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	“It was too late for me to regret what had occurred during the day.”

	-The King in Yellow (1895)

	-Robert W. Chambers 

	 


 

	Chapter 00: 

	The Canary of Capstone Creek

	 

	00:

	 

	Everything was still as Elliott Harding stood in the corner of his bedroom. The room was ice cold, but he found himself unable to shiver. The room was dark, the only light being the dark blue of early morning penetrating through the broken window. The few cold streaks of light illuminated a body slumped over his desk.

	Elliott flicked the light switch, but nothing happened. He reached into his pocket for his cellphone but couldn’t find it. 

	“Okay!” Elliott thought to himself, “It’s just a normal investigation. Examine the crime scene… even if the crime scene is your own room.”

	Elliott’s eyes flicked to the window. There was a clear bullet hole, with shattered glass on the inside windowsill indicating that the shot came from outside. Outside the window was nothing but the thick, still darkness of the last moments before the sun breached the horizon. 

	Elliott turned to his desk. There was a broken computer monitor with a bullet hole in it that lined up perfectly with the hole in the window. Slumped over the desk was a body. It was difficult to make out details through the haze of blue darkness, but the body was a young man with a small frame. There was some hard to identify damage on their right shoulder and severe damage to his right hand, like it was bitten by a large dog. Long hair flowed from the victim’s head, soaked in blood from the gunshot wound to the back of their skull. 

	Elliott felt panic grip him. He reflexively reached for his chest expecting a pounding heartbeat, but his chest was still. He shook his head and focused. 

	The victim wore a sharp, well-tailored trench coat that looked right out of a noir thriller. Its once grey color was now stained red with blood. Elliott recognized the clothes as his own. 

	“Why was the victim wearing my clothes? In my apartment?” Elliott thought out loud. The victim was slumped over Elliott’s desk. What was he doing there?

	Elliott carefully moved the victim revealing a scattering of Elliott’s notes, illegible from being soaked in blood. He sighed and turned to face the victim.

	Elliott gasped. His own dead eyes stared back at him. Elliott fell backwards and screamed out. The lack of pounding in his chest became all the more alarming. His mind raced as it searched for an explanation. The obvious one was this was simply a nightmare. 

	Alas… It was not.

	Elliott slapped his face to try and wake up, but it felt too real. Everything felt too… solid to be a dream. 

	He shot up and rushed through the door. He was expecting his living room, expecting his roommate Adam to be sitting on the couch… He expected something familiar.

	Beyond the threshold of his bedroom, Elliott found himself in a warmly lit corridor. The walls were lined with luxurious art deco wallpaper adorned with elegant candelabra-esque light fixtures that radiated a welcoming, but ethereal light. An endless row of doors stretched on until the light faded into the distance.

	Elliott turned back to see into his bedroom, but it was too dark now. There was a label beside the door, reminiscent of the number of a hotel room that read “Elliott Harding.” He gulped and stepped fully into the hallway. The faint melody of a piano filled the air but didn’t seem to come from any one place of origin.

	“Hello?” Elliott called out, nothing but his echo greeted him in response. He began to walk down the hall. Each door had a label, and each label had a name, none of which Elliott recognized. Out of curiosity, he tried some of the doors, but none of them opened.

	Elliott walked and walked. He expected his legs to tire out, but wherever he was, he seemed to have infinite stamina. His endless march came to a sudden halt when he came across a door labeled “Harris Flemming.”. The name rang familiar in his head, but he couldn’t quite place why. He tried the door. To his surprise, it opened.

	 


01:

	 

	Stepping through the door was like stepping into a memory. Everything that happened beyond the door happened exactly as he remembered it. 

	 

	This is the fourth murder this month. Elliott didn’t think that a potential serial killer could start to become tedious, but here he was, standing over the fourth victim, Harris Flemming. Same M.O., same lack of new clues, same dumb cops.

	Uniformed officers buzzed around the victim’s apartment as they marked evidence and took pictures. Elliott heard snarky comments about the young private detective’s presence, but he ignored them. If they had done their job properly, he wouldn't have to be here. 

	Elliott brushed his long ginger hair behind his ear, snapped on a pair of gloves that he pulled from his trench coat pocket, and crouched down to examine the body. The victim’s skin was deathly pale. Cause of death: Blood Loss. The victim’s limbs were twisted and contorted, as if the assailant was violently wringing them of their blood. The most vexing detail, though, was the lack of any blood at the scene. Yup. Same M.O.

	Elliott delicately ran his finger along the victim’s body. No matter how carefully he looked, there was no puncture wound. Elliott stood and looked around. The walls were slammed in, mirrors broken, and other clear signs of a struggle, so Elliott ruled out the murder taking place somewhere else. Why and how did the killer drain the blood? Same lack of new clues.

	Elliott stood up. One of the uniformed officers immediately spoke up.

	“What's the deduction, Mini Holmes?” the lead officer said, laughing. The nickname made Elliott visibly cringe. It was always his height. That was always the choice of insult thrown his way. Same dumb cops…

	“Still think it’s someone the victim knew?” another cop said.

	“I do,” Elliott said, still intensely studying the body. Elliott’s voice was best described as cute, something he did his best to hide by speaking with a confident theatricality that even two words, two syllables could convey. 

