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Prologue: Time to Feed the Dragons
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A large black sphere stood perched on a pillar of rock. Far below, a lake of magma rolled and churned and occasionally tossed sprays of molten rock high into the toxic air of the cavern. A nearly seamless hatch opened in the front of the sphere, and Marc stepped out. He was covered head-to-foot in a silver proximity suit, featureless, save for the Sayles Research logo on the back, and a sky-blue name tag affixed to the front, reading “Witaker, M.” Even with the insulation and air filters, Marc could feel the searing heat, could smell the sulfur in the air.

He sighed. “Time to feed the dragons.”

He turned around, and dragged a large silver cart backward out of the sphere. After some shuffling and swearing, he managed to trade places with the cart and push it onto the bridge that spanned the gap between the pillar and the dragon containment facility. The facility itself stood on a much wider, sturdier pillar fifty feet away. In the event the facility’s security system detected a breach, both ends of the bridge would detach, plunging it into the magma below. Marc shuddered to think what would happen if the dragons attempted an escape while he was halfway across.

Marc tried not to look down, which wasn’t too difficult, given the limited visibility provided by the small window in the front of the suit’s hood. On the other hand, it also meant he could barely see the bridge.

This definitely wasn’t his favorite part of the job. Fortunately, the dragons were almost ready for transport. A couple more months of this, and Sayles would shut down the containment facility, and start selling off the dragons to the highest bidders. Just a couple more months of popping over here, resupplying the food dispensers, switching out the data logs, and doing a quick once-over of the facility.

A couple more months, and then what? Marc supposed he’d be reassigned to another project, hopefully something that didn’t involve risking his neck to feed a bunch of fire-breathing little monsters.

This certainly wasn’t his favorite assignment, either. He was the least senior member of the team, for one thing. There was Hashemi (genetics and anatomy), Hewitt (animal husbandry and behavior) and Everton (veterinary medicine and nutrition). And Marc? Marc mucked out the stables.

To be fair, most of his job was data analysis and automation, and the “stables” pretty much mucked out themselves. But, once a month, he had to drag his ass out here, check the systems, and swap out the data drives. On the other hand, with the notable exception of Rebecca Sayles herself, Marc was the only one who got to see real live dragons up close on a regular basis.

He stepped into the building’s airlock, dragging the cart in after him. When he closed the outer door, both he and the cart were immediately drenched in water, washing away the coating of ash they’d accumulated on the short journey from the pod.

Marc’s ears popped as the air in the chamber was recycled and the pressure increased to match the interior of the containment facility. Not as bad as last time, though. The dragons were slowly being acclimatized to Earth-normal air pressure and oxygen content. The first time he’d done this, he’d had to spend hours in the airlock to avoid decompression sickness before he could leave. The airlock didn’t have a toilet.

The inner door unlocked, and Marc stepped through, again wrestling the cart through the opening, the wheels catching on the frame of the hatch. Would it be that difficult to put some ramps in here? Granted, the whole facility would probably be dismantled and/or destroyed in a couple months, once the dragons were relocated, but it was still a pain in the ass to drag a cart around this place.

Once Marc closed and sealed the inner hatch, he noticed something odd – or, more to the point, failed to notice something odd. Save for the white noise from the ventilation system, and the quiet hum from the server room, there was no sound. Nothing. None of the usual squeaks and chirps he’d expected from the dragons, bickering among themselves. No hisses from the dragons spitting flames at each other. Nothing. The phrase “too quiet” tickled at the back of his mind.

He crept along the corridor, quietly unlocked the door to the dragons’ habitat, eased it open, and peered inside. He scanned the rows of cages, the floor, the ceiling (just in case).

“What the fuck?” Marc entered the room, and began examining every corner, ducking down to search under tables, opening cabinets. He grabbed one of the six-foot catch-poles hanging by the door, and started poking it into gaps much too small to hide one dragon, let alone four dozen.

Nothing. Not one dragon in the entire room.

To make matters worse, the cages were all still locked. No signs of forced entry (or, more to the point, exit). All four walls were lined with cages, stacked three-high. Fifty cages in total, each made from inch-thick heat resistant stainless steel. Marc peered through the bars of the one nearest him. Plenty of food in the dispenser, floor covered in fresh bedding. All nice and neat, as if there’d never been a dragon in there. But there had. On last month’s visit, Marc had counted forty-eight dragons.

Now, the count had dropped to zero.

He counted again. Still zero.

Every single dragon – all forty-eight – had vanished without a trace.

The cameras! Four cameras, one in each corner of the room, mounted near the ceiling, recorded everything in high definition video. Marc dropped the catch-pole and bolted to the server room.

As soon as he opened the door, his shoulders sagged. The monitor displaying a split screen live feed of the habitat’s interior showed an array of four blue rectangles with “NO SIGNAL” in bold white letters centered in each.

He ran back to the habitat room, grabbed a flashlight, and pointed it at one of the cameras. The HDMI cable was disconnected from the back of the camera, and now dangled uselessly from the conduit running around the perimeter of the ceiling.

He returned to the server room, sat down at a workstation, and pulled up the past month’s archives. Sixty-two files, each representing a twelve hour segment. The thumbnails on the last twenty nine showed nothing but blue screens. Prior to that, a split screen view of the room.

