivory
Dawn, and their policy on contractors was
shoot first, ask questions never, it would take
a lot to convince him otherwise. Daniel
turned it over in his head while he lay in his
tent, trying to figure out some way to appeal
to the magicians. He didn’t have any brilliant
ideas. 
Talk radio wasn’t very informative. It
was public knowledge that a big attack was
coming. The Ivory Dawn was working hard
to help everyone and explain the situation as
well as they could. The United States had
reacted stoically enough. Some countries
hadn’t reacted at all. Still others had fallen
into perpetual turmoil. 
He didn’t really know New York at all, 
so he saved several pictures to his cellphone
from the internet while her service was still
active. He took maps of the city at large, the
five boroughs, and the major highways. He
studied them often, trying to come up with
theories on how the Vorid might attack, how
the Dawn would arrange a defense. He kept
a canteen that he could clip on his belt filled
and ready to go with the rest of his armor. It
wasn’t much, but at least he was doing
something. 
Chapter Eleven
New York
Six days passed, and the Vorid came. 
And when they came, the sky was blue, and
the sun was shining. No more pretenses. 
The sensation was the same—something
dark, hard, and sharp, cutting through him. 
Cold iron pressed on his back. Daniel’s
spine shivered. He left his tent and looked
into the sky. 
There was the jagged red portal—that
was the same—but what came through were
not the scattered acorns of extractors
dropping to the ground, nor the black pen-
line of a towering column. Dropping through
the gap was a craft that looked like a cross
between a floating black fortress and a
spaceship. It probably was exactly that. It
paused in midair, a threatening gothic spike
sitting below the clouds. 
The colorless dome spread from the
portal. It was bigger even than the one that
had been put in place over Boston. As it
grew, tinier portals cracked the sky like
blisters on the surface of infected skin. The
great columns fell like rain. The floating
castle dropped a dozen pillars of its own. 
Their height dwarfed the skyline of the city. 
All around him, no one had noticed. No
one looked up from their conversations. 
The color of the world drained away. 
The fires went still, the smoke stopped
drifting. Tents rippled by the wind froze in
place. The campsite hung in time like a black
and white photograph in a history book. 
Daniel rushed into his tent. His fingers
fumbled over the straps of his armor as he
clasped it on himself. He gave his mace a
few test swings to settle his hands, then
jumped into the sky and rocketed toward the
city, pushing himself off his sigils. Below, a
line of cars roared down the road. He could
sense it had mages in it, the ones that had
been staffing the camp. He flashed over them
unnoticed. 
The city loomed below. He slowed his
pace, and then stopped. With just a bit of
power, he stood in midair, suspended on a
foggy gold cushion. 
Rachel was close to Eleanor and Henry, 
probably well-protected. At the moment, 
trying to find her was a waste of time. There
were thousands of people behind him that
were trapped defenseless inside the Vorid
shield, and with his speed, he was definitely
a first responder. He should distract the
enemy forces while the magicians began
whatever they had planned. 
He thought back to Boston. The overseer
had pretty much been running the column; 
when it died, so did all the extractors under
its command. It was like Rachel’s golem
magic, just on an industrial scale. If he
kicked out the foundation by killing
overseers, their assault should falter. Even if
his theory was crap, the more of them that
were dead, the better. 
Daniel made for the closest column. In a
minute, he’d reached its side. He stopped
himself up in the air, standing within arm’s
reach of the top of the pillar. 
He looked down. It was a dizzying
view—tiny streets and blocks sat far below. 
The column’s base had crushed straight
through the side of the building. He was still
far outside the downtown skyscrapers, in the
fields of apartments and small businesses
that was the majority of the city. 
He put a little power into it and swung
his weapon. It rebounded off the black steel
a metallic ping. His hands stung a bit, but
he’d made a small dent. 
Just as he was about to go for a stronger
hit, his senses alerted him to a burst of
magic. Two grey orbs were flying up toward
him. He jumped off his sigil, planted his feet
on the column, and pushed into open air. The
shots whizzed by. 
A storm of orbs followed him. Daniel
jumped and twisted like a skydiver dodging
anti-aircraft fire. Each orb trailed by with an
ugly roar as it ate through the air to get to
him. He put distance between himself and the
column to give himself more time to react. 
The attacks stopped. 
Daniel set down a few blocks away. 
The street was silent. He passed a striped cat
that was paused mid-stride. Loose paper
blowing across the street was caught half
curled. He crept between brick buildings and
under rusty fire escapes, checking his
corners before he dashed past openings. 
Ahead, he could see where the column
had struck ground. The part of the building it
hadn’t crushed was caught in time, forever
about to collapse. He crouched behind a
dumpster and peered around the corner. The
overseer was floating just above the
cylindrical housing that spat out the
extractors. Ten grey orbs hovered around it, 
resting on their magic sigils, ready to fire. Its
sharp face scanned the sky. 
Daniel took a long breath. 
He poured everything he had into the
jump. He pushed off so hard the asphalt
rippled and cracked under his feet. In a
blink, he was in its face, slamming his mace
straight into its neck. 
Its black shield came up. Daniel’s strike
blew it apart, but it deflected him wide. The
overseer went flying, but it righted itself. 
Orbs fired back in Daniel’s direction. 
Daniel was already behind it. He swung. 
His mace crunched into the back of its head. 
The overseer smashed into the ground. 
Daniel let himself fall, landed on it with his
feet, and pummeled it. With it pinned below
him and the street, he had all the advantage
he needed. He beat it until he was sure it
wouldn’t move again. 
He felt the surge as he absorbed its soul. 
He stepped back. Unlike the spawn, and the
extractors, which were magical constructs, 
the overseers didn’t disintegrate when he
killed them. The broken body of the creature
lay on the ground, head twisted back, legs
bent in a way they shouldn’t have been. Its
guts were shredded across the sidewalk. 
Daniel swallowed hard to keep his
stomach steady. He trudged back into the
alley and rubbed his eyes, letting the nausea
fade. 
After he’d recovered, he unscrewed his
canteen. He rinsed his mouth, spat, then took
a few sips. He shouldn’t feel bad about it. 
He shouldn’t care about things that wanted to
suck out their souls. 
He’d basically just snuck up on someone
and beat them to death with a club. You
couldn’t get much more violently barbaric
than that. 
He secured his canteen on his hip and
launched onto a rooftop to pinpoint his next
target. He needn’t have bothered. Four
overseers were flying straight for him from
their fortress. 
Daniel frowned. To be alerted that fast, 
they had some kind of communication
system. That meant there was a possibility he
could be tracked and pursued. He wasn’t
sure about his chances four-on-one. 
Daniel hid his presence and slipped into
an apartment. His senses told him the
building was empty. Everyone had been
moved out to the suburbs. 
He peered out between the blinds of a
window. The overseers had found the body
of their friend. Something seemed to pass
between them. One stayed at the base of the
pillar, and the others spread out, searching. 
Daniel moved to another window to take
a peek at the fortress. It hadn’t moved. With
all the columns it had dropped, it looked like
a black glacier on stilts, perched above the
Manhattan skyline. 
Something was happening. His
improved eyesight could just make out black
flecks leaving the fortress. Fighters departing
from the mothership. The new development
was not encouraging. 
The search for him continued. Daniel
watched the three overseers move further
away with his senses. Their friend back at
the column was still alert, inspecting the
corners of the streets as well as the air
around his head. Daniel hunkered down. 
After a good ten minutes, he tiptoed
down to the door of the apartment. The last
Vorid was pacing. Its friends were relatively
distant, still combing through the streets. 
When it looked away, Daniel sprang
from hiding. His speed blasted him toward
his target as his mace came up. The black
shield automatically came to its defense. 
This time, his aim was straight, and he
wasn’t deflected. His blow carried through
the wall of magic and crunched into the
Vorid’s back. 
The blow threw it against the column. It
hit the ground dead. Daniel looked away and
focused on scrying even as he absorbed his
fallen foe. The three overseers were already
flying back. He leapt straight for the closest. 
Grey orbs darted toward him, but he’d
just eaten his third overseer. The matter-
erasing cannonballs seemed to crawl. He
bounced around them, leaping off his sigils, 
and intercepted the Vorid’s face with the end
of his club. Their opposing speeds combined
to take its head off its shoulders. 
The last two overseers combined their
fire. The spheres bore down on him in a wall
of grey hail. 
Daniel rode the surge of his last kill and
shoved his power out to maximum. His arms
and legs glowed like burning magnesium. 
The grey spheres seemed to lose
momentum. Instead of hail, they were
snowflakes, drifting by. He was confused for
a moment. It hit him—they hadn’t slowed
down. He’d sped up. He bounded around the
magic. 
The Vorid sent more waves of the stuff, 
desperately trying to slow him down. There
were too many gaps. They were too slow. 
The first overseer stopped trying to hit
him and put up its shield. Daniel’s first
swipe broke it. The follow-up backhand sent
it flying down to the asphalt. He couldn’t
follow it while the other was still shooting. 
Daniel redirected and stopped above the
head of its friend. He swung. The attack
wasn’t enough to break the shield outright, 
but the force pushed the Vorid to the ground. 
Daniel plummeted after it. 
They hit the street, the Vorid on its back, 
Daniel standing above it. Daniel struck. 
White sparks crackled and flashed against
black energy. The shield buckled. 
A third blow shattered the barrier. His
final attack blew the creature in half. His
mace burned a foot deep into the cement and
stuck there. 
Daniel’s throat lurched. Dark green
blood was splattered over his shoes and up
his jeans. The black mist of a stolen soul
sunk into him. 
A grey sphere bigger than he was came
in from the side. Daniel had to duck away
before he had a chance to dislodge his
weapon from the ground. The orb ate away
his mace and half the street along with it. 
Daniel skipped around the column and
suppressed his power back down to nothing. 
He felt the overseer pause. It drifted over the
cylinder, eyes shifting, orbs poised around it, 
shield ready. Daniel ducked into the nearest
building. 
It was a little sporting goods store, 
packed to the rafters with helmets, gloves, 
and shoes. His eyes hunted for a weapon. He
briefly considered a hockey stick. 
His gaze fell on a baseball bat. He
snatched it off the rack and choked up for a
test swing. It felt good. Solid. 
He glanced out the shop window. The
overseer was almost straight above him. He
slipped out the door. 
Daniel bent his legs. He sprung up
directly in front of it. It recoiled in surprise, 
then fired everything it had. Daniel pushed
left, stopped himself on a sigil, and
rebounded right. Every shot was wasted. 
Already injured by his earlier attack, its
black shield was a weak piece of paper. He
extended his arms in a fully extended swing. 
Unfortunately for his enemy, the column
was in the way. There was a sickening snap
as it hit the black steel. Its corpse slid to the
ground even as Daniel absorbed its power. 
Daniel spun his bat in his hand. He took
a few test swings, testing his iron-plated
gloves on its grip. He could work with this. 
Land of the free, home of the brave. 
A deep hum grew in his ears. He looked
up. A black ship appeared over the edge of
the buildings. It looked like a flying wedge, 
ink black and cut at sharp angles. It had to be
one of the fighters from the fortress. He
ducked behind a corner to watch. 
A door opened in its side. Daniel’s eyes
widened. Overseers dropped out, at least ten
of them. He noticed the white tattoos on their
faces differed between individuals. They all
wore the same green robes. Maybe it was
some kind of uniform. 
They spotted the bodies of their fallen
warriors and reverently gathered them up. 
One of them, guarded by two of its fellows, 
set itself against the column. The base lit up
like it had back in Boston. Extractors began
to exit from the gates and stream onto the
street. 
The ship set down, one side projecting
off the edge of a rooftop. The overseers
raised their hands. Grey sigils on the side of
the craft began to glow. The end of the ship
came alive with their inscriptions. 
Five gates opened in the back of the
ship. Something new emerged from them. 
They were made of the same grey metal as
the extractors, and had the same multi-
jointed, robotic features, but they were much
smaller. Sharp fans unfurled from their
backs. Even as Daniel realized they were
wings, the tiny steel birds took off, quickly
spreading in all directions like a fleet of
remote-controlled helicopters. 
Daniel’s odds had grown significantly
worse in a matter of moments. If he caught
their attention and led them on a chase, he
might be able to string them out. Then he
could double back and pick them off one by
one. He needed to learn what the birds were
capable of doing. 
He wanted the first strike to count. He
gathered his power and exploded off his feet. 
His target turned its head just as he reached
it with the end of his bat. The white bar of
light in his hands smashed its skull like a
grape. 
He was a wanted man in moments. A
flock of birds cruised toward him. Daniel
flew away at top speed before he could get
attacked by the overseers, jumping off sigils. 
He was shocked to find the birds
keeping up with him. Their wings glowed
with magical circuitry. He changed direction, 
and they swerved to follow. He hit the street
and ran flat out. Intersections and empty cars
blurred past him. The birds stayed with him, 
holding a few yards over his shoulders. 
Their heads glowed blue. Sapphire
lasers twisted out from their mouths and
scorched across the road. 
Daniel hooked left. A car was sliced in
half behind him and paused in mid-
explosion. Glass shattered when lasers
contacted it, then refroze, hanging in midair
because of the dome’s magic. 
Daniel jumped, then rebounded off a
sigil, reversing his momentum entirely. His
bat caught a bird on the wing. It flew out of
control and crashed into a building. He felt
the same boost he did after killing an
extractor. It was good to know he could get
something from taking them down. 
A larger flock at least 30 strong was
following its friends. Daniel immediately
regretted his decision to turn around. 
Lasers stormed at him in a flurry of blue
lightning. He launched himself up. The blue
blasts roared below him, taking out more
abandoned cars and the bottom half of an
apartment. 
That turned into an even bigger mistake. 
They were at home in the air. The birds came
from all sides, dozens of them, pouring up
from the alleys. He spun like a jet fighter
doing tricks to throw them off. 
A laser caught him from behind. His
magically-bolstered armor protected him, but
he could feel the hit to his stamina. He
tumbled away from the fire. 
His bat was useless. It was like swatting
at a swarm of flies with a toothpick. Even if
he chased after one and caught it, he was
harassed constantly from all sides. 
The overseers had caught up. They
didn’t care about taking out their own
machines. Grey orbs carved through the
flock, multiplying the threat of the lasers that
were slapping him around. He had to get out. 
Daniel put his arms in front of his face
and powered forward blind. He felt the
impacts and the scrapes as he bashed through
the swarm of birds. In a moment, he was
free. He dived for the street and ran. 
The birds were still there, firing lasers
as they went. He leapt over cars and off of
buildings. He skipped along awnings and
bounced off walls. It was like running
through a hallway of death. The birds didn’t
have any fear. They didn’t get tired. The
single-mindedness was starting to worry
him. He couldn’t run forever. 
He saw a road sign for the Whitestone
Expressway. The world opened up. He was
on long steel suspension bridge that arced
over the edge of the bay. The towering high-
rises of Manhattan leaned in the distance, 
dominated by the onyx mothership. 
He glanced back. The flock was still
racing behind him. Further down were four
overseers in hot pursuit. Fighting them with
the birds on his ass was too much for him to
handle. 
The road behind him blew to pieces. A
sound like a thousand chainsaws firing at
once cut through the air a second afterward. 
The metallic twang of snapped iron rocked
the bridge. Daniel fell, rolled, then skipped
back up to his feet. 
He turned his head to follow an actual
fighter jet as it whipped over the bridge. He
could actually see every bit of it, even at that
speed. A green sigil was glowing on the
underside of the jet’s fuselage. Two men
were sitting in the cockpit. One of them had a
white-gold tabard. The next second, the
plane was gone, roaring out over the bay. Its
engines were a bright flare of orange-white
against the greyed-out backdrop of New
York. 
His senses alerted him to an overseer
that was still kicking. He readied his bat at
his shoulder. The dust slowly dispersed, 
leaving behind shredded pavement and
damaged suspension cables. The overseer
was hovering in midair, preparing more grey
spheres. 
There was another sound. He recognized
the womph-womph-womph of helicopter
blades beating at the air. A chopper blazed
in on the tail of the jet. Another green sigil
was bright and vibrant on its tail. 
The grey orbs shot for the helicopter. 
Magic barriers formed in midair to meet
them, reminiscent of Eleanor’s ice, 
absorbing the overseer’s volley. Magicians
perched on the open door of the helicopter
returned fire with white-blue lightning. The
overseer’s black shield protected it, but it
was pinned down. 
Another man dressed in normal
camouflage lowered himself onto a massive
turret hanging out the side of the chopper. A
second later, explosions tore across the
water and up the side of the bridge. The
magically-charged grenade launcher
overwhelmed the overseer’s defenses in
moments. It was destroyed in a storm of
gunpowder and shrapnel. 
Another cable snapped. Then another. 
Then another. The bridge started to tilt in
where the jet had ripped it in half. Daniel
scampered to keep his balance as the asphalt
crashed into the water. 
An iron support beam was beginning to
drop like a felled tree. It was heading
straight for the helicopter. The engine roared
to pull them out of the way, but it wasn’t
enough. 
Suddenly, it all slowed, then stopped
entirely. Daniel clambered up over a broken
piece of concrete. 
The bridge was half-sunk in the water. 
A huge wave was just coming up. Bits of
water hung and sparkled in the air. It and
everything else was frozen in place, right
down to the smoke from the explosions. It
was like a giant sculpture of a collapsing
bridge, sitting there, unmoving. The spell had
taken over. 
The helicopter doubled back towards
Daniel. Half of him wanted to cheer and
jump up and down after the small victory, but
for all he knew, he was next on the hit list. 
He offered them a mental salute, then
sprinted the rest of the way across the
bridge. He left them behind and cut off the
highway at the first exit. 
He ducked into a department store, then
checked his cell phone. He didn’t have a
signal, but the clock was still ticking. It had
been half an hour since the dome had
dropped. 
Half an hour. 
He slumped against a rack of clothes. It
felt like a week. 
He was exhausted from sprinting so
long. He’d killed some overseers, but he’d
hardly stopped them from activating their
extractors. And now he had the birds to deal
with. They were more a pain in the ass than
seriously threatening, but they were exactly
the distraction the overseers needed to punch
a hole in him with one of those spheres. It
would be even worse for the normal
magicians. 
He was definitely stronger, though. One
good hit would break through even one of
their black shields, something that was very
impossible for him back in Boston. The more
he fought, the easier fighting would get. 
He thought back to the jet fighter. A
sudden, lethal strike, then away before
anything else could happen. It sounded like
something to emulate. 
Daniel climbed back up to his feet. First
he had to find some food. Then he could
think about his next attack. 
He passed a metal rack holding a few
backpacks. In his hurry to get into the city, 
he’d left his at the camp, so he grabbed one
and swept it onto his shoulders. It thumped
against his armor. With the world under
siege by magical alien soul-suckers, the
simple familiarity of a bag felt good. 
Daniel wondered about how the dome’s
magic worked. He was still able to breathe
normally, so the air wasn’t frozen. Light
couldn’t be frozen, either—he could still see
things. The sun was still shining. It was a lot
more involved than simply stopping time. 
He paused for a moment and scryed, 
sending his awareness up, up over his
position. Sure enough, the Vorid weren’t the
only active force. A stealth bomber ran a
pass over one of their pillars, unleashing
what had to be a magic-guided payload on a
small army of extractors. He could feel
another pillar under assault from ground
forces, supported by several more
helicopters. Flashes of magic were sparking
up all over the city. The Ivory Dawn and the
army had teamed up. Better late than never. 
The good news was that he wasn’t the
only one that had reacted. The bad news was
that both sides considered him something to
shoot at. 