	“Keh. You’re not as smart as they say, then.” the lead officer said.

	“KEH!” Elliott repeated mockingly, “Oh yeah?”

	 “You only had that theory because the last three incidents had no signs of forced entry? Look,” the lead officer gestured confidently to the apartment’s shattered sliding glass door that led to the backyard. “Forced entry. Bashed in.”

	The officers snickered; their eyes fixated on Elliott.

	Elliott shook his head and let out a theatrical, exasperated sigh which quieted the heckling. He then stepped over to the shattered glass door, crouched down, and gestured at the carpet inside the apartment.

	“Look!” Elliott said. “No glass.”

	Then he took a hop backwards over the threshold and onto the back patio. There was a distinct sound of crackling broken glass. Elliott picked up one of the broken pieces and posed with an exasperated “tah-dah” pose.

	“The glass door wasn’t bashed in. It was bashed out,” he said, “Signs of struggle. Same as the rest.”

	The other officers turned to the lead officer who was red in the face. Elliott snickered and strutted over to the front door. He propped his arm on one of the rookie officers who was keeping his head down.

	“Report?” Elliott said.

	“He doesn't take orders from you!” the lead officer shouted through grit teeth.

	Elliott sighed and raised his hands up in resignation.

	The lead officer cleared his throat and spoke, “Report?”

	The rookie officer looked to Elliott, then to the lead officer nervously, then said, “W-well… No signs of forced entry… b-but… we did find boot prints that matched ones found at the other scenes…” 

	“Bam!” Elliott said and clapped his hands together, “Invited in!”

	“Fine,” the lead detective said, eyes narrowed at Elliott with disdain, “But so what? There is no connection between any of the victims. They are all perfect strangers. How can they all recognize the same person?”

	“That’s the mystery, isn’t it?” Elliott said with an almost giddy smirk. 

	The lead officer flared his nose in annoyance. “Better figure it out, then. The feds are coming to take over, and I doubt they will be as… charmed by your Jr. Holmes act.”

	Elliott groaned at the nickname once more which made the lead officer chuckle.

	“Well, I, for one, look forward to working with some actual professionals,” Elliott said with a cocky smirk. 

	The lead officer’s face somehow turned a darker red than before as Elliott turned around and gave a dismissive wave. He could hear the lead officer rant and rave, but he didn’t much care to fully listen to what he was saying. He put his hand on the doorknob and opened the door.

	 

	On the other side of the door, Elliott found himself back in the hotel hallway.

	 

	02:

	 

	Elliott gasped and shook his head. He turned back to look inside the room with the door labeled “Harris Flemming.” Beyond the threshold was the crime scene of the poor man’s death. The lead officer was still red in the face as the other police pretended to look busy. But it was all perfectly suspended in time. 

	Elliott turned back around to see a dark figure leaning against the wall. He yelped in surprise.

	The figure was a man dressed in a pure black suit with a bone gray tie. His pitch black dress shirt was lined with horizontal gray lines that, combined with the tie, looked like a rib cage. He was a sickly thin man with a ghostly white face that was obscured by the shadow of a straight, long brimmed hat. The man in black was looking down at the dull bronze pocket watch in his gloved hand. At the sound of Elliott’s gasp, he closed the watch.

	“It’s too soon for you to be here,” the man in black, said. His voice was soft, with an ethereal rasp to it.

	“W-what do you mean? And who are you?”

	A smirk could barely be seen under the shadow covering the man in black’s face.

	“Who am I? I’m busy. Too busy to be dealing with someone checking in this early,” he said. 

	“Wh-wha? You don’t look too busy to me.”

	The man in black simply chuckled and walked away, hands formally behind his back.

	“Hey! Come back!” Elliot said, chasing after the man in black, but no matter how fast he ran, the man in black only got further and further away.

	As Elliott ran, the elegant hallways slowly turned into an alleyway. Elliott stopped. This alley looked familiar… His head flooded with an intense sense of deja vu. The same feeling as when he opened Harris Flemming’s door. Yes… He had walked down this alleyway right after investigating that man’s apartment… Again, he was reliving a memory.

	 

	He stepped out of the alley and onto a familiar street.

	 

	03:

	 

	Elliott found himself downtown, or the closest thing the small town of Capstone Creek had to a downtown. There was a quaint little coffee shop that he was especially fond of that he made a habit of going to after an investigation to think things through. The rich, pungent smell of the fresh ground beans always stimulated his synapses. His roommate, Adam, was waiting there for him, sitting at one of the outdoor tables.

	Adam Nolan was a fresh-faced young man with excited eyes that he constantly tried to make look more serious and stern than he could pull off. His hair was a light brown that, while he tried to keep it neat, had a habit of falling in front of his eyes in the heat of the moment. He wore an untucked button-down shirt and straight legged black jeans. He locked eyes with Elliott and raised his coffee cup as his friend approached.

	“How’d it go?” Adam said, his voice bright and naturally charming.

	Elliott groaned and slumped in his chair.

	“Not well?” Adam asked.

	“It’s truly baffling. No human should be able to do what this killer is doing,” Elliott said before he took his coffee cup and held it to his temple. The heat radiated from the coffee and soothed Elliott’s head.