OK, that narrowed it down. He opened up file 33, and scrolled through, dragging the progress bar forward until he found the point of signal loss. At 3:17am on April 9, all four camera feeds were cut, within seconds of each other.

He ran the video back an hour, and scanned forward. At first, just shots of dragons slumbering in the dim light of the habitat in “night mode”. At 2:53am, the room went dark except for the power indicators of various bits of electronics on the benches clustered in the center of the room.

He checked the video feeds for the entrance, the perimeter, and even the one in this room. None showed any activity during that time period.

Marc sat back, staring at the monitor. Someone had managed to bypass all their security, waltz in, and take out the four habitat cameras, and do it all in under half an hour. Then whoever it was presumably took their time liberating the dragons, without ever using the only exit.

He pulled the data drive from its slot, replaced it with a fresh one – not that there was much point, given the complete lack of data to record – and headed back to the airlock.

“Rebecca’s going to be so pissed,” he muttered, pulling on his headgear.
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Trash Talk

[image: ]




Cass stepped out into the bright morning sun, and did what she’d been doing every day for the past two weeks: picking up the trash and recycling scattered across her back yard. It’d become a ritual. Granted, not a particularly dignified one, what with the old rainboots and the bathrobe. And the trash, of course. It was difficult to maintain your dignity, dragging a garbage bag and a recycle bin behind you.

“Heeey!” Ginny Roland called out, waving furiously, somehow stretching the greeting into three syllables. She was out in her own back yard, collecting trash.

Cass nodded back, not having any free hands with which to wave. “Hey, Ginny. How’s things?”

“Oh, you know. Same old song and dance,” she replied cheerily. Ginny was always sickeningly cheerful. Cass often wondered what drugs she was taking, because nobody could be that happy naturally.

Ginny’s dog Scooter ventured out into the yard, did his business, then dragged his butt across the lawn (hence the name).

“Raccoons are making a heck of a mess,” Ginny continued, picking up the debris. “Thom should be out here, cleaning this up, but he’s still asleep, bless his heart.”

It hadn’t taken very long for Cass to work out that, coming from Ginny, “bless his heart” could mean anything from “poor thing” to “that lazy drunken prick”. She was pretty sure, this time, it meant something closer to the latter.

“How’s Scooter’s ear?” she asked.

The dog had wandered into the woods Sunday evening, and had come back with slightly less left ear than he’d started with.

Ginny sniffed. “Aww, he’ll be OK. Been in worse tangles than that. Must’ve stumbled across one of these raccoons.”

Cass surveyed the mess in her own yard. Most of the cans were missing from the recycle bin. Not scattered around. Just gone. And so was a freezer bag she’d filled with used cooking oil. The remaining trash was scattered along a wide path leading into the woods that backed their neighborhood.

“Not so sure it’s raccoons,” Cass suggested. She picked up one of the industrial-strength zip ties she’d used to lock the bins last night.

This got Ginny’s attention. “You don’t think it’s possums do you? Dirty, ugly things.” She even managed to say that in a cheerful voice.

Scooter sidled up to one of the pieces of trash scattered across Ginny’s yard, sniffed it, let out a whimper, then ran back to the house.

“Whatever it is, it’s got old Scooter skittish as heck,” Ginny continued. “What makes you think it’s not raccoons?”

“Dunno,” Cass replied, examining the ends of the broken zip tie. Blobs of charred plastic. Not ripped or torn or gnawed, but melted, like someone had used a butane torch on it. “Just have a feeling.”

Ginny peered over the fence, squinting to see what Cass was holding. “Maybe you could put up one of those night vision camera things. Catch them in the act.”

Cass looked at her in surprise. “Y’know, that’s an excellent idea.”

She finished cleaning up the yard, then headed inside to shower and get dressed.

Already running late for work, she scarfed down a bowl of cereal, and grabbed a can of cold brew from the fridge to drink in the car.

Mrrroww?

“Gah!” Cass whirled around, nearly dropping the can of coffee. “How the hell did you get in here?” she asked.

A large gray cat was sitting in the middle of her kitchen, staring up at her.

She crouched down to have a look at the animal. It immediately came to her, and started rubbing itself against her legs, depositing gray hairs on her navy blue pants.

“You lost?” Cass said, examining the tag dangling from the cat’s collar.

The words “My Name Is Pickles” were etched into its surface.

She flipped it over, looking for an address or phone number. Instead, she found the words “It’s OK. I’m not lost. I can find my own way home.”

“OK, Pickles,” Cass said, picking up the cat, and setting it outside. “You don’t have to go home but you can’t stay here. I’m already running late.”

The commute to work was, well, typical. The highway was filled with idiots and maniacs (a maniac being anyone driving more recklessly than she was, and an idiot being anyone driving less recklessly). Unfortunately, Highway 137 was the only way to get from Willow Falls to Harpburn and, no matter how many lanes they added to it, it was always one too few.

Her phone’s playlist had just reached Sammy Hagar’s “I Can’t Drive 55”. The traffic, however, was doing very little to alleviate Sammy’s condition. Cass and Sammy (in spirit at least) were currently stuck behind a beat-up old Denso CR6, dragging its ass down the middle lane.

“Speed up or get out of the way, fuckwad!” she yelled. She was going to be seriously late if she didn’t get around this idiot. “Why is it always a CR6?”