****
Daniel moved slowly and scryed often, 
keeping abreast of trends in the battlefield. 
He compared what he could sense with his
maps and started to put together a picture of
the battle. 
He figured out his own travel route. 
He’d run south through the Bronx. The bridge
he’d crossed took him across the East River
and into Queens. 
Further east, the border of Queens and
the rest of Long Island was a warzone. The
army was pushing in toward downtown, and
the Vorid were trying to get at the hordes of
refugees that had been shuttled out into
Nassau County. Daniel was well within
Vorid territory, but he could hear and feel
magic rumbling in the distance. No pops of
gunfire, though. Maybe it was too difficult to
put a sigil on every bullet, or maybe they
weren’t as effective against the metal
extractors and Vorid shields. 
There were two other fronts further
away, one pushing north from Staten Island, 
and the other attacking south from Yonkers. 
They’d essentially surrounded the core of the
Vorid forces, whom, along with their black
fortress, were situated on Manhattan in the
city center. 
Daniel already knew that half the US
navy’s entire fleet had gathered along Long
Island. If it wasn’t for the shortage of
magicians, they probably would have
leveled the city by now. As it was, jets still
flew at regular intervals. The fortress and the
black columns were peppered with bombs, 
but it didn’t look like they were taking much
damage. 
Daniel kept a low profile and explored
the streets. The place was devoid of people. 
They evacuated in the days after the
president’s speech. With magic picking at his
senses and his ears, he kept jumping at
nothing. 
His stomach grumbled louder and
louder. He tried several restaurants, but the
little food he found was uncooked. 
Eventually he came across a large
supermarket. He walked through the parking
lot and up to the entrance. 
The automatic doors were open. Daniel
stared at them for a long time. 
No one was around. The dome should
have frozen the doors shut. Someone who
wasn’t affected by the spell had been
through. 
Daniel almost thought better of going in, 
but he really needed to eat. He crept past the
stacks of shopping carts and onto the tile. 
Signs advertising sales were crowded
around the entrance. There wasn’t any light
besides what was coming in through the
windows. The shelves stretched into a dim
darkness. 
He should probably check the whole
place before he let his guard down. He
scryed it out; it appeared empty, but the
paranoia was settling in. He sidled up to the
first aisle. No body home. 
He heard a sound. Metal clinked on
metal. He stopped and cocked his head. It
came again. 
He inched closer to the source of the
noise, aisle by aisle. The sound clinked and
clunked intermittently. He poked his head
around a corner. 
Standing near shelves holding canned
goods was a woman with her back turned to
him. She picked up a can, examined it for a
moment, then chucked it in a bag she was
holding. It settled onto other cans already
there. 
Daniel tried to scry her, but to his
magical sense, it was as if she wasn’t even
there. He only knew one thing that could hide
itself like that. She was a contractor. 
Daniel ducked back. His first thought
was to find a different store. If she was
anything like Jack at all, he couldn’t trust her
as far as he could throw her. 
But what were the chances of that? 
Something had happened to Jack, Daniel was
sure, that had deeply affected him. He was an
exception. The woman might be like Daniel, 
normal, trying to deal with the situation that
had landed in her lap. Having someone to
watch his back would drastically increase
his lifespan. Worst case scenario, he could
run away. He was confident his sprinting
speed was second only to the jets and the
extractor-birds. 
He decided to move back to the
registers and yell at her from there. The extra
space would give him more time to react, 
and hopefully she wouldn’t feel as
threatened. He edged behind one of the
grocery conveyor belts. "Excuse me!" 
The woman snapped her head up. Purple
lightning arced from her hands and cracked
towards him. He ducked. The lightning
exploded into the customer service desk. The
sharp scent of melted plastic and burning
wood filled the air. 
"Wait, wait!" Daniel shouted. "I’m on
your side! I’m a contractor too!" 
The sparks dripped in volume, but they
kept snapping. "…we don’t have a side." 
Daniel peered over the edge of the
register. She stared back at him. Purple lights
arced and flashed around her. Thin strands of
her brown hair floated in the air, 
overcharged with static. He left his baseball
bat on the ground and slowly stood, keeping
his hands where she could see them. "Take it
easy," Daniel said. "I moved back here
because I didn’t want to startle you. If I was
going to try something, I would have snuck
up on you, not announced myself. Right?" 
His appeal to reason worked. The
purple lightning twisting at her fingertips
vanished. Her hair fell back onto her thin
frame. She threw the heavy-looking bag over
her shoulder without much trouble; she must
have been stronger than she looked. "What
do you want?" 
"You’re right. We don’t have a side." 
Daniel licked his lips. "So I was thinking we
should make our own side. They’re not
holding anything back. If we work together, 
we could get a lot more accomplished with
half the risk." 
"No thanks." 
"What about when you sleep?" Daniel
pressed. "Maybe you only need a half-hour
nap like me. But that’s a long time to be out, 
if this goes on for a while." 
"More reason not to be around someone
that has a vested interest in killing me." She
slowly walked up the aisle, then, keeping her
eyes on him, went for the entrance. "You go
your way, I go mine, and we don’t have any
problems." She ran out the entrance and
behind the building. Daniel heaved a mixed
sigh of relief and disappointment. 
He checked to make sure the desk
wasn’t going to set anything on fire, but it
had already been frozen. Even the smell was
gone. 
He started around the store. The
refrigerated food, along with the rest of the
perishables, had already been cleaned out. 
Everything else had been left to sit. It was
odd seeing a supermarket with whole rows
of meat and dairy empty. 
All the bread was gone, but there were
plenty of snacks. He grabbed a box of
crackers off the shelf and started munching. 
He stole a can opener from the household
goods aisle, then, taking a leaf from lightning
woman’s book, loaded his backpack with
canned food. There wasn’t much left, but in
the hurry to pack it all away, cans had rolled
to the back of the shelves here and there. 
He considered the long-range attacks
he’d seen so far. Daniel had an advantage if
he could get up close, but, like that overseer
on the bridge, he might be gunned down by
oppressive fire. His magic and his armor lent
him some protection, but he needed
something more specialized. 
He made his way to cooking wares. 
There were plenty of metal items—knives, 
spatulas, ladles. He set his bat on the ground
and picked up a paring knife. 
Daniel found the biggest, widest soup
pot he could. It was about two feet across the
bottom. He charged the knife with his
powers and sawed through the base of the
pot. He bent several layers of disposable
baking trays around that circular frame, 
forming a wide shield. 
He grabbed several ladles, cut their long
handles free, and bent them into tight ringlets. 
He punched them through the aluminum and
bent them like twist ties to hold it all
together. He dug four wide holes in the pot-
backing, then bent two more ladles through to
form a pair of handles. 
He tested it up and down the aisle, 
blocking an imagined attack, then stepping
forward into a strike with his bat. The armor
plates on his arm stopped any chafing, and
the improvised ladle-grip gave him plenty of
control over the shield. 
By itself, the stability of pre-fabricated
kitchenware might be questionable, but
charged with his magic, it was harder than
steel. God bless America. 
Satisfied with his latest purchase, he
slung his backpack over his shoulder and
headed for the doors. An easy leap set him
on top of the supermarket. He looked to
Manhattan. The black fortress was alive over
the skyscrapers, buzzing with Vorid ships. 
Daniel set his weapons down and pulled
out his cell phone. He turned the camera
function on, took a brief recording, then
played it back. It was working. 
He turned the camera back on. "Hello," 
he narrated. "Welcome to New York." 
Daniel panned over the skyline. "I had a
history teacher that hounded us for primary
sources. I’m pretty sure there aren’t any other
reporters taking footage of this, so I thought
I’d do that, just in case. If this isn’t the end of
the world, a generation of high school
students will owe me their sincere
gratitude." Daniel panned to Manhattan and
zoomed in on the black fortress. "It’s been a
little over an hour since the dome dropped. It
looks like the Vorid have set up shop
downtown. The army and the navy are
attacking from the east, the north, and the
south. I’m deep in enemy territory." 
Daniel withdrew a can from his pack. 
"As you can see, the spell over New York is
really strange. That’s the dome I mentioned. 
You can’t see its borders if you’re not a
magician, but it’s pretty clear the color is
sucked out from everything—just blacks and
whites. I’m not sure what causes that, or
why, but it’s not the weirdest part." Daniel
tossed the can in the air and followed it with
the camera. The can went up, reached the top
of its arc, then began to slow. It stopped
halfway down, paused in midair. The colors
of its label faded to shades of grey. 
Daniel grabbed the can. It lit back up as
if someone had flicked a switch. He loaded
in his pack. "Basically, everything not under
the influence of a spell gets frozen. I’m a
contractor, so I have a natural resistance to
it, and that transfers to things I touch. It
doesn’t seem to influence air, because I can
breathe fine, and I’ve seen smoke moving for
a while, so it might depend on what it is, too. 
Magic’s pretty strange like that." 
There was a roar of an engine. A jet
cruised overhead. Daniel followed it with
his camera. "Good timing. Magicians have
been helping the bombing runs all afternoon." 
The jet flew over the island and released a
missile. The weapon fell apart, opening up
into a cloud of projectiles. An explosive
storm plowed into the fortress and the
overseer ships in a series of fiery blasts. A
few seconds later, the booms crashed over
Daniel’s ears. "That had to sting." 
The jet turned to fly back. It was
pursued by a veritable cloud of the steel
birds. They were moving almost as fast as it
was. The jet’s afterburners flared; it boomed
into supersonic speeds, outstripping them in
moments. 
The birds kept on it. They gathered
together. Their wings seemed to link up, 
creating a sort of half-moon dish of metal. 
They fired a single bright blue laser. 
The jet dropped to just above the water
to avoid the attack. In another moment, it
vanished out the edge of the dome. The birds
separated and circled back to roost in the
skyscrapers. 
Daniel had never seen anything leave the
dome before. They must have figured
something out. Of course—otherwise every
attack would be a suicide run. 
"You’d figure there would be a
conveyor belt of planes bombing, but that’s
not happening," Daniel said. "I don’t think there’s enough magicians. They’ve probably
got every man they have on the ground right
now." He cleared his throat. "Well -" 
There was another blast nearby. Purple
light flickered up from an alley. The corner
of a building was blasted up. Red bricks
scattered in the air like the sparks of a
firework. Daniel jammed his cell phone in
his pocket and grabbed his bat and shield. 
He skipped across the rooftops. The
woman from before was cornered in a dead
end. Birds were everywhere, circling, 
occasionally diving down to distract her. 
A small army of the extractors was
marching in from the intersection. She was
punching through them with her purple
electricity, one after another, but she was
losing ground fast. 
Daniel leapt down to the street just as a
few of the birds shot off their blue lasers. He
dashed to her side and braced himself
against his shield. The iron glowed white
with power. He felt the impact where the
lasers struck, but he held without problems. 
They started circling again. Daniel
pointed at the flock. "Can you hit those
accurately?!" he shouted. The woman stared
at him. "Yes or no?!" 
"Yes. But the extractors -" 
"I’ll hold the robots off, you get the
birds. Got it?" 
"Alright!" 
Daniel dashed forward. Purple lightning
was already flickering above him; birds
dropped like flies. He slowed in front of the
extractors and put all of his power into his
bat. 
The first extractor noticed his weapon
glowing and raised its arms in a cross to
block. Daniel slammed it with bludgeon
powered by thousands of Vorid spawn, 
hundreds of extractors, and a handful of
overseer souls. 
The sound his bat made was something
between an explosion and an angry car
crusher. Daniel watched as the extractor was
ripped apart by the sheer magical force. He
didn’t even make contact with the thing—the
steel parted and ripped away from his
oncoming weapon, as if repelled by the
world’s most powerful magnet. The cone of
shrapnel gashed holes in the ranks behind it. 
An extractor on the left came in with a
punch. He raised his new shield to block and
braced his body for the impact. 
The punch dinged away. Daniel blinked. 
No buckling. No strain. 
Heh. Oh yeah. He was stronger. 
He lowered his shield and swung. His
bat drove a dent into the middle of its steel
torso. He swung back the other way, 
knocking it into the crowd. 
Empowered by his new boost in
strength, Daniel lunged forward. Almost
every hit was a kill, damaging an extractor to
the point it was no longer functional. He
fought them back to the edge of the alley and
held there, fending off their black lasers with
his shield and striking any that got close. He
felt like a Spartan hacking against the Persian
army. 
A scream split the air. Daniel glanced
back. The woman was down, and the birds
were swarming her. He raised his shield and
charged in. 
Where his ram struck birds, they were
blown away. He took a few wide swipes to
drive them back into the air, then looked
down. He felt a little dizzy when he saw the
blood. Her forearm was missing a chunk of
flesh all the way to the bone. 
"Hey! You alive?!" 
She bit her lip and pried her eye open. 
"Hurts. Shit." 
Daniel tried to think. They had to stop
the bleeding. 
He sensed magic. He raised his shield
automatically. A dozen lasers slammed into
him. A second volley forced him into a
crouch to protect the woman. The birds
hovered overhead like vultures. The
extractors marched forward. 
An answer snapped into his head. Not a
good answer, but he didn’t have anything
else. "You still with me?!" She grunted her assent. "Ok, just stay the hell awake! You got
it?!" 
"Yeah." 
He knew moving her was a bad idea, but
they didn’t have any choice. Daniel dropped
his bat and shield on the ground. He picked
her up in one arm. 
The birds dived in. He jumped and
rebounded off the alley wall, leaping over
the gathered extractors in a sharp V. He
landed at the back of their group. 
He prayed that this was going to work. 
Daniel charged his power into his
gauntlet. He slammed his hand through an
extractor’s torso and curled his fingers up, 
lodging his first inside it. The robot beat
against his armor, trying to tear itself free. 
Daniel pushed his power into every part
of his body at the same time. He glowed like
a miniature sun. 
He was screaming down the street as
fast as he’d ever gone, dragging the extractor
and the woman both. He ducked around a
corner and skipped to a sliding stop. 
He threw the extractor against the wall. 
With two rapid punches, he bent its arms
back. He kicked its legs out. It flailed on the
ground like an overturned turtle. He set the
woman against the opposite wall. "Hey!" He
snapped his fingers at her. "Rise and shine!" 
Her head lolled, but she didn’t respond. 
Her face was pale. Blood smeared her
clothes. 
He checked the sky for the birds. It
wouldn’t be long. 
He grabbed her shoulder. "Kill the
extractor! Can you hear me?! Kill it! Come
on!" She blinked confusedly. He grabbed her
hand and pointed at the target. "It’s right
there! You have to destroy it! Kill it!" 
Something got through. Her eyes
refocused. Purple lightning snapped down
her arm and hit the robot. 
It wasn’t as strong as before, but it was
enough. Already damaged, the extractor was
burned to a smoking wreck. 
It disintegrated to black dust. The power
seeped through the air and into her body. 
Fresh skin and muscle grew over the injury
and sealed it shut. Color rushed back to her
face. 
"…what…" Her feet scrambled on the
ground. Daniel gave her a bit of space. She
looked at her arm, then at him. "What
happened?" 
"You almost bought it. I -" 
The arrival of the birds cut off Daniel’s
explanation. Their new alley glowed with
purple light. He felt the ground tremble. 
"This time I’m fucking you up!" 
A cloud of sparks engulfed them. Purple
lightning pulsed outward like an EMP. 
Daniel lowered his shield. Half the
flock was down. Their limp forms were still
sparking with purple electricity as they
turned into dust. 
The extractors weren’t far behind, 
sprinting along the ground with power
channeled into their iron legs. Daniel ran to
meet them. Without his bat, it was tougher to
make every blow as powerful, but the
extractors couldn’t keep up with him. He
used how crowded they were against them, 
slipping between their ranks to cripple arms
and legs and smash them together. 
A bolt of purple lightning flashed past
him. An extractor lost its head. Daniel kicked
its legs out and smashed into its torso with
his elbow. 
He glanced back. The woman was
standing close behind him. "Birds are all
dead!" she said. 
"You take the left!" 
With the cover from her purple bolts, 
Daniel felt bold enough to smash his way out
of the alley. It was an intense fist fight, but by
the end of it, they’d killed at least fifty
extractors. He swept his eyes around for
more, but the street was empty. No
overseers. Maybe it had been a patrol, or a
group headed toward the front lines. 
His stomach, still empty, churned. His
vision felt blurry. His body felt ready to
sprint, but his mind was dragging a bit. 
Maybe it was stress. He sighed and rubbed
his eyes. 
"Were you following me, or
something?" the woman asked. 
Daniel glanced back. She had a soft, 
mousy face, hidden behind long brown
bangs. He’d put her between 25 and 30. 
"No," he said. "Why?" 
"You got here just in time to save the
day." 
"It wasn’t that complicated. I heard an
explosion. I felt your magic. I ran over. 
"The store’s ten blocks away." 
"I can run fast." Daniel grinned. "Hold on a sec." He sprinted away. A few seconds
later, he was back with his equipment and
both their bags. He dropped hers at her feet. 
"Guess I owe you one," she said. 
Daniel popped off his helmet, stuck it
under his arm, and held out his hand. "Daniel
Fitzgerald." 
She shook with one of those limp-fish
handshakes small women always seemed to
use. "Gabby McCauley." 
"Pleasure." Daniel glanced around the
alley. The walls were burned and chipped
from their fight. "I’m good close in, but those
birds are annoying as hell," he said. "With me protecting you on the ground and you
sniping from behind, we’d make a good
combo. And if I wanted to kill you, I
wouldn’t have dragged an extractor half a
mile as your personal medical kit." 
"…true," Gabby said. 
"How about it? Buddy system?" 
"How do you know I won’t stab you in
the back?" 
Daniel frowned, then, he shrugged. "If
this shit’s really worth saving, I have to
believe I can trust people." 
"…sorry, but no thanks." 
Daniel was surprised. He’d thought she
was coming around. "You sure?" 
"I’m sure." She walked past him. "Thank you for helping me. Don’t get yourself killed
playing hero, alright?" 
"Yes ma’am." 
Gabby threw him a half-smile. "Later, 
savior." She raised a hand. Purple static
leapt between her palm and the power lines
above them. She floated up to them, set her
feet on the thick wires, then cruised away
like a human maglev train. 
Daniel whistled as she zipped around a
building. He might outpace her, but she
definitely had style. 