	“Maybe it isn’t a human after all,” Adam said casually. He closed his eyes and took a long sip of his coffee.

	“At this rate, I’m willing to consider anything,” Elliott said dryly

	Adam choked on his coffee and sat up straight, surprised. “Gosh! You’re that stumped, eh?”

	Elliott nodded and brought the coffee to his lips.

	As the two enjoyed their coffee, a tall man approached their table.

	“Do my eyes deceive me?” the tall man said in a deep voice that rang familiar to the two roommates.

	Elliott and Adam turned to the voice, both of their faces lit up.

	Before them stood James Graves, a man who radiated pure professionalism. His facial features were sharp. His black hair was neat and tidy, brushed back with no chance of falling in front of his field of view. His dark gray eyes were deep and focused. He was wearing a raven black suit with a pristine white dress shirt underneath. His silk black tie was tied with perfect symmetry. On the lapel of his suit jacket was a silver, stately lapel pin that depicted a raven perched on an eye surrounded by a rather oceanic looking wreath. Elliot swore it looked like tentacles.

	James’s face was cracked with a smile. The kind of smile that was only reserved for close friends one hasn’t seen in years.

	Adam gasped, jumped up from the table, and rushed to hug James. 

	James was surprised by the sudden affection and looked to Elliott.

	Elliott cackled and leaned back in his chair as he spoke, “Don’t look at me, big shot.”

	“Where the hell have you been all these years?” Adam asked as he let go of James.

	“Training,” James said, bluntly.

	“Oh? Military?” Adam asked.

	“Looks more like a fed to me,” Elliott said and held out a finger pointed to James’s breast pocket. “I don't recognize the pin, but I can see the outline of a badge in his inner suit pocket.”

	Adam took a step back, eyed James up and down, and said, “You do look very secret agent-y.”

	James appeared to be fighting the urge to roll his eyes and chuckled.

	“If I looked like a secret agent, I wouldn’t be doing a very good job, would I?” James said, “What about you, two?”

	“W-well!” Adam began, “I just started college, and Elliott turned being a smartass into a career!”

	James let out a dry chuckle and said, “Private detective, then?”

	Elliott smirked wide and propped his hands behind his head, still leaning back in his chair.

	“That’s right! In fact… I bet I know why you’re here.”

	James’s eyebrow twitched up for just a fraction of a second. Adam didn’t notice, but Elliott did. “Oh?” James said.

	Elliott locked eyes with James and spoke in a low voice, almost a whisper, “Bloodless murders.”

	 

	04:

	 

	Elliott closed his eyes and took a sip of his coffee. When he put his coffee back down and opened his eyes, the morning blue sky was now a late-night black. Adam was gone and James was at the table. In the back of Elliott’s mind, he recalled spending the whole day here with Adam, catching up with James and discussing the case. James was vague about his involvement up until Adam had to leave for class. 

	Elliott blinked to reorient himself to the current memory playing out before him. James leaned in.

	“These murders. They seem impossible, don’t they?” James asked in a low, covert voice.

	“Well clearly not,” Elliott said, one eyebrow cocked curiously, “They happened.”

	James smirked. It was a competitive smirk that Elliott recognized making himself in the many chess games he won against James in the past. He had never seen such a face on James before. He didn’t think the stone-faced man was capable of it. Elliott’s other eyebrow cocked up, fully invested.

	“With everything you know, with everything you understand of this world, it is impossible,” James said.

	Elliott eyed James’s pin. “You haven’t joined a cult, have you?”

	James let out a dry chuckle and shook his head. “I can see how you would assume as much.”

	“Well then do enlighten me, Mr. Federal Agent,” Elliott said with a slight teasing tone, “Just as long as no Kool-Aid is involved.”

	James smiled warmly and let out a polite laugh. “Of course. We will simply solve this impossible case together.”

	“You say that with such certainty,” Elliott said as he kicked his feet back and propped them up on the coffee table.

	“The agency I work for,” James began, “has resources that make finding the… perpetrator of these events nearly trivial. The hard part is apprehending them. Our intelligence points to the next attack taking place at Capstone College. Your experience as a local investigator-”

	Elliott fell back in his chair, but James grabbed Elliott by the ankle, keeping them from hitting the floor. “What? Adam goes there!” Elliott yelped.

	James nodded, “Indeed. We have no time to waste.”

	 

	The town of Capstone Creek was quiet this late at night, which was an almost mocking foil to the pounding anxiety in Elliott’s chest. James drove the two of them in an unmarked black sedan to the Capstone College campus with a speedy but measured pace. The radio was playing classical piano, which came as no surprise to Elliott, but it still made Elliott roll his eyes. Admittedly, the piano music and the sleek government coded interior of the car helped ease a bit of Elliott’s anxieties. 

	Once at the campus, James parked and turned to Elliott.

	“Are you sure Adam is still here this late?” James asked.

	“Yeah. He stays until the last bus comes. He says he can’t study unless he's the only one in the library.”

	James’s already perpetually dour face somehow soured further and said, “Convenient… Or inconvenient. Depending on perspective.”

	“Doesn’t the attacker only kill people in their own homes though? He should be safe... Right?” Elliott said.