Mrrroww?

“Gah!” she shouted, turning to look at the cat, perched on the edge of the passenger seat, paws on dashboard, straining to see through the windshield. She could’ve sworn it wasn’t there a second ago. “How the fuck...”

A loud screech prompted her to glance back at the road just in time to see the SUV, stopped dead and skewed sideways. She slammed on the brakes, realizing it was too late, but doing it anyway. She braced for the collision, and the accompanying faceful of airbag.

She blinked.

Her car was sitting in the parking lot outside her office building. She stared at the building for some time. Eventually, she realized she was still clutching the steering wheel, and still had her foot jammed on the brake pedal. She reached over, put the car in park, then turned off the ignition.

She had no recollection of the last ten minutes of her commute. Had she blacked out? She looked at the dashboard clock. 8:25. No. Impossible. She pulled out her phone and checked the time on that. 8:26. Slightly more likely but still impossible. She’d been running five minutes late, and had arrived four minutes early. A quick mental calculation confirmed that she hadn’t blacked out, or lost any time at all. Besides, her phone had still been playing the same song when she shut the car off. Sammy and crew hadn’t missed a beat.

The passenger seat was empty. No cat. She unbuckled her seatbelt and searched the car. Still no cat.

No time for that. She chugged down the remaining coffee, and headed into the office, returning briefly to crack the window on her car, just in case the cat was still in there somewhere.

She did her best to brush the cat hair off her clothes while in the elevator, then hurried into Classroom B. As she entered she scanned today’s group of students. A dozen bored office drones, sipping free coffee, eating free bagels and/or doughnuts, checking their phones, chatting with each other. So, a typical crowd.

On average, the group would contain: one over-enthusiastic but clueless person who’d keep asking questions and completely fail to comprehend the answers, three moderately competent people who’d actually manage to get through the course, seven slackers who’d go through the motions but learn nothing, and, unfortunately, one creep who’d try to pick her up during one of the breaks. Cass was pretty sure she knew who that last one was already.

She stood at the front of the class, and raised her hand to get their attention.

“Good morning,” she recited. “My name is Cassandra Ortega, and this is...”

She glanced down at the folder on her desk. “...Introduction to Cloud Computing.”

Oh joy.

This lot were from Dumont & Paquet, a fairly large accounting firm that was looking to modernize their business processes. By the looks of it, this was going to be no mean feat, given that the company was over a century old, and had only managed to drag itself into the 20th century shortly before it ended. Now it was trying to dive head-first into the 21st.

Cass sighed. She was almost positive that, even if anyone here learned anything at all over the next three days, they’d head back to their jobs, back to business as usual, and forget everything within a month. Cass would have felt more disheartened by this if it weren’t for the fact that Vokable Consulting paid her extremely well for the privilege of teaching people skills they’d never use or even remember.

The first day of classes went pretty much as you’d expect the first day of a tech class to go. They spent most of the morning fixing problems. Four of the laptops didn’t have the required software installed. One laptop failed to boot entirely. Two of the students couldn’t log into Vokable’s wifi, and had to have their profiles deleted and rebuilt from scratch. And, half an hour into the first lesson, Mr. Enthusiastic-But-Clueless (aka Bob something) somehow managed to wipe his entire hard drive by “clicking on something”, and needed a replacement laptop.

Cass quickly learned who the (surprisingly) four moderately competent students were, and enlisted them to help her keep the others on track.

Even with the delays, they’d managed to get through the first day of lessons before 4:30. Part of this was due to having slightly more than the expected number of competent students, but mostly it was because Cass had learned to expect the first day to be a complete disaster, and had adjusted the coursework to compensate.

After Cass ushered her students out, she headed down to the parking lot, half expecting to find that cat sitting in the back seat, next to a puddle of cat piss. She checked her car. No cat. Checked again. Still no cat.

She drove home, slightly less recklessly than her usual style.

After dinner, she sat down at her laptop and went shopping for cameras on Cadabra dot com. Flipping through pages of low-light wildlife cameras, Cass had to chuckle. Nearly every one of them was listed as a “Game Hunting Scouting Cam” or some such, and was painted in camouflage. You could practically smell the testosterone coming off these things.

Camouflage? Who or what was that supposed to fool? Were deer walking up to these things and thinking, “Nope, can’t be a camera. It’s all green and brown”? And it didn’t help that she’d be strapping these things to her back deck. They’d look really conspicuous. Maybe she could repaint them white to blend in. She picked one of the least ridiculous-looking models, and bought three.

She looked at the zip tie lying beside her laptop. Melted. Right, then. She headed out again, this time to the hardware store. Let’s see the buggers melt their way through a bike lock.

That evening, she settled down to watch some cheesy sci-fi, and drink several glasses of wine. More to the point, she tried very hard not to think about the events of her morning. How had she avoided rear-ending that SUV? Why did she not remember the remainder of her commute? How had she managed to get to work early, despite setting out late? And what was the deal with that cat?

Dammit. She was thinking about it again. Right. More wine, then.

Before heading up to bed, she gathered up the cans and bottles sitting on her kitchen counter, and took them outside, grabbing the newly-purchased bike lock on the way.

She opened up the top of the recycling bin and tossed the bottles and cans inside. She closed the lid, and started to attach the bike lock. She hesitated, frowning.