****
After finally eating lunch and getting his
breath back, Daniel traveled to a new pillar. 
It was teeming with extractors, birds, and
overseers. He decided to try an attack
inspired by the navy’s jets. He focused all
his power on speed, then soared by an
unsuspecting overseer. His bat clotheslined
it across the neck. 
He decided that would work out just
fine. 
He kept on at top speed for a short time, 
then immediately suppressed his presence
and hid inside a building. A flock of the
birds scattered through the air. He waited
until they stopped searching, then headed out
for another round. 
His new tactic proved effective. The
brief bursts put a lot less strain on his magic, 
and occasionally he was able to take out
two, even three overseers before retreating. 
He could feel his power continuing to grow, 
but he forced himself to stay conservative. 
The first time he let his guard down might
very well be the last. 
In time, impatience started nagging at
him. He wasn’t doing enough; he felt like he
was poking at them with a stick. He decided
to travel to the front lines on the west side of
Queens. 
The magicians were out in force on the
streets. Some were manning helicopters, 
others trucks, using magic to let the army do
their thing with rockets and grenades from
the safety of the vehicles. Those like Daniel, 
specialized in close-range magic, were the
boots on the ground, slicing through the ranks
of extractors. They were backed by other
magicians fending off the birds with
everything from fireballs to blasts of pure
energy to nets of wind and ice and walls of
earth. 
Whenever the overseers showed up, 
they switched to the method Daniel had seen
earlier. The magicians overwhelmed them
with numbers to pin them down, forced them
to focus on their shields rather than making
those matter-eating orbs. The army brought in
the big guns to finish them off. 
Daniel stayed on the fringes of the
conflict, taking out waves of extractors trying
to flank the magicians and picking off
overseers between fights. With their eyes
focused on each other, he was free to come
and go—as long as he stayed out of sight. 
The army made steady progress, often after
he undermined the Vorid from behind. 
The overseers responded to their losses. 
They started traveling in groups of ten or
more, leaving behind the bulkier extractors
for their flying companions. The birds
circled their masters like schools of
piranhas. Confronted with waves of blue
lasers and grey spheres, the magicians were
fought to a standstill. 
At that point, Daniel discovered an
extremely fun tactic. The overseers and their
birds were tightly clustered for defense. He
started a long distance away, lined himself
up, charged his shield, then boosted himself
forward as fast as he could while holding his
shield out, punching through them with sheer
speed. 
His efforts mashed holes in their
formation. The army took advantage of the
openings, finishing them off and claiming
more territory. Daniel worked his way up
and down the line, racking up kills. His
shield was stained with dark green blood. 
After breaking apart another Vorid-bird
sphere, he found two magicians cornered by
a lone overseer. Daniel intervened just as a
grey orb was about to eat a hole in one of
them, whisking him up to the roofs. A flash
of white light later, he killed the overseer. 
He’d long since passed the threshold of
being able to kill them in one swing. 
He landed on top of the building, 
observing the magicians coming forward to
reinforce their friends. The very man he
saved started shouting. Glances and fingers
were pointed his way. Three helicopters
were coming in over the horizon; half the
mages charged up spells. 
He raised his hands and called for them
to stop. They ignored him. When they fired, 
he ran. 


****
Three days passed. 
The city was a wreck. He’d seen
buildings that had been chewed to bits by the
matter-erasing grey spheres of the overseers. 
Other buildings were damaged by
explosions, both conventional and magical, 
and most of the rubble was hanging in
midair. 
The fighting was endless. Daniel
stopped trying to count his kills. He made
appearances in front of human forces to test
his reputation. They all prioritized the Vorid. 
He started waving to friendly troops, and he
found that a lot of them waved back. 
The magicians all still tried to kill him. 
Sleep didn’t come easy. He tried to find
the most out-of-the way cranny he could, but
every tiny sound made him jerk awake, and
within the dome, the sun never stopped
shining. That was probably the most grating, 
awful thing. He didn’t realize he’d miss the
night until it never came. 
If he didn’t have his cell phone, he
would have lost track of time entirely. He’d
found spare cell phone batteries with a half-
charge in an electronics store. He felt like a
scavenger picking his way through a post-
apocalyptic New York. Add in the fact that
everyone was trying to kill him, and it was
almost like a video game. 
Kind of sick to think about it like that, 
really. But it was either laugh, or cry. 
He didn’t see Rachel or Eleanor. He’d
seen people use similar spells—defensive
shields of crystal or ice, or rocky golems to
bash at extractors—but neither an Astor nor
an Ashworth. He suspected Henry was
keeping them from the front intentionally. As
far as Daniel was concerned, Henry was
therefore the greatest man to ever live. 
The three armies surrounded Manhattan. 
The military and the magicians decided to
establish their beachhead at uptown by
pushing across the Harlem River. The Vorid
decided that they weren’t giving up land as
easily as they had been—and that initiated
the first major head-to-head conflict between
the armies. 
What happened was beyond Daniel’s
wildest expectations. 
First was the onslaught of birds. They
came not in flocks, but like a swarm of silver
locusts. There were so many it was like a
cloud was passing over the sun. The mass
stretched over the entire bay. 
Even bombing raids only made a dent in
the bird population. Army positions were
overrun. Daniel tried to fight them, but it was
essentially the worst possible scenario for
him as a combatant. With his growing
powers, he was strong enough that he could
sit in the middle of them without much
worry—they ignored him to attack other
targets—but he couldn’t kill them fast
enough. He was one man trying to hold back
an ocean. 
As magicians abandoned their positions
and retreated, he saw normal men and
women left behind. Without magical
protection, they froze in the grip of the dome. 
Alone, it was impossible to save them all—
the birds latched onto frozen souls like
resting moths and sucked out their lives. 
That was when the Ivory Dawn
unleashed its secret weapon. Rachel had
given him enough of a description to know
what they were like, but he wouldn’t have
needed it to figure out that the things that
came forward were demons. Some were like
minotaurs, huge men with the heads of bulls. 
Another kind were what she’d called
harpies, bird-people with talons and sharp
claws on the hands at the end of their wings. 
He saw something that looked like a grim
reaper, complete with scythe. 
They were strong. They were fast. And
they weren’t packing just the destructive
power that Daniel thought they would. They
came clad in steel and light. It was almost
like magic mixed with technology. An army
of corrupted angels met the press of the
extractor-birds. 
One demon she forgot to mention were
the dragons. At least, he thought they were
dragons. Some were snakelike, while others
were like bulky dinosaurs, but they all
shared the same reflective scales in varying
shades of green and blue. And they all
breathed fire. 
Alfred Hitchcock’s worst proved no
match for the legions of whatever Hell
spawned the monsters. The dragons turned
the clouds of birds to ash with enveloping
streams of fire. The harpies picked off
overseers with coordinated aerial attacks. 
Daniel saw a minotaur crush an extractor’s
head in with one magic-powered fist. They
weren’t invincible; he watched one Dragon
be cleaved in two by an overseer’s grey
sphere, and enough extractors could
overwhelm the minotaurs and harpies. 
Nonetheless, they drove a hole in the Vorid
lines, allowing Daniel and other magicians
to attack the overseers that were controlling
the majority of the birds from the back. 
It wasn’t long before the army had
established a stable front in Harlem with full
control of the northern tail of Manhattan
Island. Daniel kept his distance from the
worst of it. He didn’t want to find out what
would happen if he had to fight a dragon
after he saw one swallow five extractors
whole without so much as a blink. 
They came when he was sleeping. 
Three and a half days of warfare had left
him strung-out; if he hadn’t been sleeping so
lightly, always with his armor on, he might
have been dead. Something grabbed at his
senses. He snapped awake just in time to see
needle-like claws jab at his face. 
Daniel threw himself to the side. The
hand stabbed clean through the wall behind
him. He rolled to his feet. The thing staring
back at him was small, only four feet tall, but
bone-thin. It was entirely black. Its face was
flat and featureless. 
At first, he thought it was a Vorid—but
then it smiled at him. Its eyes lit up like a
jack-o-lantern. He noticed sharp, tiny horns
protruding from its skull. He couldn’t scry it
at all—it might as well not have been there
for all his magical sense helped him. 
It ran at him, but it was slow. Daniel
dodged and punched at its face. 
His hand slipped through it like it was
made out of smoke. Once he passed by, it
turned to attack him again. If it wasn’t for his
improved reaction time, Daniel would have
taken a claw in the back. They skipped apart. 
"What the fuck are you?" 
Its breath was like chlorine. "A
Nightmare." 
"What’s that, exactly?" 
"…hmm." The thing cocked its head. "It will be more fun if you know what we are. 
Demons, summoned by humans. We make
excellent assassins against your kind." 
Daniel’s eyes widened. "How did you
find me?" 
The thing sniffed the air. "Scent. A little
hair from where you’d fought before, and
now..." 
Daniel barely got out of the way as a
second nightmare attacked him from behind. 
He dashed around them, grabbed his gear, 
then flung himself out a window he’d opened
for an emergency exit. In an instant, he was
blocks away. He sprinted, and sprinted some
more. 
The Nightmares followed him
everywhere. It was hard to figure out how
many there were, but he guessed about five
or six. A few swings of his bat and fists
quickly taught him that his magic was totally
ineffective. 
He wasn’t sure how their ability
worked. That was probably the thing that
frightened him the most. If they could slip a
hand inside him, who knew what they could
tear out? There was only one sure way to
protect himself: run like a bitch. 
A long bath in the river didn’t help the
scent issue. He tried slathering himself with
soap. It didn’t make a difference. He waited
in different locations—inside buildings, on
rooftops, or in skyscrapers. They always
found him, and they could fly, too, zipping
along like little black ghosts. Walls and
doors meant nothing to them. They passed
through normal objects at will. 
The Nightmares didn’t always trail
directly behind him; as it was sunny out, they
were easily seen against the pale grey sky. 
They waited until he stopped moving. Then
they attacked all at once, drifting up through
the floors or from behind. 
They kept away when he fought the
Vorid. He suspected that the Vorid’s brand
of magic could probably make short work of
them. They were not front-line warriors. But
Daniel killed quickly, so that never put them
off for long. 
The only real safety he had was
distance. They didn’t pursue him outside
Manhattan; it seemed that mission control
just wanted him out of the way. But he was
never entirely sure. He went from fitful
sleep to almost no sleep at all. The monsters
had a fitting name. 
He kept on the move, smashing and
blasting his way through the Vorid in
Harlem. Whenever he needed a break, he
retreated near the edge of the dome, several
miles out onto Long Island. He spent a few
hours storing extra supplies in a building he
appropriated as a sort of safe house. The
simple work helped relieve some of the
stress. 
Soon after the first major demon assault, 
Daniel saw a new faction of magicians
wearing deep blue tabards. It was good to
know that the Ivory Dawn had allies willing
to come to their aid. Rachel had told him a
bit about other magicians. If he remembered
right, that was the Order of True Flame from
Western Europe. 
Their combined army pushed forward, 
creeping down along central park, extending
sorties further into downtown. The black
pillars were so dense they were almost at
every other intersection. The streets past
96th were packed with extractors. From
what Daniel could tell, the fortress was
hovering almost directly above Times
Square. He wondered if it was just
coincidence, or if the Vorid did it
intentionally. 
He was eating well enough, and his kills
gave him a good stamina jolt, but the lack of
sleep and constant activity was starting to
take a toll on his head. He felt an exhaustion
that a nap and a meal wasn’t fixing. He
wasn’t sure how long he could maintain his
hyper-alert state. 
His supposed allies were starting to piss
him off. Not only did they attack him on
sight, despite his having expressly gone out
of his way for them, but they even sent
demons after him. Still, he didn’t dare stop
his efforts. The man he saved might be the
one to save Rachel. The overseer he killed
today was one less that could hurt her. 
Occasionally he saw a flash of purple
light here and there around the city. Gabby
was hard at work. Daniel kept a polite
distance. He didn’t know if she had her own
set of Nightmares already, but it was
probably for the best, just in case they were
contagious. Sometimes he wondered why she
shot his offer down, but there was nothing for
it. 
He hadn’t seen any contractors aside
from her. They must have known better than
to get involved with what was obviously a
total mess. Or they were dead. 


****
The forward command post of the Ivory
Dawn was the top floor of an apartment on
the north end of Harlem. The cramped, 
wood-paneled rooms were a bustle of
magicians from both the Dawn and the Order
of True Flame. Their European allies had
taken three days to arrive, but they came just
in time to bolster their defense against the
swarm of aerial extractors. 
Rachel leaned in a corner of the
operations room. The walls were coated
with maps and pins. Computers were a
luxury inside the Vorid dome; they didn’t
have a man to spare for every monitor, so
they were back to paper and pen. A table at
the center of the room was layered with
reports. 
Around the table were the leading forces
of their defensive effort: Eleanor, and Henry; 
Matthew Aiken, the son of the magician that
governed the southeastern United States; 
Madame Flemmet, their liaison to the True
Flame; and finally, Lenhard Rothschild, the
head of the Order himself. 
Rachel remembered Rothschild from the
congress. He was young compared to Henry, 
only thirty or so, with short-cut blond hair. 
He had a sharpness about him that reminded
her of Daniel, but he took himself infinitely
more seriously. 
Rothschild also had a serious case of
tunnel vision. He refused to consider the
contractors allies. Rachel had been working
on Henry for three days, and she felt as
though he’d almost come around, and then
this idiot had arrived. The sins of the past
were still fresh in the minds of the
Europeans. Admittedly, that was where the
war had actually taken place. 
Still, that didn’t excuse him in Rachel’s
book. After dismissing his three dragons, 
Rothschild had personally summoned the
seven Nightmares that were even now
hounding Daniel, despite the fact that every
report made it clear Daniel had been
working his ass off to help them. 
But she knew this would happen. That’s
why she told him to stay in Boston. 
She rubbed her hands on her face. She
knew he was lying as soon as his promise to
stay put left his mouth. But what could she
do? He was stronger than her, and getting
stronger by the minute. They needed him. 
Despite the fact their whole force had
standing orders to attack him on sight, he
hadn’t let up at all. A part of her was proud
he was so determined to stand with them. To
protect her. 
"Something wrong?" 
Rachel glanced up. It was Eleanor. 
Rachel was lucky Eleanor had taken her side
in the debate over the contractors; otherwise, 
she’d have no voice at all. "Fine. Tired." 
"Mmm." Eleanor yawned, then
reworked her bun to pick up the stray bits of
hair that had come loose. Not even she could
keep up appearances in the middle of a war. 
"It’s contagious." 
Henry and Rothschild were interrupted
by the arrival of a Nightmare. Rachel
shivered as the skeletal demon rose up
through the floor. "Master Rothschild. A
report." 
Rothschild looked up from the table. 
"Good news?" 
"Unfortunately, no." The demon
considered its words for a moment. "We’ve
ambushed the armored one several times, but
he’s too quick to catch, and he takes his rest
outside our search area. As for the other, her
powers easily protect her on all sides." The
Nightmare rubbed its pointed chin. "They
hardly seem to need sleep. It will be difficult
to kill either of them." 
"But no other contractors?" 
"Not that we’ve discovered." 
"Two, then." Rothschild nodded. "You
may go. Continue your efforts." The
Nightmare vanished back into the
floorboards. "Two is good," Rothschild said. 
"We can handle two." 
"We don’t need to handle anyone," 
Eleanor said. 
Rothschild sighed. "We don’t have time
for this." 
"Lenhard," Henry said, "be careful with those things. You know that demons are
fickle. Especially that sort." 
"I have them under control." 
"Listen to reason." Eleanor rested a
hand on the edge of the table. "I wasn’t
convinced at first either, but the only thing
either of the two contractors have put in
danger are Vorid. The one with the armor
has repeatedly shielded our troops from the
extractor beam attacks. He even brought back
soldiers that were left behind in the retreat. 
We’d have another fifty casualties if it
wasn’t for him, at least. The woman isn’t
going out of her way to help us, but she
hasn’t attacked us, either. They should be
recruited, not hunted." 
"What part of your argument was the
reason I was supposed to be listening to?" 
Rothschild folded his arms. He was of Dutch
origin, but his English was precisely fluent. 
"You realize that, in terms of sheer power, 
they’re already stronger than any one normal
magician in the world? We can’t entrust that
kind of responsibility to wild dogs that don’t
know our laws. Half the contractors we’ve
caught so far are proof enough of that. You
captured one yourself. He was gone mad, 
was he not? That much power is too much
for anyone. It isolates and unbalances the
user. It tempts them just by being available
for use. I said this before, and I’ll say it
again: I won’t have another Elizabeth
Bathory on my hands. Or a Satan." 
"They are our allies," Eleanor insisted. 
"We can work with them." 
"They’re as dangerous as the Vorid lord, 
and they need to be nipped in the bud as soon
as possible. What do you think will happen
when the war is over? They’ll want to
change the status quo." He raised an
eyebrow. "I’m surprised. I should not have to
lecture you, of all people, Miss Astor. 
Wasn’t it you that spoke out against Xik, and
against the vampiric enchantment, back at the
congress?" 
"It was," Eleanor allowed, "but seeing all this firsthand has changed my mind. I
didn’t say we had to become best friends. 
We can use them to drive off the Vorid, then
deal with them after. I’d rather spend my life
rebuilding than underestimate our enemy and
not have anything left to rebuild." 
"You’re a fool if you think it would be
that easy. You can’t control them. They’ll
devour your leash as soon as you tug too
hard. And then you." Rothschild looked back
to Henry. "Henry, your daughter is entitled to
her opinion, but the Order will interpret any
allegiance with contractors as -" 
"Relax, Lenhard," Henry said. 
"Then you’ll allow me to take a team
and -" 
"I will say this," Henry said. "It’s not in our interest to waste resources chasing after
them while they’re not actively hostile. 
We’ve got enough on our plate." 
"Fine. But after this is over, they’re our
first priority." 
"Understood." Henry poked a finger at
the map. "We’re breaking through their last
battalion as we speak. They can’t produce
the extractors fast enough anymore. It’s time
for the offensive." 
"What about the fortress?" Matthew
asked. He stepped forward from where he’d
been waiting next to Flemmet. "Our attacks
haven’t had any effect. We haven’t even seen
the lord yet." 
"We’re not going to wait for him to hit
us," Eleanor said. "We’ll take the ground
underneath the fortress. Once we’ve
eliminated the rest of the Vorid in the city, 
we’ll assault the building directly." 
"They’re dense around the square," 
Rothschild said. "What do you have
planned?" 
"The same strategy," Henry said. "We’ll balance our attack from three sides to open
up multiple fronts. I’ll lead one third our
attack force with Eleanor and Rachel. 
Matthew, you’ll be in charge of the second
third. Lenhard, you’ll pick up the last side of
the triangle with the Order. We’ll push in
and meet in the center. Times Square." 
Rothschild shrugged. "I suppose there’s
not much else to do. We’ve got them
cornered." 
"We’ll need to continue our use of the
demons," Henry said. "I doubt we’ve seen
all their tricks. You should dismiss the
Nightmares and summon the dragons again. 
They’re better in a straight fight." 
Rothschild’s lips formed a thin line. 
"I’ll expect your support with the contractors
once the dome falls." 
"Count on it," Henry said. Rachel
winced at Henry’s firm answer, but there
was nothing she could say. 
They hammered out a few more
logistical details. Madame Flemmet went
with Matthew to coordinate their side of the
force. Rothschild marched away to gather the
Order together. Rachel heaved a sigh. "You
tried," she said to Eleanor. 
"I did." Eleanor looked at her. "You’re quite passionate in your defense of the
contractors." 
"…this is their first real attack," Rachel
said. "One strike on New York, and it’s been
a long, hard fight. What happens if they
attack two, three places at once like this? We
need them." Rachel gave Henry a plaintiff
look. 
"I know Rothschild," Henry said. "We’ll never change his mind inside this room. It’s
cruel to say, but once his people have died
because of his stubbornness, he’ll see the
situation differently." Henry fixed her with
his steely president’s gaze, the one Rachel
saw on Eleanor so often. "But he’s right. The
contractors are abnormal, and they have to
be dealt with. A good record might merit a
little leniency, but if the rest of the magical
world would abandon us for showing mercy, 
we simply won’t have the luxury of doing
so." 
Rachel swallowed. That was probably
as good as she was going to get. "I
understand." 
"Then let’s get moving." 
Rachel trailed behind Eleanor as they
left the room. Maybe Rothschild was right. 
Maybe the contractors were too dangerous. 
But Daniel Fitzgerald, bane of the
Earth? She felt a smile grow on her face as
she pictured him with a cape and a scepter, 
installed as an evil overlord. The masses
kneeled before him. Her imaginary Daniel
threw his royal trappings on the floor, gave
them all the finger, then walked out of the
room. 
That would be just like him. He was
live and let live to his core. He did what he
had to, then went back to playing video
games. He was the type to do someone a
favor and wish they’d forget it had ever
happened—because to him, it wasn’t worth
remembering. 
It was hard, and cold, but incredibly
kind. That was it. He had a cold kindness. A
harsh generosity that scoffed at gratitude. 
But Rachel knew differently. With her, 
he let his guard down. He was so warm, and
so sensitive, that when his mother died, he
cut himself off to save himself the pain. The
compassion that rested beneath his blunt
exterior was the real him, buried and numbed
under a shell of a self. 
That’s why he was here. He probably
didn’t admit it to himself, but it was as much
for her as it was for his own peace of mind. 
He was afraid of another loss, of another
empty hole in his life. 
Rachel stopped with a hand on a
doorframe. Her eyes squeezed shut. 
"Rachel?" Eleanor asked. 
"…coming." 