	“No. Our agents have found several bodies in the Capstone Creek outskirts that matched the contorted nature of the others. Local law enforcement simply never discovered them.”

	Elliott cursed under his breath, “Useless p-”

	James snapped his fingers in front of Elliott’s face. “Yeah yeah. There’s a reason I took you along instead of one of them. Now let's go. But be quiet.”

	Elliott nodded and James got out of the car and moved to the trunk. He popped it open where inside, a small arsenal of guns was stored. A pump action shotgun, a hunting rifle, and a pair of revolvers laid alongside boxes of ammo labeled, “.45 pure silver,” “12 gauge blessed salt,” and such.

	“James… is what we are hunting… human?” Elliott asked, eyes wide as they scanned across the munitions. 

	James equipped himself with the pump shotgun and bluntly said, “No.”

	Elliott stared at James in shock. All this talk of the inhuman and the supernatural… He had been skeptical… until now.  

	James began making his way towards the campus library. Elliott stayed at a distance and watched as James moved with a natural and stealthy caution. He looked well trained. Whatever agency James worked for, they were legit. James didn't look like he was sneaking, but as Elliott followed, he noticed that James’s steps made absolutely no sound.

	Once inside the library, the campus librarian looked up from her desk and saw James. She immediately shot up, as if she’d been caught slacking on the job. Before she could say anything, James reached in and pulled out his badge. Inside was an emblem that looked the same as his lapel pin, but with the words “Bureau Arcana” inscribed around it. Above the emblem was an I.D. card that had a picture of James, his name, and the words “Clearance: Arcana 00. Fool.”

	“Hello. I am rookie agent James Graves with the Bureau Arcana. Is there anyone else here?” James asked the bewildered librarian as she reached for her phone.

	“Yes. In the back near the study rooms. Like I told you before,” she said.

	James’s face didn’t move, but his eyes widened. “Like you told me before? Thank you,” he said politely, the slightest edge of worry in his voice before bolting towards where the librarian pointed. Elliott rushed behind, shocked by the sudden urgency.

	At the back of the library, Adam sat at a desk. James sat next to Adam, an arm around him in an uncharacteristically casual manner. 

	Elliott blinked in confusion. His eyes went from James, who was standing next to him, to James, who was sitting next to Adam. Adam gulped. Was whatever this was… stealing faces? Was that why all the victims let their attacker in?

	“Adam!” Elliott screamed.

	Adam looked up to see Elliott and James, then turned to the other James. His warm and excited face twisted with worry. The other James’s head snapped towards Adam, its facial features twitched unnaturally into a wide, insidious smile. Its eyes were wide… pitch black… hungry… 

	“Detec-tive. Spec-ial agen-t,” the other James said, his voice a near perfect echo of James, but ever so slightly wrong. As it spoke, its arms began to ratchet themselves jerkily around Adam’s neck. “We were jus-t t-alking ab-out you.”

	“James?” Adam said, eyes fixated helplessly on the real James. His voice sounded choked. 

	James swiftly brought the shotgun up and racked a shell into the chamber with an unnerving ka-chunk.

	The creature let out a mocking cackle, as if it were used to humans trying to use guns on it. Its arms continued to tighten around Adam, making an unsettling click with each twitchy movement.

	“What are you waiting for?” Elliott said to James.

	“I’ll hit Adam…” James said, his voice cold.

	“I’ll hi-t A-dam…” The creature parroted.

	Elliott grit his teeth and took a step forward. The creature that looked like James tilted its head at an unnatural angle. James made a sound of objection that Elliott didn’t comprehend, then Elliott took off in a sprint. He jumped across the desk and tackled the creature to the ground.

	Elliott decked the creature in the face. The impact made a wet crunch. 

	“What are you?!” Elliott screamed, readying his fist for another punch as his eyes refocused. Adam stared back up at him.

	“Ellio-tt! I-ts me!” Adam said. No, not Adam.

	Elliott hesitated. That moment was all the creature needed. The face that looked like Adam’s split out from the corners of its mouth and revealed a grotesque set of sharp teeth. The creature's head jittered up and bit Elliott’s fist.

	Elliott screamed in shock and agony as the creature overpowered Elliott, its arms now locked around Elliott’s head, tightening more and more, clicking like a machine, relentlessly. Elliott could feel his neck twisting. The necks and limbs of the previous victims flashed before his eyes. He was about to be drained of all of his blood…

	There was a bright flash, a loud crack, and a heavy force blasted the creature off of Elliott. James pumped the shotgun and fired again. The creature screeched, its form morphed into a twisted copy of Elliott. Without hesitation, James continued to fire, taking a step forward with each shot, until the shotgun was empty. 

	James stood over the creature. It twitched and cracked and writhed until it finally went still. Without his gaze leaving the monstrous copy-cat, he pulled out a shell, chambered it in the shotgun, racked it, and fired into the creature’s skull. 

	“Elliott… are you okay?” James asked, his eyes seemed to glow.

	Elliott looked at his hand. It was torn up by the creature’s bite. He felt an intense burning in his shoulder and reached up to touch where the pain came from. He winced as his fingers touched raw and bloodied skin. It seemed like some of the initial shotgun blast grazed Elliott.

	“In pain, but just dandy… How’s Adam?” Elliott said.