“Cans.”

Cass opened the lid again. Other than the ones she’d just thrown in, there were no cans in the bin. No metal at all. Plenty of glass, cardboard and plastic, but no metal. Who or what would be scavenging metal from people’s back yards?

She shook her head. Willow Falls was known for being a bit... what? Colorful? Eccentric? Bat-shit weird? But what was the point of this? Late night scrap metal raids? She closed the lid and secured the lock.

“Hi!”

Cass jumped and turned around. Standing in the yard opposite Ginny’s, head barely peeking over the top of the fence, was a young woman, late teens, early twenties. She wore cat’s-eye glasses with bright red rims, and her hair looked to be dyed every color of the rainbow, though not in any particular order.

“Hello,” Cass ventured. “Um...”

“Oh, hey. Sorry to interrupt,” the girl began, her words spilling out in a flood. “I just noticed you there, putting a bike lock on your recycling. That’s a bit strange, don’t you think? I mean, you’re throwing it out anyway, so why lock it up? If you didn’t want to keep it, you wouldn’t lock it up, but you are locking it up, and you’re throwing it out. It just seems weirdly paradoxical, you know? Anyway, hi. You can call me Charlie.”

Cass blinked, still parsing the verbal onslaught. “Is that your name?” she finally managed.

Charlie tilted her head to one side. “No, that’s classified. But you can call me Charlie. Oh! I just moved in. To this house, I mean. Obviously this house, right? Because otherwise I’d be standing in someone else’s back yard at nine thirty seven at night, talking to a complete stranger, and that’d be a bit creepy. So, definitely this house. I guess that makes us neighbors. Hi, neighbor.”

“Hi,” Cass said. “Um, welcome to the neighborhood, then. My name’s Cass, by the way.”

A hand extended above the top of the fence, and gave a little wave. “Hi Cass. Thanks for the welcome. That was nice. Hope nobody steals your garbage. I’m going to go back inside now because the ground’s cold and wet and I forgot to put my shoes on so these socks are probably ruined which is sad because I really like them.”

She turned to leave, then paused, and turned back. “Did you know your house is full of holes? Anyway, bye!”

And she was gone.

Cass stood there for a while, trying to comprehend what had just happened, gave up, and went back inside.

She dreamed she was flying over a surreal landscape of needle-thin mountains and lush forests. Flocks of birds circled the distant peaks.

Cass dragged herself out of bed the next morning, dreams of flying fading away as she trudged downstairs to check on the yard. Trash scattered everywhere again. She slipped on her boots and went outside.

“Son of a bitch,” she grumbled, looking at the bins. The bike locks were missing, and whatever had absconded with them had taken the easy way out, melting the plastic of the bins themselves, rather than the metal of the locks’ cables.

“Damn, that’s pretty impressive,” Thom called out from his yard.

“Hmm?” Cass turned to catch him definitely not staring at her butt, the pervy old bastard.

He pointed at the mangled bin. “What sort of animal can do that kind of damage?”

Cass shook her head. “Short of chimpanzees carrying blowtorches, I can’t think of anything.”

“Yeah,” Thom chuckled. He hooked a thumb back over his shoulder. “That’d explain the scorch marks on my lawn, at least.”

“Scorch marks?” Cass dropped the bin and trash bag, and went over to have a look.

The Rolands’ normally pristine lawn was marred by several burn marks, again as if someone was being careless with a torch. Her chimpanzee remark was starting to sound more plausible.

“And I found this,” Thom added, handing her a shiny object. “Looks like some sort of leaf or feather.”

Cass took the object and examined it. It was definitely shaped like a feather, flat and oblong, with a central shaft. This thing, though, was made from some sort of metal. And it didn’t come apart when she picked at the edge with her thumbnail, like you’d expect from an actual feather. Bright, shiny gold on one side, and a dark matte black on the other. It looked more like a reproduction of a feather, some sort of decoration, maybe. The sort of thing you’d find at a craft store.

She handed it back. “Interesting.”

“Think they’re connected?” Thom asked. “The feathers and the scorch marks?”

“Yeah,” Cass replied, grinning. “Giant metal chickens with blowtorches are stealing our garbage.”

Thom laughed. “Giving up on the chimp theory, then?”

“Right. The chimps,” Cass said. “Chimpanzees with torches, riding giant metal chickens are stealing our garbage. There, mystery solved.”

“All wrapped up in a neat little package,” Thom agreed.

Cass nodded. “And they would’ve gotten away with it, too, if it weren’t for us meddling kids.

“Hey, have you met the new neighbors yet? Their kid’s kinda weird.”

Thom cocked an eyebrow. “Weird... how?”

“You name it,” Cass replied. “Talks a mile a minute. Most of it was gibberish. Said her name was classified. Looks like she had her hair done by Jackson Pollock. Her parents are probably hippies or something.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Thom said, laughing. “Me and Ginny, we met at Fallsburg. Been together ever since.”

That stopped Cass dead in her tracks, not that she was moving very quickly to begin with. “You two?! I would’ve never pegged you as hippies.”

Thom shrugged. “It was a long time ago. And, you know what they say: can’t judge a book by its cover.”

Cass snorted and resumed her trash collecting. “I don’t know, I’m pretty good at judging people. And that girl is one strange little book.”