****
Daniel fought for two more days while
being tracked by the Nightmares. He decided
to take a break before the tension snapped
him in half. He ran back to his safe house. 
Waiting for him were several CDs he’d
appropriated from the electronics store. He
listened to them while feasting on yet more
canned food. His two hour respite felt short, 
but he didn’t dare rest any longer than that. 
He stretched, then loped back toward
the center of the city. Powerful flashes of
magic blinked at him, more than usual. 
They’d probably summoned another wave of
demons. Part of him was glad. The other part
of him wanted to turn around and ball up in a
corner. 
He kept his scrying sight peeled, 
stopping to use it every few moments like the
ping of a radar. He didn’t sense any
Nightmares; he couldn’t, not until they were
extremely close. As they could rise up
directly through the pavement, his proximity
alarm had been the only thing that kept him
from getting stabbed in the foot on several
occasions. 
From the air, he scanned for a target, 
then dove down into Manhattan. Sheer walls
of glass and concrete rose up on either side
of him. He was a tiny ant in a canyon made
out of skyscrapers. 
He turned on the speed as he grew
close, kicking off his glowing sigils to build
momentum. His bat swatted an overseer
before it could react. It smashed through a
window and rolled to a stop, dead. A group
of extractors in the street below collapsed
like puppets with their strings cut. 
That was new. Maybe, if he took out all
the overseers in an area, they couldn’t
control the extractors properly. He was
making a dent in their forces. 
His attack stopped the Vorid from
circling the block to attack the Dawn from
behind. Daniel skipped up to the top of a
skyscraper to check out the action. He clung
to the top of a TV antenna like a gargoyle. 
The magicians were busy chewing
through a flood of extractors. Half their
forces were on the ground, exchanging blows
with the robots directly. They were joined by
a battalion of several types of demons. The
other half were climbing on the towering
buildings, inside and outside, blasting birds
from the sky to protect those below. It was
like a twisted Thanksgiving Special: the
Macy’s Day parade goes to Hell. 
Daniel jumped. He floated in the air for
a moment, and then gravity took over. He
dropped like a stone over the edge of the
skyscraper. Wind whistled in his ears and
whipped around his armor. 
He came down in the middle of the
extractors, leading with his bat. He hit the
ground like a superheated stalagmite having
a bad day. The force of the blast cleared a
space around him. 
The Vorid had learned to identify him as
a threat. He felt a flock of birds pouring from
around a steel office tower, all diving right
for him. Daniel got in another nasty blow, 
knocking down a line of extractors, then
sprinted down the street, jumping over the
heads of the machines with his sigils. 
The birds kept on him. He took right
angles at the intersections, trying to throw
them off his tail. Blue lasers shattered glass
and melted steel where he’d been only
moments before. 
Daniel created a sigil in front of him and
pinged off it like a rubber ball, doing a 180. 
He raised his shield and focused. Metal
drummed off metal as he plunged through the
flock, taking down a dozen of the constructs. 
A second later, he was clear. 
The birds wheeled to follow. He kept
running. Everywhere he went was in total
chaos. The Dawn was fighting on every
street. Minotaurs charged through the
machines like bulls. A harpy shrieked as it
was ripped apart by birds. 
Daniel passed an intersection. There
was a huge roar. The birds behind him were
engulfed in red fire. He watched the
enchanted steel melt to glowing ash. The
heated remains rained down on the extractors
below. 
A dragon whipped around the corner, a
giant winged monster with a long, snaking
neck and sharp spines running down its back. 
Daniel turned again, and the dragon followed
his path, letting loose another roar as it
adjusted its wings. He felt like he was being
pursued by a freight train. 
He felt the heat before he saw it. Daniel
flipped in midair, curled up, and raised his
shield. The stream of fire slammed into it. 
Tendrils of flame licked around its edges, 
but his armor plating protected him. 
Daniel hung a sharp right at the next
intersection, then, before the dragon caught
up, smashed through a window. He slid to a
stop inside a nest of tan cubicles and
suppressed his presence. The dragon
whooshed passed his position, oblivious to
one more broken window among dozens. 
Daniel sat back against a steel cabinet and
breathed. 
He jerked back up and jumped onto a
desk. He had to stay alert. Being up higher
off the floor would give him more time to
react if the Nightmares came from below. 
The dragon doubled back. The scaled
monster searched for a few minutes, peeking
in a few windows with its reptilian head
cocked, then flew off to light up more
extractors. He watched it until it went far
enough that he felt safe. 
Daniel leaned out the building to get his
bearings. Below, lines of extractors marched
along with robotic precision. At this point, 
he figured they were more cannon fodder to
soften up the Dawn. 
Times Square was just two blocks
away. All the signs were shut off and greyed
out by the dome. Without the lights and the
people, it might have seemed empty, but no
less than three black pillars had set down
there. They spewed out extractors by the
hundreds. He could feel at least twenty
overseers milling around. 
Daniel ducked back inside when he
heard a heavy flap of wings. Sure enough, a
green-colored dragon cruised down, dousing
the extractors below with brilliant yellow
flames. The only thing left was a streak of
burnt pavement. 
Just behind the dragon was a small
horde of Minotaurs, and behind them, 
magicians. They pushed into the region the
dragon cleared. Everything in the city was
converging, fast. It confirmed his suspicions
—they were going to use the square as their
launch pad for a direct attack on the fortress. 
Rachel and Eleanor had to be with them. 
He wasn’t missing this party. Daniel jumped
out the window and pushed off straight for
the closest overseer. 
Chapter Twelve
Times Square
Rachel’s golems were all embroiled
with extractors. As soon as they killed or
damaged one, another took its place, 
shooting the black lasers or punching with
steel fists. Rachel herself was even using her
most powerful spell, a combination
construct-physical sigil that coated her with
the shell of a golem, effectively making her a
stone-armored warrior. Unlike her dolls, 
which could only take orders, she had
instinct and creativity on her side—and
focusing all her magic on only herself
multiplied her strength several times. 
Rachel caught an extractor with an
uppercut. It soared into the air. Eleanor, 
calmly walking just behind, flicked her
wrist. The robot was shredded by icy spears. 
Rachel moved up for another attack. 
She needn’t have bothered. Henry
completed his spell. The massive sigil
appeared in the air over the horde of
extractors. The lines of blue light shifted and
clicked like the face of a giant clock. 
It was a massive, perfected version of
Eleanor’s quick attack. Dozens of gleaming
stalactites ripped downward. The flock of
birds above them were shredded, and the
wall of ice continued down, spearing through
metal arms and heads of the extractors. A fog
boiled across the ground from the chipped, 
melting ice. 
When the cloud cleared, there was
nothing left but a field of unmoving metal
bodies. Rachel’s golems shoveled a path
clear. Ahead lay more black pillars, and the
nest of the overseers. More extractors were
already crowding their base. Henry’s spell
hadn’t been enough to take out the
commanders; even he couldn’t force that
amount of power over that wide an area. 
A dragon roared in the distance. The
extractors opposite them were caught in the
conflagration from the demon’s mouth. 
Rothschild’s side was closing in. "Move
up!" Henry yelled. "Get ready for their
spell!" 
Even as he spoke the words, the grey
spheres appeared around the pillars. There
were dozens, maybe even hundreds, some
small, others the size of trucks. Rachel kept
her golems close. Eleanor prepared her
barrier magic. If they didn’t stop this attack, 
a lot of people were going to die. 
There was a flash of white light. 
A nearby display sign blew in half—an
overseer had struck it. The sign creaked, 
tilted, then collapsed on the overseer’s body. 
A black mist drifted upward. A green sigil
flared under a man covered in layered iron
plates as bits of the Vorid’s soul were
absorbed. Daniel. 
He stood in midair. He had a baseball
bat in one hand, and an iron shield in the
other. The grey spheres flew at him. There
were no gaps to slip through. It was a solid
wave of magic. 
Half of a skyscraper was erased. It was
the strangest thing, seeing the top half of the
building still floating there, frozen in time, 
when it should have collapsed right on top of
them. 
Daniel was gone. But he wasn’t dead. 
He was so fast she couldn’t follow him
with her eyes. The only way to track him was
by the physical sigils he used to change
direction. The hazy pads didn’t dissipate
immediately. 
The whole of the street lit up with his
efforts. A white blur shot around the
overseers like a laser reflected off mirrors. 
The grey spheres launched his way were
useless; he was gone long before they
reached him. By the time the Dawn had
moved up to where he was fighting, he’d
killed half of them. 
"Oh my god," Eleanor breathed. 
Rachel had similar sentiments. She
could hardly believe it was him. The battle
must have increased his powers
exponentially. 
Even as they watched, the rest of their
troops made the square. They’d surrounded it
from all sides, just as planned. It was oddly
quiet. No one, human or demon, made any
move to jump into Daniel’s fight. 
Daniel stopped at the end of the square. 
Every segment of armor glowed somewhat, 
but his bat burned the brightest. It left spots
in Rachel’s eyes. 
The remaining overseers had clustered
tight together. They were holding their grey
orbs around themselves as a last defense. 
Daniel wasn’t paying them any attention. He
was looking at the underside of the fortress. 
Henry flinched. A moment later, Eleanor
did the same thing, and finally, Rachel felt it. 
The dark, cutting feeling that always came
with a dome. It plummeted toward them. 
Toward Daniel. 
He raised his shield. A black spear
struck its surface. A shockwave echoed out
from the point of contact. Magic energy
poured out in a shower of sparks. 
Daniel batted at the spear. It was thrown
away, flipping end-over-end. Just as
suddenly, it halted. Rachel saw then that it
was more a sword than a spear, a long, 
curved blade sharpened on one edge like a
scythe. It didn’t have a handle. 
Then it came. She knew it was the Vorid
lord. It had to be. 
Daniel’s shining white light felt like a
flickering candle next to the mass of magical
oppression that rolled over them. She took a
step back. Eleanor bit her lip. The magicians
exchanged nervous glances. Henry raised a
fist to stop his forces from getting closer. 
"Hold!" 
The lord drifted down. It had the same
form as the others, ink-black skin and
delicate, narrow features. It was dressed in a
white robe with green trimmings. There was
a black patch on its breast, some kind of
sigil. It stopped near the floating sword. 
It looked at the overseers. They
cowered before their master. It said
something in a humming language full of n’s
and m’s. Even though they were surrounded
by their enemies, the overseers immediately
prostrated themselves. 
The lord raised a thin hand. Its fingers
twitched. Screams echoed over the square. 
Rachel felt the blood drain from her face as
the lord ripped souls directly out of its
servants. 
The lord waved a hand. A black sigil
flashed at its fingertips, and the sword
multiplied. Five identical blades floated
around it. 
Rothschild chose that moment to release
his dragons. All three of the demons flew in
from above. Three streams of hellfire
erupted from their mouths, surrounding the
Vorid leader in magic heat. 
The smoke vanished. A crackling black
shield came into view, like an egg sheltering
him from the storm. The lord wasn’t
perturbed. It hadn’t even moved. 
The swords leaped forward at lightning
speed. The dragons barely had time to roar
as they were chopped into pieces. Their
thick hides offered no protection. All three
were dead before their corpses smacked the
ground. The five swords returned to their
master, lining up like obedient soldiers. 
It raised a hand. Four of the swords
swept toward Daniel. One flew at Rachel’s
position. 
A minotaur jumped to meet it, fists
wrapped in shadowy magic. The sword
blurred. The minotaur fell apart. Entrails
slapped to the pavement. The sword
hesitated only briefly before continuing on. 
Henry threw up his hands. A blue sigil
glowed under his feet. A diamond of solid
ice trapped the sword in the air just a few
yards away. Over the square, Rachel could
see Daniel flashing about as the swords
tailed him. 
The prism buckled. The sword sawed
up, then down, and freed itself. It dove
forward and stabbed Henry through the gut
before anyone could react. 
The president of the Ivory Dawn took a
step back. He coughed. Blood lined his lips. 
There was a blast of white light. Daniel
flashed by. The sword was gone, pulled out
of Henry. Wind rushed over them as Daniel
exploded away. 
Rachel was numb. Her golem skin fell
from her body. She ran forward, tripped, 
then crawled the rest of the way. Blood was
everywhere. 
Eleanor was there. She grabbed his
robes up in her fists. She was screaming. 
Rachel couldn’t hear her. She couldn’t hear
anything. 
Arms were under her, lifting her to her
feet. Nickolas. "We can’t stay here!" 
Others rushed Henry. A medic came in
with healing magic to stabilize the wound. 
Rachel’s world restarted. She had to
protect Eleanor. They had to retreat. "Elly!" 
Rachel grabbed Eleanor’s shoulder. Eleanor
slapped the hand away. "We have to go! 
You’ll just get in the way! Elly!" 
Rachel didn’t know what the sword had
been doing in the meantime, but she felt the
dark magic flash. She raised a single golem. 
The blade hardly slowed as it cut through. 
There was a flash of light. Daniel was
back, shield high. He slapped his bat at the
weapon, and it spun away from the force. 
"Get him out of here! I’ll hold -" 
He couldn’t finish his sentence; the lord
wasn’t being patient. Daniel fended off
another sword and moved so as not to make
them a target. All five weapons were on him, 
now. 
Rachel grabbed Eleanor. Nicholas
helped drag her back from the lines. Eleanor
scratched at Rachel’s arm, crying, half from
grief and half from anger. 
Other magicians gathered up Henry. The
demons on the front line scattered, accepting
the pain of disobeying summoning orders to
avoid their own deaths. Magic rumbled over
them as they ran. 
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Eleanor stood over her father. Henry
was resting in the back of a truck, alive, and
stable, but unconscious. Rachel stood with
her, keeping an arm on her shoulder. 
Eleanor’s face was expressionless. 
Henry might have been Rachel’s surrogate
father, but he was Eleanor’s real father. 