	“I’m… fine…” Adam said, voice shaken.

	James’s eyes were focused on Elliott’s torn up hand. “It got you, eh? That was damn reckless,” James said. He tried to make his voice sound calm and cold, but it was shaky and rattled.

	“Saved him, didn’t I?” Elliott said, trying to sound humorous, but equally shaken, “So… is that it?”

	James reloaded the shotgun. “Very likely. Backup will arrive soon. Go home. Recover.”

	Elliott opened his mouth to protest, but Adam put an arm on their good shoulder. Elliott immediately silenced himself and nodded.

	Adam helped Elliott out of the library despite his objections that he could take care of himself. A handful of agents rushed in, all of them dressed like James was, all of them with the same silver lapel pin. Some of the agents had another pin below that one. This secondary pin depicted a sword and a roman numeral, as if denoting rank. One of the agents, who introduced herself as Agent Strength, tended to Adam and Elliott. She patched up Elliott’s wounds and drove the two home. 

	 

	05:

	 

	Despite being told to rest, Elliott was feverishly at work at his desk, typing his report on the night’s events. Elliott typed with his left hand, as his right throbbed with pain from the monstrosity’s bite. As he typed, Elliott got an email notification. He opened it.

	 

	From: JGraves@BureauArcana.gov

	 

	Subject: Doppelganger report for local law enforcement.

	 

	Elliott. Attached is a copy from our archives describing the creature we encountered. Make use of it as you will.

	Best regards, James.

	 

	[[Director of Research, Agent Moon’s report on the entity labeled “Doppelganger ████████████.”]]

	The entity’s anatomy appears humanoid, but with a series of extra joints and muscles in its limbs. The purpose of these extra joints appears to be related to how it hunts its prey: A doppelganger, once getting close to its target, wraps its arms around its victim, the joints locking, only able to constrict further until the victim is squeezed to death.

	Analysis of the subjects’ digestive tracts show a structure consistent with other vampiric beings designed to primarily take nutrients from human blood. Unlike other vampiric creatures, instead of biting onto the victim to create an opening for the blood, the Doppelganger squeezes and contorts the victim, forcing internal bleeding that the creature then sucks from the mouth upon which the doppelganger wrings the victim dry. This explains why victims have no open wounds and no blood is found at the feeding site. 

	Analysis of the skin shows a heightened sensitivity to sunlight consistent with other vampiric beings. It is theorized that this is a tradeoff to accommodate the shapeshifting properties displayed in the subjects, hence the label of Doppelganger. 

	Analysis of the brain shows a significant degradation of higher brain function, heightening neurotransmission in the hunger and facial/voice recognition skills on a more instinctual level at the cost of conscious, theoretical understanding. Notably, however, is the preservation of the part of the brain most associated with social interaction. It should be noted that a doppelganger, in every reported case, will attack the host’s closest social link before going after those completely unrelated to itself or each other. We are still theorizing the exact purpose of this behavior, but our initial theory is ████████████

	Transmission is rare due to the Doppelganger’s uniquely brutal M.O. but, like other vampiric beings-

	 

	That was the last thing Elliott was conscious of in this life.

	 

	06:

	 

	Everything was dead still as Elliott Harding stood in the corner of his bedroom. 

	Elliott gasped. He clutched his chest to ease its pounding, but there was none. He stared over the room, frozen in time at the moment of his own death. 

	He turned from his corpse and out the broken window. He tried to see through the haze of darkness, in the hopes of making out who shot him, but nothing could be seen.

	His last memories of Adam and James played through his mind. He wondered what they were doing now, how they had reacted to his death, or if they even noticed he was gone yet. 

	A deep loneliness gripped Elliott’s heart. The realization that he will never again be able to share a coffee with Adam brought Elliott to his knees. He wanted to weep, but his body simply did not respond. He was dead after all, what body did he really have that could produce tears?

	It was impossible for Elliott to comprehend how long he stayed there, grieving for the loss of everyone, everything he knew. Days could have passed, but nothing changed. 

	Eventually, Elliott forced himself to stand and opened the door of his bedroom. Outside, the hotel hallway awaited him. He hesitated but forced himself over the threshold. He lumbered down the halls in a daze. He had no idea what he was searching for, or if he even was searching for anything… Maybe this hotel had some sort of recreation. 

	A sharp ding snapped Elliott from his lamenting daze. He turned around to see the man in black. The ornate bell of a reception desk sat upon his open palm as his other hand hovered just above. 

	Elliott stared at the face obscured by a long-brimmed hat. He was relieved. It was a comfort to see that he wasn’t alone, but it was outweighed by the uncertainty of what this man had in store for him.

	The man in black spoke with a soft, slow meter. Every word felt carefully chosen and deliberately delivered. “I… apologize for your… hasty accommodations. It has been a… puzzle to figure out how best to handle your… abrupt arrival.”

	“W-what do you mean by that?” Elliott asked, “Was I... not supposed to die?”

	Under the shadow of his long-brimmed hat, the man in black smiled. His long, bony fingers caressed the reception bell, as if inspecting it for any imperfection.

	“Supposed to? Nothing is quite so… preordained,” the man in black said.

	“Then what the hell do you mean?” Elliott asked.