“Could be,” Thom conceded. “But things aren’t always what they seem. Look at Ginny and me, for instance. And this town. I mean, you’ve noticed, right?”

Sudden flashback to yesterday morning. She didn’t dare mention it, though. “Noticed what?”

“Strange happenings,” Thom said. “You’ve got a Neighbrz account, right? You read some of the stories on there?”

Neighbrz was a website that let you keep in touch with your neighborhood or town. It had local classifieds, discussion boards, that sort of thing. Cass had signed up when she moved here, but hardly ever bothered looking at it.

“Haven’t really been keeping up,” she admitted. “What sort of stories?”

Thom grinned. “There’s a whole section on there called ‘Sightings’. That’ll keep you busy for a while. And you should check out the lost pets section too. That’s a real hoot.”

Cass laughed. What could possibly be mysterious about a lost pets board? The cat incident from yesterday popped into her head again.

“People tell stories,” she said. “Can’t believe everything people say.”

Thom nodded. “Yeah, yeah. That’s what I used to think. But I’ve seen some shit. Ever tell you about the time I was stopped at a red light, and a woman changed clothes right in front of me?”

“Well, that must’ve been exciting,” Cass chuckled.

“No, not like that,” Thom protested. “I mean, one second she was wearing a t-shirt and jeans, the next she was wearing a yellow sundress. Never even broke stride. Thought I was seeing things.”

“Maybe you were,” Cass suggested.

“Maybe,” Thom said. “But things like that happen all the time around here. There’s something not quite right about this town. Just read up on it. Tell me if it’s all just folks seeing things or telling stories.”

“OK,” Cass said. “I’ll look into it after work. Speaking of which, I’m going to be late if I don’t get moving.”

“Right, right,” Thom said, hooking a thumb towards his house. “I need to get back to doing a whole lot of nothing, myself.”

Cass hurriedly finished up the yard cleanup, showered, changed, grabbed some breakfast, checked the car thoroughly for stray cats, and headed to work.

Day two of classes went a bit more smoothly. They usually did. Bob asked way too many questions, of course, but that was expected too. And, right on schedule, Russell (aka Mr. Creepy) made an awkward attempt to get her phone number.

They wrapped up early, despite Bob’s best efforts. The four reasonably competent people (Shanti, Raj, Jacob and Yuri) were at least learning something. The rest were doing what they could, but it was pretty hopeless.

Cass made it home without incident, but she still felt a bit jumpy, half expecting that cat to pop up out of nowhere again. She tried to convince herself that she’d imagined the whole thing, but then there was all that stuff Thom said that morning.

She wondered about Thom’s traffic light incident. What was the most reasonable explanation? Two very similar-looking women in the same crosswalk, combined with a lapse in attention? Cass could definitely believe Thom getting two women confused, especially if they were attractive. The old perv.

After dinner, Cass sat down with a glass (OK, a bottle) of wine and her laptop, and started sifting through the “Sightings” section of Neighbrz.

Last year, somebody named Jimmy Gibbs claimed to have hit a vampire with his car. Said he tried to help her up, but she turned on him and, in his words, “near yanked my arm out of its socket”. Granted, his car’s grill was a mess, and he did show up at urgent care with a dislocated shoulder, but nothing else could be corroborated. Jimmy had a couple DUIs on his record, so no one really bought the story. More likely he drifted off the road and hit a tree, which could explain his injuries as well. So, why even make up the vampire story?

Coincidentally, the alleged vampire incident occurred near the infamous Brittain House. Thelma Brittain had died in her house a few years ago. Nothing mysterious about that. She was old and in poor health. What happened next, though, caught Cass’s attention. In rapid succession, the house changed owners seven times before someone finally settled into it. Each of the first six owners claimed the house was haunted by the ghost of Thelma Brittain. Each told similar stories of Thelma showing up in either the bathroom or kitchen late at night. Thelma had also apparently taken on the appearance of her younger self, somewhere in her early twenties, and was often spotted wearing pajamas. The sightings suddenly stopped shortly after the last owner, someone named Jacob Foster – why did that name sound familiar – moved in. Some speculated that Foster had done something, or hired someone to exorcise the phantom.

Cass even found Thom’s sighting of the mid-crosswalk wardrobe change. Five other people claimed to see the same thing. Still, six anecdotes didn’t add up to one piece of solid evidence, did it?

Looking back even farther, Cass found an incident at a costume shop, in which two werewolves had posed for photo ops. Most dismissed it as particularly convincing makeup and practical effects. It was a costume shop, after all. But at least one witness claimed to have seen the inside of one of the werewolves’ mouths, stating that there was no way to fake that without major cosmetic surgery. Some said the werewolves claimed to be visitors from a parallel Earth, looking for a cure to the ailment that had turned their ancestors into wolf-people. A pretty wild story, overall.

There were plenty of witnesses. There were even pictures of werewolves. It really was impressive makeup. The steampunk costumes were a nice touch. Cass smiled at that. Steampunk werewolves from another world. Sounded like the plot for a rejected “Tim Vortex” episode.

What struck Cass was who owned the shop where the incident took place. Rebecca Sayles? Certainly not the Rebecca Sayles. Cass checked the photos. Yes, it was definitely the same person. So, how had a costume shop owner become one of the leading tech entrepreneurs in the world?