But there wasn’t any time. Eleanor had
been Vice President since she was eighteen. 
She was now the acting president. 
Rothschild was waiting. 
"Elly?" Rachel asked. 
Eleanor took a long, shuddering breath. 
She nodded. They walked back toward their
mobile command post, a series of armored
trucks that backed their assault. Matthew and
Flemmet were waiting there. They shared
only silence. 
They’d felt the magical force from the
fight for some time, but it slowly died back. 
Reports stated that the lord was holding at
Times Square. The contractor had vanished; 
it was unknown if he was still alive. Rachel
tried not to linger on that. 
Footsteps announced Rothschild’s
entrance. "Miss President. The Order will
continue to support the Dawn in its time of
need." 
"…yes. Good. Thank you." 
Rothschild appraised Eleanor’s mood, 
then started again. "Xikanthus didn’t
underestimate its strength. We need to throw
everything we have at it, all at once." 
Rachel stepped around Eleanor, 
shielding her sister from the immediate pain
of decision-making. "We need to distract it. 
Magic doesn’t seem to stop those swords. 
We need to get in close without it cutting us
down." 
No one had any suggestions. The silence
stretched on. It didn’t take a genius to know
that they were terribly outclassed. The lord
had taken the full force of three dragons at
once without breaking a sweat. Even Henry’s
defenses would have struggled to contain that
much. 
"I have an idea, if you’re willing to
listen." 
They all snapped their heads up. Daniel
was crouched on the roof of a truck. Rachel
had to bite her lip to stop herself from
calling to him. 
"You!" Rothschild shouted. He thrust his
hands forward. A stream of blue-white
poured from his hands. 
Daniel raised his shield. The flames
burst around him harmlessly. He stood and
inspected his barrier. It was somewhat
blackened in the center, but he was
unharmed. "Don’t do that again. I’ve had
enough fire today." 
Eleanor slowly turned her head. There
was a look on her face that made Rachel
very nervous. "…it’s not possible…it can’t -
" 
"It’s pretty possible, muffin top. Unless
we work together, we’re kinda fucked. 
Figured I’d just lay everything out on the
table." Daniel popped his helmet off his
head. The unruly lock of hair drooping
between his eyes was exposed for all to see. 
Matthew Aiken and Madame Flemmet
were speechless. Eleanor looked at Rachel. 
"Since when have you known?!" 
Rachel licked her lips. "…since we
captured Jack." 
"What the hell is going on?" Rothschild
demanded. "You know this person?" 
"Intimately," Eleanor hissed. Her eyes
hadn’t left Rachel’s face. Rachel stared at
her feet. "This explains why you were so
supportive." Her whisper was harsh. "I
should have known. I should have seen it!" 
"Hey!" Daniel shouted. They all looked
back at him. "Eleanor. I know I owe you
some explanations, but we don’t have time to
act this out right now. You can slap me as
many times as you want when we’ve won." 
"Disarm yourself before I unleash
everything I have," Rothschild said. "I assure you, no physical barrier will stop my fire." 
Even as he said the words, the blue fire still
glowing in his hands turned white. 
"I’ve been fighting this whole damn time
on your side," Daniel said, "and I haven’t
hurt anyone except Vorid. If you don’t want
to believe me, fine. I’ll fuck off and you can
fight the lord by yourself. I’m tired of
sticking my neck out for you people and
getting shot at." 
Rothschild paused. "…talk." 
Daniel tapped the front of his shield. 
"It’s simple. I’ll distract the lord and make
an opening for you to lay down your
firepower. And after…" Daniel sighed. "I’ll turn myself in." 
Rachel shook her head. "Daniel, there’s
-" 
"I’m a monster." Rachel stared. 
Rothschild narrowed his eyes. "I am," Daniel continued. "I get the message. I crossed the
line. When this battle is over, you can clap
me in irons. Or whatever the magical
equivalent of irons are. I don’t really care. If
that’s what it takes to convince you I’m on
your side, that I’m doing this for the right
reasons, then I’ll do it. But right now, you
need me." 
"We can’t risk you killing the lord and
absorbing its power," Rothschild said. 
"We’d just make an even bigger problem." 
"Thanks for the vote of confidence," 
Daniel said. "Think about it for a second. 
You’ll all be firing at it while I cover you. 
Even if I get a shot in, I have to deliver the
killing blow for the enchantment to work. It’s
pretty unlikely." 
"But possible." 
"You’re retarded," Daniel snapped. 
"You know why I’m a contractor? I don’t
have a choice, that’s why. I haven’t had one
from the start. If I didn’t take Xik’s offer, my
nine year brother would have had his soul
sucked out by the Vorid. I would have
forgotten him. My own brother!" Daniel was
shouting. "I wouldn’t even have cared
because it would be like he hadn’t even
existed! Where the hell was the glorious
Ivory Dawn when my family and my entire
town was getting eaten alive and replaced
with shells?! Guess we weren’t all that high
on the priority list compared to the rich
pricks at your cocktail parties! What the hell
was I supposed to do?! Sit there and take it
when the solution was waved in front of my
face?!" No one moved. Daniel took a long, 
deep breath, then sighed it back out. "But I
don’t blame you for prioritizing lives. You
did what you had to do. Just like me. Isn’t
that right?" 
More mages had circled around them. 
More than one person had prepared a spell. 
Rachel didn’t think Daniel considered them
much of a threat. He was just too fast. 
"Don’t compare us," Rothschild began, 
"to an aberration like -" 
"So what’s plan B?" 
"What?" 
Daniel glanced around at the gathered
faces. "Fine. I’ll leave. You’ll never hear
from me again. Then what? You chuck
yourselves at the magic food processor?" 
"We’re aware of the risks!" Rothschild
shouted. "I wouldn’t expect you to
understand how it feels to shoulder our way
of life. To endanger your family for people
who will never appreciate the sacrifice. No. 
You burst in without respect, in ignorance, 
and in arrogance. What should be a groveling
apology is a lecture, a pathetic attempt at
trying to teach morality to the head Wizard of
the Order of True Flame." 
"I don’t have respect for someone that
puts a price tag on people’s lives and has a
head big enough to claim that he’s still taking
the high road. At least I admit what I am. By
the way, here’s what I think about your big-
shot title." He stuck out his middle finger. 
"Go fuck yourself." 
"I’ve had enough!" Rothschild raised his
hands. 
"Bring it, asswipe. Let’s see what you
got." 
"Stop!" Eleanor shouted. "Both of you. 
Control yourselves before we do our
enemy’s work for him." Rothschild let his
hands fall to his sides. Daniel lowered his
bat. 
"…do you have some sort of plan?" 
Madame Flemmet prompted. 
"Daniel Fitzgerald," Eleanor said, 
looking up to him, "will cover us and distract
the lord during our approach." 
"The Order will not condone -" 
"I am aware of your feelings, 
Rothschild!" Eleanor said. "We don’t have a choice! Or would you rather have Daniel kill
us all and make use of us that way?! It would
be better than throwing ourselves on those
swords!" Rothschild was stunned silent. 
Eleanor turned back. "Daniel. Come here." 
Daniel hopped off the van and walked to
the middle of their circle. Everyone rotated
as he stood before Eleanor. "Eleanor." 
"Take a knee." 
"For what? My knighting?" 
"Kneel!" 
Daniel took a knee without further
complaint. 
"Have you absorbed any human souls?" 
"No. I haven’t hurt anyone." 
"Do you swear to turn yourself in when
this fight is over?" 
He nodded. "Yes." 
"Then I’ll trust you." Eleanor leaned
over him. Rachel had never in her life seen
so much anger on her friend’s face. "If you’re
lying, then I swear on my mother’s grave that
I will personally hunt you to the ends of the
earth and choke the life from you with my
bare hands." 
Daniel gulped audibly. "I promise you
won’t have to do that." 
"Good." Eleanor turned to Rothschild. 
"Is that satisfactory?" 
"No, but it’s better than nothing." 
Rothschild’s eyes cut at Daniel. "If you’re
lying, Miss Astor won’t have a chance to kill
you, because I’ll get there first. And I won’t
be as kind." 
"Death threats acknowledged." Daniel
got to his feet and looked at Eleanor. "So
what do I call you? Madame President? 
Captain Commander? Mistress?" 
Rachel winced, but to her surprise, 
Eleanor smiled. "It’s good to know some
things in this world never change." She
turned away. "Aiken, Madame Flemmet! 
Pick our strongest from units 1 through 4. Get
a message to the army. I want every
helicopter they’ve got with all the ammo they
can carry. Rothschild, get your best people
ready." The head wizard walked away
without another word. Matthew and Flemmet
moved to obey Eleanor’s commands. 
"What can I do?" Daniel asked. 
"Stay put and don’t cause trouble," 
Eleanor said. "Rachel, with me." 
Rachel’s feet automatically moved to
put her at Eleanor’s shoulder. She glanced
back. Daniel smiled and did a little wave of
his fingertips. She had to stop herself from
grinning like an idiot. 
"When this is over," Eleanor said, "I
may not be able to protect him." 
Rachel’s throat knotted. She had to push
the words out. "Please, Elly." 
"Do you love him?" 
"Yes." 
"…I’ll do what I can. That might not be
enough. Be prepared." 
Rachel swallowed. How she could
possibly prepare herself to lose Daniel, she
didn’t know. 
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Rachel marched at the front of the line
behind Eleanor. Daniel walked at Eleanor’s
side. His eyes were sweeping sky constantly. 
He kept closing his eyes. He never stopped
scrying. 
Rothschild was opposite him. Matthew
and Madame Flemmet were behind Rachel, 
leading a column of mages and armored
personnel carriers. Most of the long trucks
had turrets affixed on them, all grenade
launchers loaded to the brim with magical
ammunition. 
It was a long walk. The skyscrapers
loomed over them. A few were untouched, 
but most were broken and battered by the
fight. It felt like an oversized graveyard, 
some tombstones fresh and polished, others
worn into shapeless lumps by wind and time. 
"Has the lord moved?" Eleanor asked. 
"No," Daniel said. "He’s looking at us, though. Waiting." He scrunched his face up. 
"Now why would he do that?" 
"Maybe he doesn’t feel the need to
move," Matthew said. 
"Just a regular ray of sunshine, aren’t
you?" Daniel asked. Matthew didn’t respond. 
"By the way, these bloodthirsty midget
ghosts have been chasing me all over the
city. Was that you guys?" 
"I called the Nightmares off," Rothschild
said. 
"It would be you," Daniel muttered. "So what the hell is with the demons, anyway? 
Vampirism is a no-no, but unholy pacts are
A-ok?" 
"Religion has nothing to do with it," 
Eleanor said. "We don’t enjoy allying
ourselves with them, but we need them." 
"Makes you wonder what else you might
need before this fight ends," Daniel said. "So they’re all from where, exactly? Is it a place
in our universe, or are they aliens like the
Vorid and the Klide?" 
"It’s another universe," Eleanor
explained. "There are many races in their
world, which we collectively term demons. 
Our alliance with them has several
precedents." 
Daniel considered this for a moment. 
"What’s our relationship with them, 
exactly?" 
"…termites and spiders," Eleanor
murmured. Rachel glanced away. That was
the metaphor Henry always used. "We’re
weak when alone, but very organized," 
Eleanor said. "Demons are individualists. 
Very tribal. Their king, or what passes for
their king, rules by brute force, and his word
is considered more a heavy-handed
suggestion than a law. We have a non-
interference treaty with him." 
"A treaty?" 
"Summoning them here is dangerous just
by the nature of the fact that we’re something
they could consume for energy, but the treaty
regulates what they can and can’t do while
under our stewardship. It’s about as stable as
anything else in the magical world, but we
have the right to destroy any rogue demons
that don’t obey its edicts. Not that the threat
of death stops all of them." 
"So you can just call them here as
servants whenever you want?" 
"Not exactly." 
"What do they get in exchange?" 
Eleanor paused. "Why are you so
interested?" 
"Knowledge is half the battle," Daniel
said. 
"Has the lord moved?" 
"Still where he was. Can’t feel him?" 
She looked back ahead. "It feels more
like an oppressive fog than anything I can
pinpoint. Your sight is formidable." 
They didn’t speak for a minute, each lost
in their own thoughts. Rachel’s fingers itched
to hold Daniel’s hand. He caught her eye. 
His look said everything. They had to keep
their closeness secret. Daniel was in a bad
enough position as it was. 
"How have you been hiding from us?" 
Rothschild asked. 
Daniel gave him a look. "And I should
tell you because…?" 
"Daniel," Eleanor warned. 
"Didn’t you pry what you needed out of
Jack?" 
"He wasn’t talkative," Eleanor said. 
"None of the ones we’ve captured have been. 
The Dawn doesn’t stoop to torture." 
Daniel looked away. "Where is he?" 
"Imprisoned in Hell," Rothschild
answered, "where he belongs." 
Rachel couldn’t see Daniel’s face, but
she knew how he felt. He’d been hurt by that. 
"You were telling us about your
powers?" Eleanor prompted. 
"Klide magic," Daniel said. "Part of
Xik’s contract. He told me it’s the major
reason they’ve kept up with the Vorid. I’ll
show you." Daniel frowned in concentration. 
"Ok. Try to sense me." 
Rachel switched her sight to the blurry
world of her scrying sense. Eleanor and the
rest of the column were bright white outlines
marching down the street, but Daniel was
gone. His spiritual presence had erased
itself. 
"Incredible," Eleanor said. 
"That would be something worth
harnessing," Rothschild said. "How does it
work?" 
Daniel shrugged. "All my powers are
intuitive. I push, and it happens. I push
harder and more happens. That’s it. Hiding’s
the same. I just imagine wrapping myself up. 
But it gets harder to use a lot of magic and
stay very hidden at the same time. There are
layers of stealth. It’s like a balancing act." 
Daniel glanced between them. "Your magic
seems complicated to me. All the commands
and words and gestures, and the sigils—
forget it. The sigil I make to move around is
the most I can do, and it still gives me a
headache." 
"Where would you have learned sigil
magic?" Rothschild asked. 
Rachel tensed up, but Daniel was ready
for the question. "I was in Boston for a
while. Hiding made it easy to spy on the real
mages. I tried copying what they did." Daniel
gestured at Eleanor. "That’s why she knows
me. We were at the same college." 
"What he says is true," Eleanor said. 
Rothschild nodded, satisfied. Rachel
sighed. 
They were at the edge of the square. The
black pillars soared up alongside man-made
towers. Far above that sat the fortress, big
enough that it felt like a roof blocking part of
the sky. 
Daniel adjusted his helmet with a hand
and hefted his shield. "How long until the
helicopters get here?" 
Rothschild placed a finger on his
earpiece. "Under five minutes." 
"Alright." Daniel gripped his bat. 
They’d offered him the steel mace favored
by some of the Dawn magicians, but
apparently he’d grown fond of his
improvised club. "I’ll try to pin him down
with a big attack, force him to block. That’s
when you attack." 
"Understood," Eleanor said. 
Daniel walked forward. They followed
him a short while longer, then let him tramp
forward alone. He seemed relaxed. Rachel
didn’t know how he did it. She felt about
ready to scream. 
The lord slipped out from behind a
pillar. The five black scythes floated just
behind it. Its head tilted curiously as it
watched Daniel approach. 
<I would speak to you, warrior.> 
They all flinched. Daniel stopped and
looked up at the Vorid. Rachel and Eleanor
exchanged a glance. There was only one
thing it could be. 
"Was that you?" Daniel called. He was
close enough that they could still hear him. 
The voice was pervasive, everywhere at
once, almost as if it was in her head. <It
was.> 
"I didn’t know Vorid knew English." 
<Magic is multiversal. Languages are
irrelevant.> The lord drifted down until it
was only a few yards from Daniel. <I have
waited for your return. Let us treat.> 
Daniel was balanced on the edge of his
toes. "Treat. Right." 
Its lips didn’t move when it spoke. It
had to be some sort of spell. <My attention is
not given lightly.> 
Daniel looked back at them, gave them
all a big wink, then turned back. Rachel tried
not to look mortified. She didn’t think she
did a good job of it, but everyone else
wasn’t doing much better. 
"Alright then," Daniel said, "what’s
up?" 
<I listened to your exchange with your
so-called allies.> The lord mentioned it as if
eavesdropping on a conversation a mile
away wasn’t anything special. <I’ve been
following your progress throughout this
battle, Daniel Fitzgerald. I have not stopped
you because you did not need to be
stopped.> 
"Maybe you thought you couldn’t stop
me," Daniel said. 
<I could have stopped you days ago, and
you know it to be true. But I had another
idea.> 
"And what was that?" 
<Let the weapon grow,> the lord said. 
<Despite your strength and your generosity—
indeed, despite consideration that goes far
beyond anything they deserve—your fellows
rebuff and reject you. You are threatened for
the crime of daring to change your life for the
better. For helping your kin, you are an
outcast.> The lord gently waved a hand. 
<Why work to preserve what seeks to bind
and exile you?> 
"I wouldn’t expect you to understand." 
<But I do,> the lord said. <Honor. 
Obligation. Your family needs your
protection. I submit to you that they would be
much more safe if you joined me.> 
"Run that by me one more time?" 
<You are brave, determined, competent. 
You have single-handedly slaughtered many
of my forces. Amongst my people, this isn’t
something to fear. It is something to be
commended. We do not share the human idea
of mortality. Those you have killed live on
inside of you. In putting that force to good
use, you honor their lives, and make them
that much greater.> 
"Is that what you’re doing for the
overseers you just killed?" 
<Overseers? Ah, yes. My brethren. I
made the request, but they answered. They
knew they could not defeat you, so they gave
their souls to me.> 
Rachel’s eyes widened. The lord didn’t
take their souls? Were they insane? 
<Become my vassal, Daniel Fitzgerald. 
The Vorid are not one race. We are a
collective. My own race is but one splinter
of a greater whole spread throughout the
multiverse, and I merely the one chosen to
conduct the invasion of your world. You
shall be the first human Vorid.> 
"No thanks. I’m no one’s bitch." 
The Vorid lord laughed low and deep. 
Rachel’s spine shivered. <Won’t you hear
me out?> 
"You’re full of it. Your king would suck
out my soul in a heartbeat." 
<There are countless worlds,> the lord
said. <The Great Unification is still many
lifetimes distant. For the time being, we must
stay scattered. Warriors such as myself, such
as you, are needed to absorb those worlds. In
the long years until the end, we are
respected. We are rewarded. Your place
would be one of reverence; your powers are
useful and deadly. You wouldn’t be the first
to join the winning side, and certainly not the
last.> 
"So I guess my brother just gets sucked
into an extractor then?" 
<Of course not,> the lord said. Daniel
went very still. Rachel felt a slight
nervousness. <Your family will enjoy the
benefits of your favor and protection. You
will live like you’ve never dreamed. In
exchange, you can fight for us. For our
cause.> The lord spread its arms. <Why do
you struggle for these dirty streets? These
primitive buildings? Peers that scorn you
even as you save their lives? 
<The Klide claim that they can save the
multiverse,> the lord continued. <That a
Unification, a rebirth, is the solution of
zealous fools. Yet despite these claims, 
they’ve produced no alternative answer. 
They cannot stop the black death of entropy. 
And even if they could, what would such a
resolution accomplish? They’d rather hold
everything in stasis. They cling to the
present, freezing all that is or could be into a
silent sterility. Is that what life is? Silent? 
Unmoving? No. I must cast a spell to
produce my dome of magic, to force life to
become such. On its own, life is growth. Life
is change. 
<The Vorid look to the future. We gather
together this universe not out of hatred, nor in
joy, but because it is our sacred duty. All
things must end, but they do not have to end
in darkness. Our souls will bring forward a
light to restart the cycle of worlds. We shall
become the stars of a new multiverse in
years beyond our comprehension. The
explosion of the multiverse ignited the
expansion of every individual universe. It
happened before—and it must happen again. 
But it won’t, unless we make it.> 
During its long speech, the Vorid had
turned its face up to the sky. It looked back to
Daniel. <We are small before such goals, 
Daniel Fitzgerald. But we are still vital cogs
of righteousness powering the machine of the
future. Fight with me for that cause. Do not
live as a warrior cursed by your own people. 
Live as a champion lauded by mine. What
say you?> 
Daniel jabbed his bat into the ground. It
stuck in the asphalt. He raised his hand. 
"High-five on it." 
<I do not understand.> 
"Human tradition," Daniel said. "Slap
your hand to mine. It’s a symbol of trust. I’ll
join the Vorid." 
Rachel’s mind reeled. Daniel, sell them
all out? Betray them? Betray her? 
"This is what we get for leniency?!" 
Rothschild roared. Flames leapt up around
him. 
"Wait," Eleanor said. 
"I won’t stand here and -" 
"Shut up!" Eleanor shouted. She
watched the scene carefully. 
Rachel realized she’d picked up on
something. Daniel had managed to jerk her
chain more than once. A trick? It would be
just like him. 
Rothschild opened his mouth to reply, 
but closed it again when he saw the lord had
reached Daniel. Their feet were all nailed to
the ground. They stared as the lord raised its
hand. It swept its palm at Daniel’s. 
"Psych." Daniel slipped his hand out of
the way. The lord, expecting contact, 
wobbled forward, off-balance. 
A glowing bar of light swung forward. 
A blast of air roared over them. The bat was
slapped flat against the lord’s shield. The
black barrier crackled and began to bend
inward under the force of Daniel’s strike. 
But it held. 
<I will make you regret that decision.> 
The swords flew forward. Daniel was
forced to jump away. The five scythes trailed
him as he leapt around the square in a wide
arc. 
Rachel couldn’t believe he’d do
something so ridiculously childish to a Vorid
lord. But then, it had probably never high-
fived anyone. She realized she was grinning. 
They all heard the helicopters. The fleet
hovered high behind them, 56 in total, armed
to the teeth with a mix of modern firepower
and magic. Several more dragons came in
under the choppers and roosted on the roofs
of the square. The lord was completely
focused on Daniel. He’d certainly made
himself a distraction. 
After leading the swords on a chase
around the streets, Daniel dived back toward
the lord. The lord raised both its hands; a
sigil glowed under its feet. The swords
teleported back to its side. 
Daniel’s bat came in strong. All five
swords crossed to block the strike. They
clashed there, white club against a defense of
black steel. Daniel’s powers flexed against
the weight of all the swords. "NOW!" he
shouted. "ATTACK NOW!" 
Rothschild pressed on his earpiece. 
"Hold your fire. I repeat. Do not engage." 
"What are you doing?!" Eleanor said. 
"It’s better this way." Rothschild
shrugged. "The lord will probably kill him, 
but not before he puts up a good fight. Then
we kill the lord while he’s tired. Problems
solved." 
"We had a plan! Order them to attack
before that thing can free itself!" 
"Are you honestly taking his side?!" 
Rothschild shouted. "He’s foolish, and on
top of that, totally irresponsible. If he gets
any stronger, he’ll pose a bigger threat than
the Vorid. Unless you’d prefer I withdraw to
Europe and leave you to fend for
yourselves?" 
Daniel’s bat slipped off the swords. One
of them caught him across the gut; if it wasn’t
for his armor, he would have been sliced in
half. The strike threw him across the square, 
but he managed to stop himself in the air
before he hit a building. 
"What are you doing!?" Daniel shouted. 
He leapt away as the lord attacked him
again. Rachel could only watch as he dodged
the swords. 
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Daniel slapped away a blade. Another
cut in. He beat it back, then jumped. 
Even as he dashed into the sky, the other
two caught up. At top speed, he was faster, 
but every time he made a turn they gained a
little ground. If he ran away, he was sure the
lord would turn his attention to the mages. 
And Rachel. 
To make matters worse, the lord had
some kind of secondary spell that let him
bring his swords back to his position
instantly. It had to be some kind of
teleportation; Daniel’s eyes hadn’t been able
to follow it. 
He wasn’t getting any support from the
Dawn. Rothschild was probably holding
Eleanor’s feet over the fire. 
Daniel shot back toward the ground. The
sudden reversal gave him a bit of breathing
room. He landed hard on his heels, bending
his knees to absorb the momentum. 
He ran toward where the lord was
standing in the middle of the square. The
swords met him halfway. Daniel pushed
power into his arms. 
His hands flickered and swatted the
swords away. They spun up from his strikes, 
stopped, then fell back toward him. He kept
at it. 
He slowly worked his way forward. He
focused carefully, striking just as they
reached him, a batter hitting every pitch from
a machine. The swords were too slow to
stop him. 
They came all together in a last-ditch
attempt to halt his progress. He pushed out
about three quarters of his full strength. He
crushed them away with his bat and leapt the
rest of the distance to his enemy. 
The lord teleported them back as Daniel
reached him. The five swords blocked him
again, but this time, Daniel wasn’t trying to
keep them in a shaky balance. That was
harder. He pressed every bit of energy he
had into his bat. 
There was an explosion of white light. 
The swords collapsed in under the force. 
Daniel’s weapon struck the black inner
shield. The end of the bat punctured that final
magic barrier, but it deflected him enough
that he caught the lord’s shoulder instead of
its head. 
The lord was blasted back across the
square. He smashed through a pillar of
concrete and through the doors of a building. 
Daniel leaned on his bat, heaving his breath
back while he could. 
The lord emerged from the dust and
rubble. Its clothes looked a little ripped up
where Daniel had made contact, but
otherwise, it wasn’t harmed in the slightest. 
Daniel’s spine shivered. 
<I’ve played with you long enough.> 
The lord clenched its fists. A sigil spread out
from its feet. The swords multiplied. There
were dozens of them. 
They sped for Daniel as a single swarm. 
Daniel flew away, pounding his feet against
sigil after sigil to keep up his speed. The
cloud of steel curved to follow his path. 
Ten or so swords had broken off the
main group to intercept him. He raised his
shield. It was like getting hit by a meteor
shower. He kept his arm stiff and weathered
through the barrage. 
One of the swords cut into his shield. It
was alive with effort, wiggling and twisting
to enlarge the hole and get at him. Daniel
slapped its other end with his bat to dislodge
it. 
Running wasn’t helping. He had to
attack. He dived back to the ground and ran
at the lord, but it just teleported the swords
back. They were on top of him in an instant. 
Daniel put his strength into his arms. 
The swords were slow compared to his
striking speed, but there were so many that, 
by the time he’d swatted away one row, the
others were already moving back in. 
The conveyor belt of swords pounded at
him. He felt his limbs burning. His
diaphragm was tired of breathing. He shoved
one more step forward. 
The swords were getting faster. No. He
was slowing down. He was reaching his
limit. 
He could tell that he wasn’t going to get
his bat to the next sword in time. He raised
his shield. 
They beat against his steel barrier. He
magic sputtered like a rusty engine. 
The shield was pulverized, but his
armor held. He was blown off his feet. He
crashed through a wall, kept going, slammed
through desks and tables. He struck another
wall, rebounded, and hit the floor face first. 
He put an arm under himself. His hands
slipped. Tiles twisted and turned in his
vision. He thought he heard screams. He
wasn’t sure. There was a lot of ringing. 
He looked up. A dark figure stood in the
light outside. Around it hovered clusters of
swords, poised to strike. <Take solace. One
day, your souls, and the souls you’ve taken—
they’ll live again. The seeds of new life.> 
Things in the office started moving on
their own. The lord hesitated. Daniel blinked
as golems pieced themselves together from
office supplies and swivel chairs. Long red
hair caught the corner of his eye. 
The golems lined up and crossed their
arms in a defensive position. Rachel’s body
armored itself in staples and printers. 
The swords would slice right through
her. 
And they did. They stabbed through the
first few golems like they were air. Rachel
just didn’t have the power. 
Daniel didn’t remember moving. He
was there, powers out, every bit he had left. 
His shield rattled against the attack. 
His willpower was enough to save her, 
but not himself. A sword punched clean
through his barrier, through his armor, and
straight into his stomach. It was oddly
painless. 