	“Hell? No, not quite,” said the man in black with a grave chuckle. 

	“I don’t have time for games,” Elliott said.

	The man in black slowly alternated the position of his hands, the reception bell that was held in one hand fell into the other, transformed, and now appeared as a pocket watch.

	“Don’t you?” the man in black said, a smirk ever so slightly visible.

	Elliott let out a defeated sigh. “This eternal rest is turning out to be quite exhausting. Why are you here anyway?”

	The man in black waved his hand. The pocket watch now morphed into an archaic looking skeleton key. “The scales of fate must be rebalanced. You will be brought to a time and a place that will best carry out such a feat.”

	The man in black dropped the key then moved his hands behind his back. The key hung in the air, suspended from the ceiling by a thin chain.

	Elliott cautiously approached the key. He wrapped his hand around it and pulled. As if pulling the switch on a lamp, there was a loud, mechanical ka-chunk. A bright spotlight shone down on Elliott. The hotel hallway was drenched in darkness. The man in black was gone. Elliott looked around to see nothing but a lone door, highlighted by the spotlight. 

	Elliott held the key in his hand and approached the door. It didn't look like the same kind of door the rest of the hotel had. It looked more… academic. It was reminiscent of a door to a classroom, or dorm room. He tried the key; it fit into the keyhole of the door perfectly. He turned the key until there was a satisfying click.

	Elliott opened the door…

	 

	07:

	 

	The executive director of the Bureau Arcana was a man named Arthur Gecko, codenamed The Emperor. He was an older man whose face was perpetually shrouded in smoke, nothing but the glare of his round glasses indicating where his eyes were. He sat behind a sleek black slate desk, arms propped up on his elbows, sleeves rolled up to show off a strong set of forearms. His fingers were laced together in front of the cloud of smoke that was his face. On the desk lay an ashtray with a smoldering cigarette.

	The Executive Director’s office was vast and sparsely furnished. Nothing there was without purpose. The walls were brutalist and of bare concrete. The only decorations on the wall were a series of portraits of all of The Bureau’s previous executive directors. Each portrait had a silver plaque with the executive director’s name and date of appointment. The first in the series was the Bureau Arcana’s founder. It read “1895: Harvey Ashford.”

	The floor of the office was cold, polished stone with a large Bureau Arcana emblem embedded into it.

	James Graves sat on the other side of the desk and stared calmly into the hazy reflection from Executive Director Gecko’s glasses.

	“Congratulations on your promotion, Magician Graves,” Gecko said, his voice smooth and professional, with a political confidence that came from decades working in government.

	“Thank you, sir,” James said, bluntly. He hid it well, but he hated the executive director’s office. It reeked of a bureaucratic indifference to humanity… and tobacco… 

	“You were supposed to recruit that detective… Mr. Harding, was it? What happened?” Gecko asked, the vague swirl of smoke shifting to indicate a head tilt.

	“Elliot- Mr. Harding became… un-viable as a candidate,” James said, face stone still.

	“How unfortunate. And this Adam Nolan fellow… He has no special talents, no metanatural markers… Why do you think he will be a suitable agent?”

	“He may seem unremarkable but think of him as clay. We can- I can train him to be the best agent in the Bureau Arcana’s history,” James said, a hint of passion colored his voice.

	There was an ominous silence as Executive Director Gecko considered James’s words. He picked up his cigarette from his ashtray, the smoke from its tip flowed into the cloud surrounding Gecko’s head.

	“So be it,” Gecko said. He waved James off, and the smoke enveloped the rest of his frame. After a few seconds, the smoke dissipated, leaving an empty leather chair where Gecko once sat.

	James sat silently, listening, as if waiting to be sure Gecko was gone. Eventually, after a solid minute of silence, James allowed himself to stand.

	 

	James walked through the halls of the Bureau Arcana; his footsteps echoed down the concrete and linoleum. It all looked like any other office, but the arcane secrets that lurked among them invigorated James. 

	There was so much more to the universe that the mundane world simply couldn’t comprehend. The Bureau Arcana was the first line of defense against the eldritch infinity, the first pioneers into the astral frontier. They were chroniclers of impossible knowledge, the bridge between the physical and metaphysical. 

	Back in his office, James Graves picked up a file on his desk and looked through his next mission briefing.
 

	
  

Chapter 01: 

	The Wolf of Westridge

	 

	01:  

	 

	Local news stations tend to be run by skeleton crews. The only ones in the control room being the technical director, the producer, and the sound engineer. The studio only has the camera operators and the news anchors. If they are lucky, they have an intern.  

	Royce Grayson was working as an intern at this particular station, working in the control room for the nightly news. He was in his final semester at Westridge Community College working on his associates degree, and if this internship could become a job, he could skip going to university. Royce was enamored by the TV Studio. The darkness of the control room was only illuminated by the glow of the wall of tv monitors, some with live feeds of the various cameras in the studio, some dedicated to pre-edited news segments. 

	Behind Royce, the producer leaned into an intercom microphone. “We go live in five. Four. Three. Two…” and instead of saying one, she snapped her fingers.

	Royce sat beside the technical director and watched how they operated the switchboard. At the sound of the producer’s snap, the technical director pressed a button on the switcher and the opening theme played. A simple button press, and the entire county was getting their news.