That’s where the speculation veered into the realm of fantasy. These alternate-Earth werewolves, the story went, had gifted Rebecca Sayles with a library containing amazingly advanced technology, well beyond anything we mere non-werewolfish humans had managed so far. Sayles used this information to found her budding tech empire.

It was true that Sayles Research was essentially a patent mill. They didn’t seem to produce anything except patents and prototypes, and then they’d just sit back and collect royalties. Every few months, Sayles would file another patent, and every tech company in the world would pounce on it, attempting to figure out a way to make money off this exciting new innovation.

Cass snorted. She nearly got sucked in by that one. Of course no one could believe a mere woman could build a tech research company from the ground up. She had to have had help, right? Typical. People were willing to believe in time-traveling steampunk werewolves, but not a woman who’d built a tech empire by herself.

Cass was about three glasses of Zinfandel in when she started looking at the lost pet section. At first, she didn’t notice anything unusual. Lots of lost cats and dogs. Lots of found cats and dogs. It took a while to realize what was wrong. None of the lost pets matched up with the found ones. None of them.

A Schnauzer would go missing, and a Labradoodle would show up. A Tabby would disappear, and a Persian would take its place.

Many of the found pets had tags, of course. Some even had chips. But the tags would lead the finder to a family who would swear up and down that they already had a cat named Murphy, and would produce a picture of a completely different cat from the one that had been found, but wearing a nearly identical collar and tag. Over and over. Pets appearing. Pets disappearing.

Cass tried to pass it off as careless or negligent pet owners or, in extreme cases, maybe outright fraud.

On a whim, she did a search on that cat from yesterday. What was its name? Gherkin? No, Pickles. There it was, three years ago, someone named Melissa Yuen had posted a missing cat named Pickles, with a photo that looked like the cat Cass had a run-in with yesterday. A couple days later, the owner followed up, saying he’d been found. No explanation. No replies from anyone else saying they’d seen him. Pickles apparently just disappeared, then returned.

Much like that cat had done to Cass yesterday. Twice.

She shuddered. “OK, maybe I’ve had too much wine for this. Or possibly not enough.”

Either way, she closed the tab on the web browser, and sat down in the living room to nestle in the comfort of cheesy sci-fi. Maybe some mid-70s “Tim Vortex” would help. What was that one with the really bad sock puppet Loch Ness monster green screen effect?

Some time later, she woke up, gathered up her glass and wine bottle, started the dishwasher, and dragged herself to bed. She dreamed of soaring over a fantastical landscape of lush rainforest dotted by cities jutting out from the sides of stick-thin mountains. Eventually this dream gave way to a more familiar anxiety dream of being back in high school, and forgetting her locker combination. In both dreams, though, she was plagued by a gray tabby, popping up at random and meowing at her.

All thoughts of cats and rainforests and locker combinations had long faded by the time she was back outside again, picking up trash. She paid more attention this time to what the trash thieves took and what they left behind.

Any vaguely edible bits of meat were gone, but so were all metal cans and scraps of aluminum foil. Also missing was a plastic bag full of cooking oil. Cass wasn’t sure where that fell on the edible / inedible spectrum.

“If you’re hungry enough, I guess,” she muttered to herself.

“Heeey!”

“Morning Ginny,” Cass said, not looking up. “Thom having another bad morning?”

Ginny chuckled. “Yeah, that’s one way of putting it. Had a few too many last night, started on a rant about monsters and ghosts and missing dogs. Still in bed, sleeping it off, bless his heart.”

Cass smiled. “I think that might’ve been partly my fault. He and I were talking yesterday. Thom seems to think there’s something strange about Willow Falls. Tried to convince me to look into it.”

“Oh, yeah,” Ginny said nodding enthusiastically. “This whole town is batshit wackadoodle, pardon my French. Heck, I once saw an angel, of all things.”

“Oh really?” Cass prompted. She left the trash bag and recycle bin behind, and headed over to the fence.

“Mm-hmm,” Ginny said. “I’d just come out of PetStuff with a bag of food for Scooter, and this angel just stepped out of the dollar store, not ten feet in front of me.”

Cass blinked. “An angel was shopping at the dollar store?”

Ginny shook her head. “Oh no, he didn’t come out the door. Came through the wall. Solid brick, and he just strolled out of it like it was nothing. Looked down at his phone, grumbled something in some language I never heard before, turned right around, and walked right back in.”

“An angel,” Cass repeated, “stepped out of a brick wall, checked his phone, and stepped back into the wall.”

“Yep,” Ginny confirmed. “Well, I don’t know for sure it was a phone.”

“Not really where I was going with that,” Cass said. “I’m more interested in the whole angel thing, and walking through solid matter.”

“Well, I assume he was an angel,” Ginny said spreading her arms wide, “what with the giant wings and all. Though, he did seem awfully grouchy for an angel. You always expect angels to be all beatific smiles and harps.”

“Or flaming swords,” Cass pointed out.

“Ooh, good point!” Ginny agreed. “I guess angels do get grouchy sometimes.”

“And the brick wall thing?” Cass prodded.

Ginny shrugged. “Yep. Walked through it like it was nothing. I did notice the wall kind of rippled a bit before he walked through. Like when you toss a stone into a pond, only sideways.”