****
Rachel had barely reached Daniel
before the lord, and now this. The weapon
would cut him in half. And then the rest of
the swords would tear her to pieces, too. 
At least death was better than Hell. 
Purple light flashed around them. 
Lightning struck the end of the sword. It was
pulled out of Daniel’s body without causing
more damage. Did the lord want him to
suffer? 
The rest of the swords didn’t come. The
lightning buzzed and flashed around her. 
Someone was there. A young woman was
holding up some kind of elemental shield
against the swords. The blades pressed
against the sphere of lightning, but they
couldn’t get through. 
"You alive?!" she shouted. Daniel
groaned. His hand flopped up, then down. "I
can’t hold him off for long!" Even as she
spoke, the swords slammed against the
barrier. The violet electricity snapped back
like a rubber band. "If you can do anything, 
now would be a good time!" 
Rachel kneeled next to Daniel and
grasped his hand. It wasn’t quite as bad as
Henry’s—the sword didn’t cut all the way
through him—but he wasn’t going anywhere. 
They were trapped. 
"Daniel. I’m sorry. I love you. I love
you." 
"I love you too," he whispered. 
She held his arm to her chest. It felt like
holding on to the last chunk of the world as
the rest crumbled into the abyss. "I think this
is it," she said. 
"Bullshit." She looked at him, surprised. 
His eyes were bright. She could see that look
on his face, the look when he’d thought of
something too clever for his own good. 
"How do your golems work?" he asked. 
"My golems?" 
"No time." He coughed. There was
blood on his lips. "They work like
extractors?" 
Rachel rubbed her forehead. "Yes. Sort
of. They’re the same family of magic. Why is
that important?" 
The shield rumbled. Rachel instinctively
laid herself over Daniel, but the electricity
held firm. Whoever she was, she was strong. 
"…make a golem." 
"What?" 
"Do it. Now. Hurry." He clenched his
eyes shut. "Just do it. Small one." 
Rachel focused her powers. A few bits
of a cubical divider crushed together to form
a small golem about two feet high. "What’s
—hey!" 
Daniel had gripped his bat. He swung it
down, smashing the golem in half. 
Her spell was ripped from her control. 
The golem disintegrated. She felt drained. 
Exhausted. 
Daniel’s flesh knitted itself together. 
The blood stopped. The wound turned into a
sort of massive scab. He sat up, winced. 
"Another. Bigger." 
Rachel didn’t hesitate. She pieced
together another golem, this time as big as
her. She shuddered as the power was torn
away. The force of the vampirism felt…cold. 
But he was healing. 
She was tired. Too tired. She wanted to
lie down and nap. The cold went away. Now
she felt warm. 
Daniel stood and pulled her to her feet. 
"A third one. As much as you can manage." 
Rachel forced herself to send her sigil
into the floor. The wood and concrete under
them ripped out of the ground and into a
single, massive golem. Its head touched the
peak of the electric cage. In a flash, Daniel’s
bat destroyed it. 
Rachel bent double. It felt like she’d
been punched in the stomach. Her legs
bucked. Daniel caught her. "Are you
alright?" 
"…ugh." She grabbed his arms. Her
fingers were numb. Her vision was dark. 
"Hard…can’t see." 
Daniel’s hand clasped hers. He looked
over. "How you doing, Gabby?" 
Gabby’s jaw was clenched tight. "Just
great." 
Daniel wrapped an arm around each of
their waists. Gabby didn’t look away from
her spell. "Can you knock the swords away
with one big surge?" Daniel asked. 
"Yeah. Here goes." Gabby lowered her
head and shut her eyes. The purple electricity
pulsed outwards. The swords flew back. 
The shield vanished. And then, so did
they. Rachel felt wind rush by her head, and
in instant later, they were on top of one of the
skyscrapers overlooking the square. Daniel
set them both down. 
"Hide," he said. 
"Way ahead of you." 
"Thanks," Daniel said. "I was pretty
screwed." 
"I don’t like owing people things. 
Consider us even." She cocked her head. 
"What’s the plan?" 
"You need to leave. I promised them I’d
turn myself in after the fight." 
Gabby brushed a hand through her short
brown hair. "You’re a bigger dumbass than I
thought." 
"In the business, they call that talent." 
"Hey. Your girlfriend doesn’t look too
good." 
"I’ve seen her like this before." Daniel
bent down. "…you ok?" 
Rachel murmured something. She wasn’t
sure what it was. Her mouth felt full of sand. 
She could barely see him. 
"If they don’t hit him this time…there’s
nothing more I can do." 
"Rothschild," Rachel said. "I…signal
Eleanor." 
"Oh boy, I get to rely on Eleanor. Now
I’m just brimming with confidence." Daniel
rubbed his thumb on her forehead. It felt like
she was watching him do it to someone else, 
and the real Rachel was floating up in the
air. "Well. You only live once, right?" 
Rachel saw her fingers reaching for him. 
She couldn’t feel her arms. He took her hand. 
"Danny…" 
"Yeah?" 
"Live." 
"I will. We both will. I’ll be right back, 
ok? I love you." He turned away. "Signal
Eleanor, right now." 
Rachel put the last of her magic into it. 
She wasn’t sure if it worked. 
The last thing she saw was Daniel
leaping from the edge of their skyscraper. 
And then she saw nothing. 


****
They had no idea what was going on
inside that office. If Rothschild himself
hadn’t held her back, Eleanor would be in
there with Rachel. Rachel had boosted
herself away with a golem arm so suddenly
they hadn’t been able to stop her. 
Rothschild was off to the side, now, 
staring at the purple light along with
everyone else. That was the power the other
contractor had been reported using. The lord
had vanished just within the edge of the
gaping hole Daniel had made when he
crashed through. They could only wait. 
The purple light stopped. Nothing
happened. Eleanor blinked. They stood there, 
waiting for some change, something to react
to. 
The lord stormed out into the square. He
was turned away from them, face fixed
skyward. The swords gathered around him. 
A tiny sigil appeared in the ground at
Eleanor’s feet. A small tulip made of asphalt
grew out of the road. 
She loved tulips. Only two people knew
that, and one of them was unconscious. 
A spear of white light flashed from the
sky. It careened toward the lord. The swords
knitted together in a cage of black steel. 
Daniel’s extended body pressed down
into that barricade. Power reverberated in
black and white shockwaves. The ground
shook. The windows rattled. 
Eleanor darted over and ripped the
earpiece off Rothschild. "ALL UNITS
ATTACK! FIRE EVERYTHING! NOW!!" 
She threw the radio to the ground and
crushed it under her foot. There’d be no
contradicting her order. "Call your dragons, 
now!" Eleanor shouted back. "It’s all or
nothing!" 
Rothschild looked like he wanted
nothing more than her head on a platter, but
he turned away and raised his hands. The
dragons swooped in. The helicopters buzzed
up from the opposite direction. Eleanor and
the rest of the front line brought up all the
magical shields they had available. 


****
Daniel didn’t just fall. He ran toward
the ground, pumping his legs on platforms he
made behind himself, pushing himself faster
than gravity could pull him. The ground
rushed up to meet him. 
The lord’s swords snapped together. 
The blades knitted up, creating a black
capsule that encircled him. 
Daniel pushed all his power into the tip
of his beat-up bat and swung. 
Black energy radiated around him, 
swallowing him up. The end of his bat was a
star of white fire that burned against it. 
<You are alone,> the lord said. <And I
am stronger.> 
"Fuck you!" 
Daniel could feel his energy draining
away. He had to keep up so much pressure
that the lord couldn’t spare a blade to attack
him. He wouldn’t last long. 
He wasn’t sure if the sound was so loud
that it had made him deaf, or if the world had
gone silent. He stared at the eyes of the lord
through the cage of swords. It stared back at
him. 
They hung there, their power shifting, 
wavering, two souls determined to erase the
other. Every second was a year. 
<You would have made a great
warrior.> 
Daniel didn’t have anything left for
words. He kept pushing. His arms were
about to collapse. 
He saw something roll under the lord’s
feet. 
It exploded. 


****
Times Square transformed into a
cathedral of fire. 
It was a volcanic explosion, captured, 
twisted, and elongated into one long ear-
pounding earthquake. It kept on, and on, 
endless. Every rocket and grenade the
helicopters had was emptied onto the two
combatants. The dragons blew flames at the
asphalt, and the wave of magic scoured the
square and erupted in a plume at the feet of
the lord. 
When it stopped, Eleanor couldn’t hear
anything. Her ice wall was battered and
cracked. Clouds of black smoke obscured the
view. The concrete was glowing with heat. 
Parts of it was melted sludge. 
The smoke began to swirl. 
It worked itself into a tornado of wind
and dust. She felt something awful, 
something terrible, a hungry vortex eating
something else away. Steadily, it bent
inward, coalescing around a shadowy figure
and a green sigil. 
The dust collapsed, and was gone. 
Standing alone in the center of the
burning concrete was Daniel Fitzgerald. His
armored fist was dark with blood. White
energy cracked and hummed down his arm. 
Below him was the ruined corpse of the lord. 
Its head had been smashed into the pavement. 
The rest of its body was burned to ash. 
Daniel lowered his hand. A heartbeat
later, he was in front of them. Wind from the
speed of his movement ruffled Eleanor’s
clothes. Her eyes widened. "…how…?" 
"Funny story," Daniel began in the same
sardonic tone he always used with her. "The
swords actually stopped the worst of it from
getting to me. At the same time, it trapped a
lot of the nastiness down there with Jimmy. 
He started burning alive, which must not
have been pleasant, because he let his
swords drop, and then I bashed his head in
against the crossroads of the world." Daniel
nodded to himself. "Poetic justice. What
now, muffin top?" 
"Where’s Rachel?" 
He pointed to the skyscrapers. "Up top, 
with a friend." 
Rothschild slowly turned to Eleanor. 
"6000 years we’ve stood together. Keep
your word." 
"Relax, Charlemagne. I’ll go as
promised." 
Rothschild gestured with a hand. Two
men from the order came forward with a pair
of stone bracers. They were ancient tools, 
arm wraps that stopped a mage from touching
the source of magic. 
Daniel looked at Eleanor questioningly. 
She nodded to him. He stuck his hands out. 
The bracers were snapped around his wrists. 
Rothschild shook his head. "You truly
are naïve." 
The hole in the sky closed. The lord’s
massive spell was finally unraveling. The
dome vanished. Suddenly, the world had
color again. 
There was another earthquake. Steel
groaned. With time turned back on, half of
Manhattan was falling to pieces. 
Eleanor raised her hands and made a
barrier above their heads. Mages all through
the ranks did the same. Cement and dust
rumbled against their shields, drowning out
every sound. Daniel pushed Eleanor down, 
keeping her under him. Eleanor just focused
on keeping her shield from collapsing. 
After what felt like a year, the rubble
settled. "Hope you guys have a hell of a
cleanup crew," Daniel said. He nudged
Eleanor with his elbow. "Get it? Because of
the demons?" 
Eleanor sighed. 
****
They bundled Daniel in the back of one
of the APCs. Eleanor positioned herself
opposite, legs neatly folded, hands in her
lap. 
"Is Rachel alright?" 
"She’s in critical condition," Eleanor
said. 
"…damn." He sighed. "She gave me
some of her magic to heal herself. She was
like that before, though. Not as bad, but still. 
Food and rest." 
"I assume so." 
"How about Henry?" 
"The same," she said. "But their hearts are still beating." 
As they drove out from the city, Daniel
filled Eleanor in on how he’d come to be a
contractor. She wasn’t exactly happy about
being left in the dark, but accepted most of it
stoically. Twenty minutes outside the city, 
they pulled off a winding forest road and
onto a long gravel drive. 
The truck stopped. Daniel hopped down
after her. The extra weight of the stone
bracers on his hands tipped him forward. 
With his hands stuck out in front of him, he
almost lost his balance, but Eleanor moved
to steady him. He smiled gratefully. 
They were in front of a massive
mansion. Extensive gardens extended out
around the house, complete with sculpted
shrubs and what looked like the entrance to a
hedge maze. Daniel whistled. "Where are
we, exactly?" 
"My home," Eleanor said, "the
headquarters of the Ivory Dawn." 
"Sweet digs. Thought I was going to
prison." 
"You’ll be confined, obviously." 
"Aww." 
Everything inside the house adhered to
the gold-white colors of the Dawn. The
entrance was dominated by a grand marble
staircase covered in a plush yellow carpet. 
Chandeliers hung at the intersection to every
hallway. He lost track of the turns. 
Eventually, they reached the dusty corner of
a distant, unused wing. 
He was shuttled into a room. It was not
the Azkaban he’d expected. The windows
were barred, but he had a bed, a couch, and
even his own bathroom. The stone bracers
stayed on his wrists, but it wasn’t like they
were handcuffs. It wasn’t much worse than
wearing a pair of tiny barbells. 
"Daniel." Eleanor frowned at her shoes. 
"Did you have a plan, when you put those
on?" 
"A plan?" 
"If you had anything in mind, I’d
appreciate it if you’d tell me." 
"I’m not going to escape, if that’s what
you mean." Daniel sat on the bed and hefted
his wrists. "Houdini would have trouble with
these things." 
"No, I trust you. You kept your word. 
But you didn’t have any ideas when you let
us capture you? No backup?" 
"…I figured that saving New York, 
killing the lord, and turning myself in as
promised would be enough to get let off the
worst bits. Prove that I’m on your side, doing
this all for the right reasons." Daniel
stopped. He looked at her. "That should be
plenty, right?" 
"You’ll have a guard posted outside
your door. Knock if you need anything, food, 
water." She swept away. 
"Eleanor." 
"I’ll do everything I can." She shut the
door. 
"Eleanor. Eleanor!" There was no
response. Daniel sat back down. 
He leaned back on the bed, sighed, then
smiled. He was getting worried over nothing. 
She probably just didn’t want any more
surprises. All he could do now was wait. 
Chapter Thirteen
Hope
He had his own bathroom, which was
nice. They brought him books, which helped
fend off the doldrums, but there was only so
much text he could take in one sitting. He
spent most of the time pacing. 
No Eleanor. No Rachel. No word from
them. His guards took his requests, but didn’t
answer any of his questions. What was taking
so long? 
Eleanor must be fighting hard on his
behalf. Very hard. He didn’t have any
understanding of their politics, but he was
confident they’d see reason. They’d
acknowledge he was one of the good guys. 
Henry would be on his side, if he woke up. 
It was the evening of his third day in
confinement. The black bars on his window
cast long shadows across the room, over the
bed and up onto a small desk and chair near
the door. Daniel watched the bare trees sway
in the gardens, branches stripped of most
their leaves by the cold fall wind. 
He wondered how the Vorid were
taking the death of one of their lords. Would
they just send something nastier next time? 
Or had that been enough to put them off in
favor of greener pastures? 
The door was knocked upon, then
opened. He bolted upright. Eleanor waltzed
inside. She was dressed in a snow white
dress with a gold sun worked on the front. 
Her eyes were bloodshot and shadowed with
crow’s feet. Bits of blond hair stuck out from
her bun. She stopped in front of him. 
"…Eleanor. What’s happening?" 
"Rothschild was against me." She folded
her arms and looked out the window. "And
so were the witches. And the Wu. I thought
I’d have the Wu." 
"The what?" 
"After us, the Scandinavian witches and
the Chinese Wu are the two most powerful
magical conglomerates," Eleanor said. "They balked when I said you were under my
protection. I expected that. What I didn’t
expect was Matthew Aiken." 
Daniel remembered him well from New
York, and from earlier, at Eleanor’s birthday
party. "What about him?" 
"He’s threatened to use his influence and
withdraw from the Dawn entirely. The entire
southeast. His father sent word this morning. 
He’d have them join the wizards. And all of
them wouldn’t just abandon us. They’d
regard us as enemies conspiring to global
rule. Father…he…" 
"What are you saying?" 
Her eyes shimmered. "I’m sorry, Daniel. 
I’m risking an awful lot just by coming to
speak with you. They want to exile you." 
Something cold slithered down the back
of Daniel’s neck. "To Hell." 
"Yes." 
"For how long?" 
"Forever." 
Daniel stood. It felt like he was
balancing on peg legs. "…and that’s it? Just
like that? Do I get to speak? Defend myself? 
You people are judge and jury?" 
"You’ll have a chance to speak, but you
won’t change their minds." 
"Fuck!" Daniel kicked the side of the
bed. "Fuck. Is there anything -" 
"I have slept three hours the past two
nights," Eleanor said. "I have exhausted all my contacts. My father is the head of the
Ivory Dawn. I have no real political capital. 
I tried, Daniel. I wanted it to be my apology
to her. My last…" Eleanor wiped the base of
her palm under her eyes. "They won’t listen
to a little girl. I’m sorry. I used your kindness
against you so Rothschild would help us in
that battle, and all it’s done is condemn you
to a fate you don’t deserve." 
"…the road to Hell is paved with good
intentions." 
"My father…he doesn’t—he thinks that
you’ve…" Eleanor sobbed into her hands. 
"That I’m a monster," Daniel said. "I
already knew that. At least I’m not creeping
under the bed or anything." He offered a
smirk, but she didn’t stop crying. She just
cried harder. "Hey, Eleanor. Eleanor. Elly, 
come on, it’s ok." 
"It’s not ok!" she shouted. 
"…Eleanor?" 
She just shook her head. She tried to say
something. It came out as a sort of whimper. 
"Can I see Rachel?" Daniel asked. 
"Rachel…" Eleanor shook her head. 
"What? What happened to Rachel?" 
"She’s dead, Daniel." 
"...what?" 
"She’s gone. Whatever you did…it hurt
her. She fell into a coma. She died last
night." 
Daniel wasn’t sure how to react. He
heard the words, but he didn’t really hear
them. Those words couldn’t be put together
in that order. It just couldn’t happen. 
"Oh," he said. 
"I’m sorry," she whispered. 
It hadn’t hit him yet. But he could feel it
coming. 
"It wasn’t your fault." 
"No. No. I should have been there, when
she -" 
"No," he said. 
Daniel wasn’t sure what he did, but right
then, he packaged himself up, all his feelings, 
and he put them in a box. He slid the box to a
closet at the back of his brain, and he closed
the door. 
"It wasn’t your fault," Daniel repeated. 
His voice was suddenly stronger, more
confident. Steady. He put a hand on her
shoulder. "You didn’t know she would run
out after me. If it wasn’t for you, we
wouldn’t have beaten the Vorid lord. I would
never blame you for her death, and you
shouldn’t blame yourself. Never." 
"But -" 
"That’s enough, Eleanor. I said it’s not
your fault, and that’s the way it is." Daniel
pushed a smirk onto his face. It wasn’t much, 
but it would do. "You got that, muffin top?" 
"…yeah." She looked up at him. Her
lips formed a crumbling half-smile. "Got it." 
Daniel saw then what he’d first seen in
her, when she’d stepped out from her
limousine: an image of his mother. Tall, 
elegant. Rich gold hair. 
His mother had to have been a
philosopher in a past life, or maybe a great
speaker. She moved people without trying. 
But there was one thing she’d said to him
when he was very little, an offhand line
delivered along with a bowl of his favorite
pasta. He’d never forgotten it. 
"A laugh can get you through anything," 
Daniel heard himself say. "So don’t cry. She
wouldn’t want you to cry. Laugh instead. 
Laugh for her." 
"Ok." 
He looked out the window. "I think I’d
like to be alone for a little while." 
"Ok." Eleanor didn’t move. She fidgeted
over something. 
"…what?" 
"The woman that helped you, Gabby
McCauley, was captured two days ago. Your
case was unique, but she’s already…" 
"Thanks for telling me." 
Eleanor nodded once. Her hand took his
for a moment. She squeezed it. And then she
left. The door clicked closed. 
Daniel had the odd sense of floating
above himself, as if someone else was
Daniel Fitzgerald, someone else's lover had
died, someone else was imprisoned in a
room in a mansion. Someone else was
condemned to Hell—not him. 
This wasn't over. He wouldn't let it end
like this. Rachel hadn't abandoned him. She'd
thrown herself in front of the lord in order to
save him. There was something he'd missed, 
something he couldn't see. He just had to
think of it. 
Daniel lay on his back and closed his
eyes. 