	Once the theme finished playing, the technical director pressed another button and the main camera in the studio went live. Moments prior, the two anchors were on their phones as if they were simply in their living room and not a button press away from being broadcast to thousands of people, but once the camera went live, Royce blinked and they seemed like completely different people. They were bright and full of life, professionally comfortable, the kind of public comfort that came from years of live broadcasting.

	“Hello, and welcome to the evening news,” the lead anchor began, “Coming up: In the north, The Jack of Diamonds strikes again! Master thief pulls off another impossible heist. In the south, we celebrate the grand opening of the record-breaking skyscraper Beaumont Heights. Inland near the valley, we have reports of a potentially haunted mansion.”

	The co-anchor took over, “And now for our top story tonight: Mysterious maulings in the gem of the wooded coast, Greencrest Forest. Local authorities report an increase in violent attacks taking place off the main trails of the woods occurring during last week’s full moon. Police have confirmed fatalities but have yet to release a total number. Eyewitness accounts from survivors claim they saw…”

	The technical director lowered a lever on the switcher and a sketch of what could only be described as a wolf man faded in on screen.

	Royce turned to the technical director and whispered, “Do you believe this crap?”

	The technical director, with an unnerving casualness to his voice said, “Oh yeah. This wouldn't be the first werewolf outbreak we’ve covered,” he said, cutting to a prerecorded interview with an eyewitness.

	Royce’s eyes shot open. “What?! You can't be serious.” He turned to the sound engineer who side-eyed Royce and nodded.

	Royce blinked in disbelief and turned around to the producer. She nodded as well. He let out an exasperated breath and sat back in his chair in disbelief. He watched the rest of the news segment only half focused. Once the technical director faded out into commercials, Royce stood up.

	“So,” he began, “You all can't honestly believe this is actually werewolves, right? You’re just pranking the gullible new intern, right?”

	The technical director shook his head and said, “I wish,”

	“This is the third time we've covered werewolf attacks,” the producer said, sounding almost annoyed, “You’d think people would stop going into the forest on full moons.”

	Royce stood there, mouth agape and full of the hot-headed incredulity that came with inexperience. “Maybe it’s because all they get is bigfoot-ass sketches. We can get real actual video evidence! We have cameras, why don’t we go out and get some real evidence?”

	“Pff!” the technical director scoffed, “Too dangerous. Let the Bureau handle it.”

	“Wha, who?” Royce said.

	“If the Bureau thought that would help, they would have given us footage to show,” the producer said.

	“Sounds like a cover up to me. Next full moon, I’m goin’ out there,” Royce said.

	The technical director looked at Royce with a dismissive expression. “Go get your Pulitzer then, kid.”

	“KID?!” Royce shouted, immediately being shushed by the producer.

	“We are live again,” the producer said sharply.

	Royce tisked and sat down, watching the rest of the broadcast as it aired.

	 

	02:

	 

	The next few weeks, Royce carried on as normal, but with a nagging thought in the back of his head. That nagging thought became an obsession. When Royce became obsessed with something, it consumed him. Whether it was a gift or a curse, he wasn’t sure. On one hand, he was one year out of high school and already finishing up college. On the other hand, he got there by sacrificing his social life and hobbies. 

	He was just about done with school, so this new obsession was especially dangerous. He had nothing else to focus on, his classes were a means to get this internship, and now catching a werewolf on film would, in Royce’s mind, further his chances of making a name for himself at the station. He fixated on his fantasies of glory and fame.

	Royce argued with the station’s producer, saying how half-baked conspiracy theories and fairy tales wouldn't convince people to stay out of the forest. He said their curiosity would overcome their fear. Royce used himself as a prime example. His arguments fell on deaf ears. The producer kept mentioning the Bureau. 

	“They are the experts in these matters. Leave it in their hands,” she said.

	 

	Come the next full moon, Royce did the nightly broadcast as usual. The main story was a reminder not to enter the woods. He felt like it was directed specifically at him, but he was undeterred.

	Royce helped close up the studio. He used that time to hide a field reporter’s camera in his backpack. As he left, he waved off the last of the staff, and walked out, right past his producer, the film equipment successfully smuggled out. 

	Royce’s body shook with excitement, adrenaline coursing through his veins as he biked out into the forest, the full moon illuminating the way, almost guiding him to his destination.

	Greencrest Forest was at the northern end of town, along the northernmost border of Westridge county. It was a thick, dense forest with only somewhat maintained hiking and bike paths. Once Royce was at the mouth of the forest, he parked his bike, then pulled out his map and flashlight. The map had the site of each confirmed mauling highlighted with a red circle. All incidents seemed to emanate from the Greencrest Wick, a grove near the heart of the forest that centers around a once giant tree that was struck by lightning, causing the biggest forest fire in the county’s history. It is famous locally for now being one of the most lush and thriving parts of the forest, though the “wick” that started the fire, the centerpiece of this area, has remained a charred husk. Royce began his trek through the forest.

	It was much darker there. The full moon, once bright and beaming down on the town, was now blocked out by the dense woods. The emotional part of his brain was screaming with fear, his fight or flight instincts trying to seize him to run. Royce ignored such impulses. 