“Sideways, right,” Cass said. “Thom also mentioned you two met at Fallsburg.”

Ginny laughed. “I know what you’re thinking. But we were there for the music. Didn’t do any drugs. Well, hardly any. Maybe a little bit.” She wrinkled her nose, and held up her hand, thumb and forefinger half an inch apart. “But that’s got nothing to do with it. I’m just saying, strange things keep happening around this town. You can’t tell me you’ve never seen anything.”

“Well...” Cass began.

“Aha!” Ginny shouted. “Out with it. What did you see?”

Cass’ shoulders sagged. “OK, a couple days ago, this cat showed up in my kitchen. No idea how he got in. I put him back outside, but then he showed up again in my car while I was driving to work.”

She intentionally omitted the unexplained gap in her commute, or the fact that the exact same cat had suddenly appeared at her feet, and was rubbing himself against her leg just now. “But that’s all easy to...”

“...explain away,” Ginny finished for her. “Yep. The first few times, you just explain it away. Trick of the light. Someone playing a prank. After a while, you get tired of explaining things, and you just give in. You just wait.”

“I like to think I’m a little more grounded than that,” Cass protested.

Ginny nodded. “Be grounded all you want. Doesn’t help you much when the ground keeps moving around under your feet.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Cass said, smiling. “Anyway, got to get this mess cleaned up and head to work.”

“Oh, don’t let me keep you. Have a good day. And watch out for stray cats,” Ginny said, nodding toward the back of Cass’ yard, where Pickles was sitting, staring at her.

Cass hurriedly gathered up the remaining trash, went back inside, and managed to squeeze in a decent (if briefly interrupted) breakfast before leaving for work.

Mrow?

The cat was sitting on the floor of the kitchen, looking up at her.

“You again?” Cass said. “Look, I’m not feeding you. I know where that sort of thing leads.”

Mrap Mrap Mrrr.

“Nope nope nope,” Cass insisted, picking the cat up and putting it outside. “Now, go on.”

The commute, at least, was relatively uneventful. No near-collisions, no unexpected felines, and she only had to swear at five SUVs.

Maybe things were getting back to some semblance of normal. She pushed all thoughts of intrusive cats and surly angels out of her head.
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Disappearing Act
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Rebecca sat in her office, contemplating her next move. This was supposed to have been a simple operation. She had connections with dozens of ultra-rich clients who’d pay top dollar for exotic pets. So, naturally, when a mutual contact introduced her to someone trying to offload a bunch of dragons, she leaped at the chance. These things were small, relatively docile and, frankly, adorable. Oh, and they just happened to be covered in golden metallic plating. Who wouldn’t want a shiny gold dragon for their personal zoo? She was all set to turn a tidy profit. Of course, everything that could go wrong had, up to and including losing all but two of the dragons.

In the past few minutes since Marc Witaker had reported the dragons’ disappearance, Rebecca had been running through all the things she could have done differently, every misstep, every error. Not that any of that mattered at all. What she really needed at this point was to recapture the dragons.

She took a deep breath, stood up, checked herself in the mirror – satisfactorily intimidating – and headed for the Cerulean conference room. “Time to play bad cop.”

She strode in, sat down at the conference table, and glared down its length at the members of Team Cerulean. Early on, she’d chosen to label her research teams by color, and this worked reasonably well for a while. But the number of teams grew quickly and there are only so many color names to go around. Now it was far too late to do anything about it.

Everyone at the table wore a deep sky-blue (fine, cerulean) lab coat. Even Witaker, who’d just returned from the containment facility, had thrown on his lab coat before attending the meeting. Everyone. Everyone except Rebecca. She wore red. Always red. Sometimes a cheerful cherry. Sometimes a muted Merlot. But always red.

Today? Today she was dressed in blood red. Suit, shoes, nails, lips. Even her glasses. The glasses were a prop, of course. She hadn’t needed corrective lenses since her surgery five years ago, but the right set of frames could add a certain je ne sais quoi to any ensemble. These frames glowered. Even if Rebecca were to smile right now – not that she had any intent or inclination to do so – the glasses would continue to glower. Her previous life as proprietor of a costume shop had taught her volumes on dressing for the occasion.

And today, the occasion demanded that she be bathed in blood. Head to toe. Everything about her evoked visions of slashed arteries. She hadn’t spoken a word yet, and half the team looked like they were ready to run for their lives. Maybe she’d overdone it a bit.

“How did they get out?” she asked. The tone of her voice was calm, crisp and scary as fuck.

“Well...” Hewitt began, not quite meeting her gaze. He fidgeted with a pencil, spinning it around his thumb over and over again.

“They were in cages,” Rebecca pointed out. “Fireproof cages.”

“Yes, but...” Witaker said, raising his hand as if asking permission in grade school. Old habits.

“In a locked facility.”

“True...” Hewitt offered. (spin spin spin)

“Deep underground.”

“Um...” One of the Hashemis this time.

“In the middle of a lake of lava.”

“Ah, not so much lava as...” Everton droned, ever the pedant.

“Three million years ago.”

“Well actually, the time differential in this case...” Everton well-actuallied in her general direction.

“On a parallel Earth, in a completely different timeline where life never evolved,” Rebecca concluded.