****
He’d killed Rachel. 
Maybe. His contract had taken part of
her to heal him. That wasn't the same as
killing her. 
He had one last option. He needed the
person that might be able to make a
difference. 
For some reason, they’d never searched
him, never checked his pockets. It was tough
with the stone clamped on his wrists, but he
managed to wedge it out of his jeans pocket. 
It was the smooth green pebble that Xik had
given him so long ago. A lifetime ago. He
squeezed it in his hands. 
"Hello, Daniel." The frog was sitting on
his desk. Xik had exchanged his rainbow-
puke clothes for a solid black suit. It
transformed him from a creepy frog-clown
into a disproportioned mannequin. 
"…hey Xik. Do you know what’s
happening?" 
"I do." Xik’s red frog eyes were
unreadable. "A shame. You managed to kill a
lord. To waste that kind of power is foolish." 
"I think we’ve pursued this line of
conversation before." 
"Indeed. Human values are just
something I have to live with, I suppose." 
"Can you spring me out?" 
"No. The contract clearly states we’ll
make no special exception nor offer our
protection for your violation of local laws. 
Unfortunately, your fellows have taken the
contract itself as just such a violation. It’s
airtight." 
"Alright," Daniel said. "The real reason I called you here was about Rachel." 
The frog nodded once. "I’m aware of
her situation. Poor girl." 
"Is she just in a coma, asleep? Can we
get her power back to her?" 
Xik shook his head. "You can’t take part
of someone’s soul and expect them to live
on, Daniel." 
"But I can," he said. "Another contractor fought her once -" 
"Jack Killiney. I know what happened." 
"Then you know that Jack was smashing
her golems to pieces!" Daniel said. He took
a long, shaking breath. "She didn’t die then. 
She recovered." 
Xik’s face stayed blank. "Your plan to
heal yourself wouldn’t have worked a month
ago. Your aura—the contract—has become
powerful enough to damage the soul just by
crushing a weaker being’s magic. You
healed yourself in exchange for slices of her
existence." 
"But -" 
"Daniel." Xik shook his head. "There is no way to put someone’s life back once it’s
been taken. Your actions killed her." 
Daniel felt something inside of him
break. It might have been his heart. He
wasn’t sure. He wasn’t sure about anything. 
He’d said he was a monster a dozen
times. He’d said it aloud, proclaimed it to
the world, admitted it to Xik and Rachel and
Eleanor. But he’d never really believed it. 
Now he did. 
Xik seemed to read his face. "You did
what you had to do." 
"I wouldn't have done it if I knew what
would happen!" Daniel shouted. "I should
have died!" 
"You saved everyone." 
"For what?!" Daniel shouted. His voice
cracked. He didn’t care. "I don’t give a shit
if she’s dead!" 
"Felix lives," Xik said. "Your family
lives. Eleanor Astor lives. Rachel’s
sacrifice was not in vain. She has given
humanity the power it needs to survive." 
"Heh." Daniel held his head in his
hands. "And they’re about to exile that
power." 
"I’ll give you a hint," Xik said. "The threshold of Hell will tell you to abandon
hope. Don’t. Don’t give up." 
"I don’t think I care anymore." 
Xik made his strange frog smile. "You’ll
know what I mean soon enough." 
And with that, he was gone. 
Daniel sat in silence. Night fell outside
his window. The moon rose into the sky. He
stared into the same spot on the wall and did
not move. 
A bitter, clinical fragment of his head
examined the rest of him like an apathetic
scientist. This is what it felt like to have a
hole in your chest, and then have that hole
filled, and then have it ripped back open. 
Rachel would not have wanted him to
give up and die. The thought floated across
his brain, lingered there. He grasped it, 
clutched it to himself. 
The idea settled his swirling thoughts. 
He had to think. Keep thinking. 
Xik wouldn’t have told him that for no
reason. He wasn’t the type to drop by for a
last-minute chuckle. Maybe he’d truly felt
bad. 
Daniel frowned. More likely, he
considered Daniel too useful a tool to let go, 
worth putting in a little extra effort. That
sounded more like him, and the Klide. 
Willing to do what others weren’t to win the
war. 
Apparently a little extra effort consisted
of grade-school platitudes. Daniel sighed
and fell back on the bed. What was the alien
trying to tell him? 
He tried to push on his magic. It was
like grasping for the alarm clock in the
morning and finding only air. There was
nothing, not even a sense of anything. The
stone bracers were absolute. 
He was out of options. He had no more
clever ideas. 
A terrible feeling swept over him like a
storm. It was worse than the loss of his
magic, worse than the powerlessness of
imprisonment. It felt like a claw had pierced
his insides and was trying to twist him into a
knot. His stomach clenched up. 
It had a voice. 

Rachel is dead. It's all your fault. 
"It's not my fault." Daniel said the words
aloud, as if trying to convince himself that
the words didn't sound hollow. "The Vorid
did this. They're the ones that -" 

You made the contract. You struck the

blow. You killed Rachel. 
He recognized the voice. It was his own
voice, the black and uncompromising logic
of a creature named guilt. 
Daniel rose from the bed. He stood in
the center of the room. He began to pace. His
mind made circles out of his thoughts, and
his feet wound circles on the floor. 
He paced faster. His hands clenched. 
His lips drew back over his teeth, and his
teeth ground together so hard it hurt. 
He screamed, and kicked at the desk
chair. It slammed against the desk. He kicked
it again, and again, until one of the legs was
torn away in a spray of splinters. 
He stepped on the seat, intending to
smash it, but it rocked under his foot, sending
him off-balance. With his hands stuck in his
bracers, he couldn't catch himself. He
toppled to the carpet. 
He laid there in a ball, tucked his knees
in, and cried. 


****
The chamber under the house was
ominous in the vein of a dark thundercloud. It
was an amphitheater of red seats circling a
cold stage. The light was dim. 
The chairs were empty but for Eleanor
and Rothschild; an old Asian guy Daniel
assumed was one of the Wu; a decrepit crone
that had to be the Witch; and finally, 
douchebag extraordinaire, Matthew Aiken. 
The dirty son of a bitch had a smug smile
plastered all over his face. Daniel never
liked him, but he hadn’t wanted to kill him
until right then. 
Daniel was seated on a tiny wood chair
in front of the powerful gathering. His guards
backed away to the aisles that ran the edges
of the seats. 
There was a long moment of silence. 
Daniel started tapping his foot on the floor. If
he was going to Hell, he’d do it after
antagonizing the hell out of them. 
"Daniel Fitzgerald," Rothschild said. 
"You have been found guilty of the crime of
using vampiric enchantments to strengthen
your magical powers. This crime is
punishable by exile to Hell. Do you have
anything to say in your defense?" 
"I defended myself before," Daniel said. 
"I only did it to protect my family. Then I
decided I should protect other people, too. I
turned myself in willingly, believing that
would get me a little leeway. I guess that
was too much to expect?" 
"Flippancy won’t help your argument." 
Daniel flipped him the bird. 
Rothschild ignored the gesture. "As far
as protecting your family goes—I empathize, 
but this doesn’t justify your actions. A poor
man might struggle to feed his family, but that
doesn’t give him the right to steal." 
"I didn’t know anything about magicians, 
or your laws," Daniel said. 
"Ignorance of the law excuses no one." 
"I didn’t think that would fly, but I
thought I might as well throw it out there," 
Daniel said. "Let’s talk practicalities. I’m the strongest weapon against the Vorid you have. 
I’m not even sure exactly how powerful I am
after killing the lord. You’ve decided to
chuck me down a well and forget about it. 
Do you really not need me?" 
"We can prevail without resorting to the
extreme you represent." 
"I personally saved at least two dozen
lives on that battlefield, and without me to
hold off the lord, you’d be dead." 
"We cannot trust anything you can’t
prove." 
"Guilty until proven innocent. I can see
why that makes sense, you know, since I’ve
kept my word the entire time. News flash:
you’re the one that tried to stab me in the
back." 
"Unfounded accusations aren’t -" 
"Seriously, dude, kiss my ass. You’re so
full of crap it’s pouring out your mouth." 
Rothschild shrugged. He stood. "Then I
hereby -" 
The witch raised a hand. "Wait." 
Rothschild hesitated a moment, then sat back
down. The old woman stood instead, peering
over her wart-covered nose at Daniel. 
"Young man." Her accent was a lot thicker
than Rothschild’s, but her English was clear
enough. "Do you understand why we must
send you away?" 
"I’ve got no clue, lady. Seems to me like
you’ve only got as long as it takes for the
Vorid to pick someone else to invade Earth." 
"Tell me. If we allowed you to stay, 
what would you do?" 
Daniel felt a tiny thread of hope worm
through him. He took a slow breath. "I’d fight
the Vorid." 
"And then?" 
"What do you mean?" 
"When the Vorid are dead, or have
stopped attacking," she said. "What will you do then?" 
Daniel thought for a moment. "…I
guess…I don’t know. I was in school to
become a prosecutor, but now I’m a part of
all this. I’m not sure what I’d be. But I’d
work with Eleanor, and anyone else, to keep
the peace." 
"You do not comprehend your own
power," the witch said. "By all reports, even before you absorbed the lord, you could
overwhelm almost any mage. Now you could
destroy a battalion of them. If you fought
alongside us, you would continue to grow
more and more powerful. If magicians and
wizards and witches are as stars, then you
would become a black hole from which not
even light could escape." 
Daniel gave her a disconcerted look. 
"This might sound stupid…but I’m just a
normal person. The Klide threw me a gun
and told me to shoot, and I did, because I
didn’t want any more people to get hurt. 
When the fighting’s over, what I’d really
want to do is go home. I’m not here because I
want to be." 
"That’s beside the point." The witch
stared at Daniel until he looked away. "You
would be powerful enough to change the
world, to destroy, and perhaps to build, as
you saw fit. You would inevitably attract
others to your side, those in admiration of
your power, or those who wanted to use you. 
They would influence you. Push you. You
would see the bad things in the world and
realize that it would take merely a flick of
your wrist to change them. You would be an
unchallengeable being, capable of enforcing
whatever law or morality you saw fit. Who
would dare question you when you could
eliminate them with the slightest effort?" 
Daniel tried to protest, but the witch cut him
off. "It does not matter what you intend. 
Troubles and conflicts condense around
those with the power to resolve them. Take it
from me, child—I know this, because we
have lived it. The nature of your magic
would inevitably draw you into conflict. 
Even if you did not move, the problems
would simply come to you. You cannot tell
me that you wouldn’t be continually tempted
into action. It is not you we distrust, but your
power. Power is man’s great weakness. 
When absolute, it is a terrible thing, and it
would surely corrupt you." The witch sat. 
"That is the difference between you, and
ourselves. We are limited. You are not. That
is why you must be removed. You are no less
a threat to the world than the Vorid. 
Daniel started to speak, but the woman
raised a hand. "I do not mean to say that you
made the wrong choices. Perhaps, had I a
family to protect, and no other means of
doing so, I would have done as you did. I
pity the fate which has fallen on your
shoulders." 
No clever responses came to mind. 
She’d made a good point. Would he really
just pack it up and go home after the Vorid
left? Humanity had plenty of issues even
without an invasion. He would be turning his
back on all that. There would be more than
one person trying to pull him into something. 
He had a brief vision of a United States
backed up by a new nuclear weapon—
Daniel Fitzgerald. What kind of world would
that be like? 
Was the witch right? Maybe he wouldn’t
sit on his hands. He’d certainly want to make
the world better than it was. Wasn’t that why
he wanted to be a prosecutor, anyway? His
own brand of karmic vengeance? 
But how bad a thing would that be? He
wasn’t insane. He was just another guy. He
didn’t want to rule people; he believed in
republics. He could rationally ignore people
that tried to get him to be more than that. 
Prosecution was his revenge, but it was
directed through the laws that society had
decided were acceptable. 
No. He couldn’t accept her logic. 
"You’re wrong," he said. 
The witch’s face was patient. "How
so?" 
"I wouldn’t use my powers after the
war," Daniel said. "Maybe in self-defense. 
Save someone in a burning building, that sort
of thing. Other than that, I just wouldn’t do it. 
That’s my answer. Being a contractor is only
about fighting the Vorid." 
"And we come back, then," the woman
said, "to the fact that we would have to take
you at your word. The word of a hotheaded
young man is not something I can trust. I
doubt many would." 
And then Daniel realized the truth of the
inquisition. The magicians weren’t interested
in a better world. They wanted, like so many
others, to maintain the status quo, carefully
protect and grow their own power. The
witch herself, along with the council that sat
before him, were the current masters of the
world, and they wouldn’t condone anything
that might replace them. 
The Daniel from half a year ago
wouldn’t have turned himself in. Right after
killing the lord and protecting Rachel, his
old self would have laughed in Rothschild’s
face and walked away. And there would
have been nothing they could do about it. 
But he’d set his cynicism aside. He’d
honestly tried to change his perspective. He
tried to do the right thing when he could
barely figure out what the right thing was. 
He met their eyes. Matthew smirked at
him. The witch’s expression was flat. The
Chinese Wu was stony and indifferent. 
Rothschild’s face was tight with satisfaction. 
Daniel could see Eleanor’s hands. She
gripped the railing in front of her seat so
hard her knuckles were white. She was
helpless to save him. It didn’t sit well with
her. At least she cared. 
He found himself more comforted by
that than he thought he would be. 
The others long since stopped caring
about the ideals championed by prepubescent
boys that believed they’d figured out how the
world worked. They weren’t the magical
heroes from magazines and books. They
weren’t a league of justice. They were
politicians and hypocrites. 
Except one. 
"Where’s Henry Astor?" Daniel asked. 
"What does he have to say about this?" 
"I’m right here." 
Daniel squinted. He could just make him
out in the unlit back row of the room. The old
man trudged down the stairs. He looked like
he’d never been wounded. Magic had its
benefits. 
"Mr. Astor," Daniel said. "You know
me." 
"I do." Henry narrowed his eyes. "And
you had the impudence to look me in the eyes
and tell me you’d protect my daughter. When
you’d made yourself into one of these things, 
when you knew full well the consequences!" 
Daniel’s mouth moved as he found the
words. "…but…I was trying…" He
swallowed. "I had to protect my brother." 
"Then you made a choice," Henry said. 
"Your life for his. I commend you for your
courage. Now you will pay that price." 
"…why?" 
"Because my daughter misguidedly
associated herself with Satan’s black magic, 
and now she is dead!" Henry leaned in close. 
"You should never have courted her. You
should never have dared. You should have
known better than to involve someone you
cared about. My little girl is dead because of
you." 
Daniel was speechless. 

You know he's right. 
Daniel looked down. He shook his head
at the floorboards at Henry's feet—to reject
Henry's words, and the cynical voice in his
head, to try and stave off the fear in his chest
that they were both right and he was in
denial. 
Henry stood straight, then marched up to
Eleanor. Daniel could see the struggle on her
face. She was trying with every fiber of her
being not to burst into tears. The betrayal and
disbelief was plain to see. 
Daniel knew, because he felt the exact
same way. Was that the same Henry that had
laughed at his jokes back at Eleanor’s
birthday? 
Yes, it was. A man like that didn’t last
as president of the world’s most powerful
organization of magicians because he was
nice. 
Rothschild cleared his throat. "I hereby
exile you to Hell. Do you have any last
words?" 
Daniel closed his eyes. "Miss Astor. 
Please protect my little brother. He’s in
Cleveland with my father." 
"I will," Eleanor said. "I promise." 
Daniel looked up at Henry. "…I don’t
understand, sir. And I don’t think I ever
will." 
"I wouldn’t expect you to. You are not a
father." 
Daniel narrowed his eyes. Those words
meant nothing. He didn’t have a very good
track record with fathers. 
He looked back at Rothschild, and
Henry, and the Wu, and the witch, and that
smug little prick, Matthew. They were
banishing him to protect themselves, the rest
of the human race be damned. Daniel's anger, 
his fear, and all the rest of the twisted
feelings in his gut melted and bubbled up into
his throat. 
"Fuck all of you," Daniel said. "You had better hope Hell is as good a fucking prison
as you say it is." 
Rothschild raised his hands. What
looked like a purple-red laser light show
grew in front of him. It reminded Daniel of
Gabby’s electricity, but this was different. 
Sinister. 
It took him a moment to realize it was a
sigil. It was convoluted beyond anything he’d
seen. Shapes and lines and lights moved and
danced across its surface like the mechanical
parts of an impossibly complex engine. It
filled half the space before them, stretching
from the floor to halfway up to the ceiling. 
At that moment, Daniel felt the fear
crush down on him. They were actually
sending him to Hell. It was happening, right
then. And this sight—the cruel magicians that
were all humanity had between life and death
—was the last thing he’d ever see. 
Rothschild jabbed a finger forward. One
of the lines began to warp and vibrate. "May
god have mercy on your soul." 
The dark light grew in Daniel’s vision. 
Spots danced in front of his eyes. The world
was washed away. 