	He hiked deeper and deeper into the forest. His surroundings got darker and darker, his flashlight dimmer and dimmer… Hard to afford a long-lasting flashlight with a student’s budget. He heard rustling behind him and swiftly turned around. He saw nothing… Not even the path he thought he was following.

	Royce frantically looked around. He quickly began to realize that the fear, the panic he felt wasn't just nonsensical emotions: he was alone… far away from civilization… looking for something that has caused the death of several people… of course his brain was telling him this was a bad idea…

	Royce hoped it was just the wind. Then he froze. He didn't want it to be the wind. Royce wanted it, he craved it to be a monster. He quickly pulled the camera out from his backpack and mounted it on his shoulder. He smiled with determination and continued deeper into the forest. He started whistling loudly, quickly turning the flashlight on and off, taunting whatever may or may not be out there.

	He was almost frustrated when he reached Greencrest Wick without incident. He sighed and sat against the blackened tree, staring out into the near wall of trees surrounding the grove. He set the flashlight down and used both hands to point the hefty portable broadcast camera at himself, then hit record.

	“Hello hello! Royce Grayson reporting from the heart of Greencrest Wick! The recent…” Royce thought for a moment. He realized no one had given these events a catchy name. Then he stared into the camera with a proud smirk. “...Full Moon Maulings have been occurring right around here. We are here to catch, on film, exactly what has been causing this!” 

	Royce stopped the recording and sighed. “I can do better than that…”

	He did another take, saying the same thing, but more energetic and without a pause in the middle.

	Unhappy with that take… He did another.

	Then another.

	Then another…

	Royce ended up propping the camera up on one of the burnt branches of the Wick, then propped the ever-dimming flashlight up on another branch to use as a makeshift spotlight. Full of energy, Royce stood in front of the camera, the shot framed perfectly to show off the shirt and tie he wore the whole hike here. He had to look good on camera, after all. He spoke into the camera feeling like a proper news anchor.                                         

	“Hello hello! Royce Grayson reporting from the heart of Greencrest Wick! The recent Full Moon Maulings have reportedly been caused by…” Royce said with a now well-rehearsed cadence. He was so focused on delivering the perfect opening that he was completely unaware of the creature that emerged from the woods…

	The creature stood at least seven feet tall, covered in a thick black coat of fur, and had a feral, snarling wolf’s maw.

	Royce was almost done with the perfect take before being cut off by an ear-piercing howl. Royce jumped and turned to the creature, his eyes wide, his mouth agape. He was frozen in awe.

	“...W-werewolves…” Royce said in disbelief.

	 

	Then the flashlight died. 

	 

	03:

	 

	Earlier that night, along a heavily wooded ridge overlooking the Greencrest Wick, two men laid prone near the edge of their makeshift camp. There was no campfire and all the lights they brought were turned off. One man had a pair of night vision binoculars, and one man had a rustic bolt-action hunting rifle. The rifle was a well-used and equally well maintained modified Winchester Model 70 that was specifically designed to fire silver bullets.

	The man with the binoculars was a fresh faced young man named Adam Nolan. He looked up from his binoculars into the dark night sky and sighed. 

	“James? Will they even show up since it’s so cloudy out? I mean we can't even see the full moon,” Adam said.

	James Graves, the man with the rifle, looked a few years older than his partner. His eyes were normally dark gray but currently they were glowing a bright arcane white, allowing him to look though the darkness without night vision goggles. He wore a dark black peacoat over his standard issue Bureau Arcana suit.

	Without looking away from the scope, James let out a short, “Yes.”

	Adam nodded silently and continued scouting the wilderness….

	Until he got bored again.

	“Are you certain?” Adam said.

	“Yes, Adam,” James said, hyper focused. 

	Adam sighed and stood up. He cracked a glowstick to see. “We have been here for hours. I need to stretch my legs.”

	James immediately turned his head away from the scope for the first time since they started their watch. Having lost focus, the white glow in his eyes dissipated with a blink.

	“Adam…” he said, a noticeable twinge of worry in James’s voice, “That is ill advised.”

	“Relax. Jacqueline is in her tent. Just holler if you need her,” Adam said.

	“Use our code names,” James said.

	“Pardon me. Agent Strength is asleep in her tent and Hanged Man is perched up somewhere- wait, why don’t you use my codename?”

	James sighed and glanced at the Bureau Arcana pin shining on the lapel of Adam’s Bureau Arcana black suit. He smiled with pride. “I’m still not used to you being an official agent, Agent Fool.” 

	Adam smiled back but cringed at his codename.  “You guys really couldn’t call rookies something else?”

	James let out a dry chuckle. As he chuckled, a tired woman emerged from one of the tents set up behind James and Adam’s sniper’s nest. Jacqueline Wells, AKA Jaq, AKA Agent Strength, crawled out of the tent and looked between the two agents before letting out a loud yawn. Despite being woken up, her eyes were energetic and full of life. As she left the tent, she put her medical satchel on around her waist.

	“Ah! Doctor,” James said, making his way to his feet, “Talk some sense in the rookie: going out by yourself is dangerous.”

	Adam sighed and pulled out a custom revolver that most closely resembled a Colt Python. Like the rifle, it too had been designed specifically for shooting silver bullets. 
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