She looked around. No one would meet her gaze. Not even Hashemi. Either one of her. Rebecca had been so impressed with Madelyn Hashemi’s work that she’d recruited another one of her from a parallel timeline. Had to call in some favors for that one.

“Hashemi?” Rebecca prompted. “Either one of you. Any ideas? A wild guess will do.”

One of the Hashemis shrugged. “It’s Willow Falls,” she said.

“Yes, I know it’s Willow Falls,” Rebecca’s voice was as smooth as silk. Granted, the silk would have to have been soaked in hemlock, but silk nonetheless. “It’s right down the street. Can’t miss it. There’s even a sign. Big letters and everything. And, yes, I’m also painfully aware that seemingly impossible things happen with an annoying regularity in that town. I’ve built a career on it. But we took precautions.”

She drummed her nails on the conference table. She didn’t even like wearing long nails. Tended to get in the way of some of the more delicate lab work. Still, the effect she was shooting for demanded it. She watched as Team Cerulean fidgeted and squirmed and sweated. Yeah, she’d definitely overdone it with the “School Teacher From Hell” getup.

“Fine,” she sighed. “They got out. Doesn’t matter how or why. The point is, we need to round them up and get them back where they belong. Preferably alive, as many as possible.”

Witaker raised his hand. “Now?”

Rebecca looked askance. “Now would be lovely. Two weeks ago, when they actually escaped would have been better, but now will do.”

Hewitt’s pencil stopped dead, mid-spin. “Well, we could...”

“Don’t even think about it,” Rebecca said, massaging the bridge of her nose, causing her glasses to wiggle up and down, ruining the whole glowering effect. “Last thing we need right now is another grandfather paradox. Remember what happened last time.”

Last time, in fact the first time she’d ever attempted any sort of time paradox, she was interrupted mid-experiment by a pair of agents from something called Temporal Auditing. Some sort of time police. They didn’t flash any badges, they didn’t draw any weapons, they didn’t even knock. They just appeared out of nowhere, shut down the whole operation, and told her never to try anything like that again. Oh, and they also mentioned they’d be putting her – and all of her alternate selves in parallel timelines – on a watch list. The implication was that, should she step out of line again, she would find herself in deep trouble.

So, no. No paradoxes today, thank you very much. Even if it helped locate the dragons or, better yet, prevent them from escaping.

Rebecca stood up and headed for the door. “Witaker, Hewitt, Everton, Hashemi, come up with some sort of plan to locate and recapture the dragons. Everton, don’t say it. I know they’re technically wyverns. You don’t have to point it out every single time. Hashemi, you’re with me.”

“Wait,” one of the Hashemis said. “Which one of us did you want to stay, and which did you want to go with you?”

“I don’t know,” Rebecca sighed. “Flip a coin.”

She exited the conference room and headed down the hallway. Hashemi hurried to catch up.

“How’s the virus coming along?” Rebecca asked.

“We’re making progress, but it’s slow-going,” Hashemi replied. “If we had direct access to the subjects...”

“You know I can’t do that,” Rebecca said. “You’ll just have to make do with the tissue samples I’ve provided.”

“Understood,” Hashemi conceded. “However, if we’re under time pressure, it would seem logical to bend the rules a bit.”

She had a point. The rule in question had more to do with Rebecca’s suspicious nature than anything else. And, if you couldn’t break your own rules once in a while, what was the point in having them?

“Fine,” she said. “Come with me.”

They took a left at the next corner, and headed for Rebecca’s on-site quarters. She had residences all over the world: San Mateo, Tokyo, Paris, Shenzhen... But she spent most of her time here. Here was where the real action was. Here was where the magic – or at least something nearly indistinguishable from magic – happened.

Hashemi turned away discreetly as Rebecca keyed in her pass-code and pressed her thumb against the fingerprint reader. The door clicked open, and the two stepped inside.

“Now, I know you’ve already signed all the non-disclosure agreements,” Rebecca said, leading Hashemi through her suite, “but, from here on, this is just between you and me, understood?”

“Of course,” Hashemi agreed.

Rebecca led her through her bedroom to the back of her cavernous walk-in closet. She had outfits for all occasions – one of the carry-overs from running a costume shop for so many years.

They stopped in front of a floor-to-ceiling mirror. Rebecca reached up and tapped its upper right corner, causing a glowing red keypad to appear on the mirror’s surface. She tapped out a ten-digit code, noting that Hashemi again averted her eyes. The mirror slid aside, revealing an elevator compartment. They stepped inside. After the obligatory thumb print scan, retinal scan and voice-print analysis – belt and braces, as her very British grandmother used to say – the door closed and the elevator began to descend.

There were no buttons, no floor numbers, no indicators of any kind. There was no need for them, really. The elevator had only two stops: Rebecca’s quarters, and her private lab. Step in from one, and you’d step out into the other.

Rebecca heard Hashemi’s gasp, and smiled to herself. This lab was twice the size of Test Lab 7, where Team Indigo did most of Sayles’ probably-illegal research. Here? Here was where Rebecca worked on projects so advanced and unethical, laws making them illegal hadn’t been written yet. No teams worked down here. This lab was for Rebecca, and Rebecca alone.

“I didn’t realize you had one of those down here,” Hashemi said, nodding to the transit pod off to the left. “Is it also paired with the one at the containment facility?”
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