****
He had a brief sensation of falling. The
next thing he knew, Daniel was sitting on the
ground. A cold wet seeped into his pants. He
opened his eyes and looked around. 
He was on the side of a mountain, half-
planted in snow. Icy wind numbed his ears
and his fingertips. 
The air was sharp and clean. Lines of
rocky peaks stretched to the horizon. He felt
like he’d been dropped in the Himalayas. 
He clambered to his feet. He held his
arms to his chest and shivered. Wasn’t there
supposed to be a lake of fire down here? 
"Hey you." Daniel turned. Perched on a
rock, wrapped in a thick fur coat, was
something that looked like a goblin. Mottled
green skin covered a fat, elongated nose that
poked out from its hood. It pointed. "Down
the path here. Feel free to jump if you want
to die. Wouldn’t blame you." 
Daniel digested that for a minute, then
started down the slightly less snowy section
of rock the goblin had indicated. They were
on a sort of shelf protruding from the
mountain. To Daniel’s right was a steep
drop-off into the valley below. There wasn’t
anything to break a fall for a good five
hundred feet. He stayed close to the left side
of the path and kept an eye on his footing. 
A sharp gust whistled by. Daniel bent
low as it stole the heat from his clothes. 
"Shit." 
The demon hacked a laugh. "Little nippy
today." 
"No kidding." Daniel plodded forward
on the rocks. "Not to be rude, but what are
you?" 
"Imp, in our tongue. Sometimes you call
us goblins." 
Daniel glanced back at the imp. "I’m
Daniel. What’s your name?" 
"…I think that’s the first time a
prisoner’s ever asked my name." 
"First time for everything." 
"Point made. I’m called Minum. Don’t
know why you’d care, though." 
"Trying to keep my mind off the fact…" 
Daniel shivered again. "…that my balls are
shriveling up." 
Minum made a raspy, coughing chuckle. 
"Cheeky ones are the most fun." 
"Why’s that?" 
"More entertaining when they finally
break." 
"…oh." Daniel half-laughed, half
breathed through his nose. "So you the
gatekeeper, or something?" 
"More or less. Lead you human lot from
the arrival platform in." He jabbed a thumb
back over his shoulder. "You can’t see it
much with all the snow, but that’s a serious
enchantment. You’re younger than most, I
gotta say. Been a few young ones lately." 
"Kinda crappy to sit out here." 
He spat over the cliff. "Cold work, but
you get used to it. And we know when you’re
coming. Only been here five minutes." 
Minum seemed talkative. Daniel figured
he probably didn’t get to vent about his job
much. It might be a good opportunity to get
information. "I seem to like it," he prompted. 
"Yeah, it’s not so bad. Contractor
nonsense has put the spring back in my step." 
"Your English is pretty good for a
demon." 
"Heh." The imp spat again. "Long time
ago, used to be a dozen languages for every
race, just like your world. The old ruler got
sick and tired of it, so they cast a spell so we
could all understand each other
permanently." 
"Sounds like they’re strong." 
"She was the kind to make you wet
yourself, yeah. But she’s long gone." 
"She?" 
"Yeah. She." 
"Imagine that." 
Minum laughed again. "You got a good
attitude. Most come down kicking and
screaming. Gotta drag em’ with magic. I
encourage most to jump. Boys back at the
prison have a pool going for how many kill
themselves. I’m 23 for 35 this year." 
Daniel swallowed. "I guess freezing
mountainsides don’t have much in the way of
entertainment." 
Daniel watched the goblin’s face split
into a fanged grin. "Oh, there’s plenty of
entertainment. We watch what goes on in the
prison. That’s more than enough most times. 
Biggest broadcast station in the empire." 
Hell. Prison. Torture. Eternity. Daniel
looked over the edge of the cliff. A quick
death might not be so bad. 
For a moment, he thought about Rachel. 
The pain came again. 
He felt a sudden clarity. He understood
why people would just jump. They were so
desperate for an ending that any would do. 
He considered jumping for a moment, giving
it the long thought of a man that had nothing
to lose and could dwell on whatever impulse
struck his fancy. But it wasn’t for him. 
Or maybe he was just too afraid. 
No, it wasn't that. He wasn't too afraid. 
He was too angry. He wanted to choke the
life out of Matthew before he died. 
"…so…what exactly is the prison?" he
asked. "Do I get a cell?" 
"Why spoil the surprise? You’ll find out
soon enough." 
They rounded a large drift of snow. 
Daniel stopped. Nestled a few dozen yards
past them in the side of the mountain was a
series of towers and walkways carved
straight from the black rock. It looked like a
jagged hole in the earth made to suck down
every good thing in the world. Daniel
shivered again, but not from the cold. 
"The Gates of Hell," Minum said. 
"Homey, ain’t it?" 
"I wouldn’t have picked that exterior." 
Minum slapped him on the back a bit too
hard. "Nothing gets you down, huh? Maybe
I’ll keep an eye on you, kid. Give you your
first follower." 
"Follower?" 
"Heh. You’ll see, you’ll see. Keep on, 
now, your balls ain’t the only ones freezing." 
They kept along the path until the
structure leered high over their heads. Daniel
noticed a wide road tucked in the rock
opposite them. Maybe there was some
civilization in some distant land past the
mountains. "What did you mean by broadcast
station? Is this shown on television or
something? 
"PrisonWatch," Minum said. "Biggest
television channel in the empire, which
spans twenty solar systems." 
"Are you joking?" 
"Does it sound like I’m joking?" Minum
huffed. "Humans all the same. They can’t
ever believe that they’re the backward
moron race. Welcome to reality." 
They reached the entrance. The double
doors formed an intimidating stone gateway. 
Their surface was carved with screaming, 
twisted faces. Daniel watched them open, 
pulled by long chains connected to pulleys
high up on the tower. Watchmen posted
above must have noticed their approach. 
The doors creaked to a halt. Within was
a murky black hall. Daniel’s eyes drifted to a
wide arch set just above the entrance. It was
carved with strange symbols he didn’t
recognize, but almost as soon as he looked at
it, the words wavered, shifting into legible
English. 

Through me you pass into the city of

woe:

Through me you pass into eternal pain:

Through me among the people lost for

aye. 

Justice the founder of my fabric

moved:

To rear me was the task of Power

divine, 

Supremest Wisdom, and primeval Love. 

Before me things create were none, 

save things

Eternal, and eternal I endure. 

All hope abandon ye who enter here. 
"…no confetti? I expected confetti." 
Minum grinned. "This place been here
apiece even before the king now was king. 
He’s a bit of a showman. Gotta keep the
ratings up. Ratings means advertising, and
that means cash." 
"Evidently." 
"In you go," Minum said. "I like you kid, so here’s fair warning. Don’t get your hopes
up." 
Daniel planted his feet forward and
walked under the arch. "See you later, 
Minum." 
"Heh." Minum’s voice echoed into the
hall. "Good luck, kid. Maybe I will bet on
you." 
The doors groaned shut behind him, 
sealing him in with a solid boom that rung
out with all the finality of the place called
Hell. He was plunged into complete
darkness. 
And then he heard the weeping. 
Daniel felt the last tiny bit of hope
evaporate out of his heart. 
Epilogue
Xikanthus Vol’mund Dovian
pom'Nafalstra appeared outside Beelzebub’s
central office. The innermost room was deep
within the palace at the capital of the demon
empire, the city called Dis. 
Xik examined the enchantment that held
the door locked. He passed a hand over it
and analyzed the structure with a diagnostic
sigil. The spell passed the information back
to Nafalstra. In a few seconds, a sigil pattern
arrived back in his current universe. 
Xik pushed his power forward. Orange
light seeped into the bolt. The lock opened
soundlessly. Xik poked his head in between
the doors. 
The office was soft shades of green. A
wood desk sat behind several chairs. It was
rather conservative for a demon. 
Standing behind the desk, facing a long
row of windows, was the king of Hell, 
Beelzebub. The demon’s powerful build
made Xik look like a thin rod. His skin was
blood red. Black claws folded behind his
back clicked together impatiently. 
"You have two choices," Beezlebub
said. "You may explain why you have broken
into my office and be tortured to death. 
Alternatively, I will force it out of you, and
for wasting my time, you’ll be tortured
forever." 
"Impressive you noticed me." 
Beelzebub turned from the windows. 
"Not as impressive as how you can hide your
presence." 
"Then how did you know I was here?" 
"I sensed my spell on the door fail." 
"Ah." Xik made a mental note to put in a
complaint to Nafalstra. "You are the king of
Hell, Beelzebub, correct?" 
The demon closed his eyes. "I think I’ll
enjoy peeling the skin off your body." 
"I am an ambassador from the Klide," 
Xik added. He smiled at Beelzebub’s
surprise. "Are you more amenable to a
discussion, knowing that?" 
"I thought you might visit me sometime. 
But there are no Vorid in Hell." 
"Yet," Xik said. "But we both know that Earth’s fate is tied quite closely to this
universe. If the humans go, then -" 
"I’m aware of the consequences. I wrote
the treaty. I built Hell." Beelzebub glanced
out from his office. The city of Dis stretched
below the palace. In the distance, a huge
transport ship was landing at the spaceport, 
returned from an excavation on the planet’s
moon. "What do you want?" 
"A contractor will be imprisoned in
Hell shortly. A young man named Daniel
Fitzgerald." 
"And?" 
"The humans may be as stubborn as they
like, but the Klide cannot afford to lose him. 
Survival rates against lords are not
particularly high." 
"I cannot disturb the treaty." 
"You won’t have to." Xik walked
forward until he stood next to the demon. 
"We aren’t interested in who fights against
the Vorid; only that they fight. In exchange
for your cooperation, you could be that
warrior. When the Vorid threat ends, the
power will be yours to do with as you wish." 
"Are you suggesting that I become a
contractor myself and kill this human?" 
A smile crept up Xik’s wide frog lips. 
"You have the general idea." 
###
To Be Continued
In Book Two of The Contractors:
Prisoner
###
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Following is a short excerpt from the
upcoming sequel to Contractor:
Prisoner
As a human, Jack Killiney was small
person. He barely topped five-foot-three. He
was skin and bones, and not from lack of
trying. Even his hair was buzzed short, if
only because he hated the way it looked
when it grew out. 
But Jack was more than human. He was
a contractor. 
Every contract had a unique ability. His
was the power to transform himself into a
massive, silver-haired ape. On his command, 
his arms, legs, or even his entire body would
surge with muscle. While the stamina of his
collected soul held out, he could run for
miles. He was strong enough to flip cars like
toys. His shaggy fur was imbued with a
magic of its own, and formed a defensive
barrier that protected him from all but the
most potent attacks
His power—his status as a contractor—
made him different. It made him better. He
didn’t have to be small. He could be big, in
every sense of the word. 
But at the moment, Jack was in hell. He
was in the Hell, an artificial plane of
existence that drifted in the gap between the
human and demon universes. It was a prison
for the worst criminals of both worlds, the
foul, the terrible, and the unspeakable. 
The men and women locked there didn’t
simply trample on humanity. That was
commonplace depravity; that got you a trial, 
an extended stay on death row. The people
sent here, well—it was more as if they never
acknowledged a greater sense of humanity in
the first place. 
Hell was, first and foremost, the
sarcophagus of Satan. The real Satan. Jack
was still getting his head around that. It was
real, and locked in a massive meld of
machine and magic far below where he stood
that very instant. 
The room he occupied was packed
shoulder-to-shoulder with observers—and
the vast majority were not human. There
were thick-chested minotaur; freakish crow-
people, the harpies; six-legged, spidery
grazule; green, leathery-skinned goblins; 
bright-red devils; and even dragons, reduced
to their humanoid forms, distinguished by the
chromatic scales emerging from their necks
and temples. A single nightmare, a small, 
ink-black weasel of a demon, floated above
the heads of the crowd. 
The floor and walls were solid black
steel. It was the same uniform, riveted iron
that everything in Hell was made of, when it
wasn’t made of exhaust or soot-stained
concrete. 
All of them faced a thick-plated window
that stretched from floor to ceiling. The room
sloped up toward the back, giving everyone
a clear view of the arena below. Along the
curved wall of the coliseum, Jack could see
other window-rooms, just as packed as his. 
The New Detainee Games were
mandatory viewing—not that they needed to
be. It was one of the few forms of
entertainment they had. 
Even it if wasn’t, Jack would not have
considered skipping. He found out what
happened if you broke the rules. He decided
not to break the rules. 
When Jack accepted Xik’s offer and
became a contractor, he thought he’d finally
be big. He thought he would be somebody. 
He thought he’d finally become the biggest
fish in the pond. He thought the rules were
finally going to bend and break under the
weight of what he’d become. 
He had no idea. 
It probably didn’t help that he was
squashed between two infamous giants of
human history. 
"You look like you’re out of your depth, 
boy." 
Jack looked to the giant at his right. 
Rasputin had a heavy nose. It sat on his
face like a beetle. His scraggly beard was
long, and his wide ears were long, and his
hair was long—and his head, while small, 
was distended by all the longness. To Jack, it
felt more like a wrongness. 
His voice was different. His voice
coated the air with so much butter and
warmth that you hardly seemed to notice all
that stuff about his face until you took a good
look. It put you in a good mood just to hear
it. The man could insult you, and you’d be all
smiles, patiently waiting for more. 
Something about the voice made his
spine shiver. Jack made it a habit to take a
good look at Rasputin’s face as often as
possible. 
"Why is this one here?" Rasputin asked. 
"Because being a man of the modern
era," the giant on Jack’s left said, "he may be a better judge of modern men than you." 
Jack glanced at the other man. His name
was Vlad Dragwlya III, Prince of Wallachia. 
His more commonly known name was
the one that Jack recognized. Dracula. 
Lord Dracula was a sharp man. His chin
was narrow; his nose was small and pointed. 
A mustache flared neatly to either side of his
face. His eyes were always squinting. At the
moment, he was looking out the window, 
inspecting the arena below the ring of
windowed rooms. 
"I think myself a better judge of
character than some fresh fool of a boy, no
matter the era." 
"Perspective, Rasputin," Dracula said. 
Even his voice was sharp. It cut like
obsidian. "Perspective." 
"I have eyes, you know. They give me a
shocking amount of perspective." 
"Jack," Dracula said. 
Jack responded immediately. "Lord
Dracula?" 
Dracula gestured to the arena. "Observe
carefully. The other games can be similar in
nature. You’ve been through this, but now
you’ll have a chance to see it from this side. 
Take this chance and learn what you can." 
Jack turned back to stare at the arena. 
The one he’d participated in was a little
more tame. It didn’t have the suspended steel
catwalks, or the whizzing metal discs that
looked like they would slice right through
you if you looked at them funny. And it
definitely didn’t have a floor made out of
seething hot magma. Geysers of the stuff
erupted at random, spraying the walkways
with flecks of superheated rock. Jack felt
sweat beading on his forehead just looking at
it. 
The game started suddenly—there was
no warning for mere prisoners. 
"Ladies and gentlemeeeen!" The
announcer carried on the last syllable, as if
welcoming them to a three-ring circus rather
than a vicious deathtrap. It was the same
voice the other rooms would be hearing, the
same voice broadcast over PrisonWatch—
Beelzebub’s revenue-generating television
station that cashed in on cold hard brutality. 
Best of all, it was guilt-free—everyone in
Hell deserved what happened to them. 
"Grab your drinks and plop a seat, 
because the New Detainee Games are about
to begin! Today’s arena is inspired by the
Mining facilities found on Omicron-8! A
quick thanks to today’s sponsor, Omicron
Mining Corporation! OMC: Constructing a
better future!" 
Jack winced away from the room’s
loudspeaker. The announcer could’ve given
Billy Mays a run for his money. 
"And now, today’s unlucky new
inmates!" 
A blue spotlight—contrast to the orange-
red tint of iron-backed lava—alighted on a
long, flat platform at the far end of the arena. 
For a moment, there was nothing—and then a
sprinkle of white light heralded the
teleportation spell. 
A body warped into existence; a devil. 
Its blood-red skin was stained purple by the
lighting. Two white horns stuck out from its
skull. It had claws like razor blades. 
"Today’s first inmate is Zelunix! 
Zelunix’s main crime was serial
decapitation, followed by removing and
consuming the brains of his victims! You
may remember him from our earlier
courtside specials—Zelunix was infamously
unrepentant, telling the judge ‘don’t knock it
till you’ve tried it!’ His innate lack of smell
gave him away, as his neighbors couldn’t
stand the scent of the rotting corpses still
decorating his home!" 
Zelunix enthusiastically raised his long
arms and waved, as if to greet the viewers at
home. If Jack hadn’t been down there, 
before, he might have thought it was almost
cartoonish. 
One by one, new inmates were warped
in, followed by a brief summary of their
deeds. Most were more of the same—
vicious, and usually shameless, criminals. 
Some had used forbidden magic Jack wasn’t
familiar with. They were all demons, of
various species. 
Their reactions came in two flavors. 
About half of them looked almost happy to
be in attendance. Others were more subdued, 
standing in place with distant, confused
looks. 
Jackson risked speaking. "Lord
Dracula?" 
"Yes?" 
"That last one didn’t seem so bad," he
said, pointing at the platform. The latest
criminal had been announced as a thief. 
"Why is he here?" 
"He stole from the wrong person," 
Dracula said. 
"So he got sent to Hell? Seems kinda
harsh." 
"Use your head, boy," Rasputin said. 
"This is an exile. A vengeful, excruciating
exile. Humanity uses a sentence here as a
message. Demons use it as a tool." 
"…to do what?" 
"To control," Dracula said. 
"And now!" the announcer shouted, 
"Today’s last inmate! We’ve got a human
today, folks, and we all know how feisty
those can be! Give the young man a helping
hand, won’t you?" 
Light flickered and sparked at the end of
the platform. A new person warped into
view—it was a young man, as advertised. 
The blue light washed him out, but Jack
knew him instantly. His hair was somewhere
between brown and blonde, slightly curly. A
thick lock of it always drooped down right
between his eyes. His gaze faced forward, 
quiet, cold. 
Jack was surprised—less to see him, 
and more at the look on his face. When he’d
first met the man that would become his best
friend, he had that same coldness. It was a
look that said he’d seen the world, and he
was disappointed. 
But it had gone away. It fell off his face
as he’d gotten to know Jack, and then, with
time, vanished altogether. 
Now, that old expression was back. 
Something must have happened. Something
bad. 
Jack felt the sad smile on his face. He’d
been sentenced to Hell. It didn’t get much
worse than that. 
Jack tried to warn him, but he knew it
would go unheeded. He wasn’t good at
taking advice. And now he was here. 
"Back on Earth," the announcer
continued, "he was found guilty of using the
vampiric enchantment, and we all know what
that means! A life sentence in Hell! Who
knows—maybe this one will be the key to
moving another human faction up to the next
level! A big welcome to: Daniel
Fitzgeraaald!" 
"Another one like you," Rasputin said. 
"…no. Not like me." 
Estimated Date of Release: Fall 2015
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