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The Order - Oversight & Efficiency Handbook

	Rule 48.1 — The Safe Harbor Clause

Regarding any Agent or Overseer accused of a high crime or misdemeanor against the organization or any member therein; this Agent can seek sanctuary from immediate retribution with invocation of Safe Harbor by a Sponsoring Employee. Sponsor has six (6) months from date of invocation of this clause to provide substantive proof of accused Agent’s innocence.

The accused must be in constant surveillance by Sponsor and at least one other Agent during this timeframe. Both Accused and Sponsor must report to a designated Supervisor frequently via regular and surprise status meetings.

Failure to provide required evidence at the end of the six-month term will result in termination of accused Agent as originally prescribed by Scroll.

Failure to adhere to any of the above guidelines shall result in immediate termination of accused Agent as well as Sponsor, to be authorized with an Addendum to the previously issued Scroll.
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Stuck in My Head

 

￼[image: Water Drop Water Drop]

 

 

 

Hunter Reeves sat across from his therapist, arms crossed, his foot bouncing in a steady rhythm against the office floor. The room smelled of sandalwood and old books, a grounding scent that his therapist had chosen intentionally. He knew it, and she knew he knew it, but she didn’t bring it up. That was the point of therapy, he figured—some things were meant to be quiet acknowledgments, not grand revelations. 

“You’ve been here five and a half months,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “Which means Safe Harbor is nearly up.”

Hunter let out a slow yet unnecessary exhale. “Yeah. I know.”

“Do you?” she pressed. “Because last week, you told me you were ‘handling it.’ And I get the feeling that ‘handling it’ really means ‘actively avoiding it.’”

Hunter smirked. “Sounds like me.”

The therapist sighed, but there was no real frustration in it. “You have options, Hunter. But ignoring the countdown isn’t one of them.”

Hunter shifted uncomfortably. His body felt restless, the same way it always did before a show. The energy never fully dissipated, not even when he let loose during Hunter Reeves & The Daywalkers performances. He was learning how to use his abilities more fluidly—shifting his facial features at will, altering his form into something that wavered between solid and liquid, blending seamlessly into the stage spectacle. His alternate-realm double, Hunter II, leader of the band, had encouraged it. “Leverage what makes you special,” he’d said, grinningbefore heading into yet another sold-out show.

But there was another side to that. Hunter had begun to notice the way he felt after shows—not just exhausted, but buzzing with a different kind of energy—the energy he was literally feeding on. Bleeding the emotions from an audience was one thing, but what if he craved more? What if he stopped caring where the energy came from?

“You’re worried about something else,” his therapist noted, watching his shifting expression. “Not just Safe Harbor.”

Hunter hesitated. “I think I’m—” He stopped, calculating his words. “I think I like it too much. The siphoning.”

Her expression didn’t shift. She didn’t look alarmed, or judgmental. “Go on.”

“When I’m performing, I feel the energy pouring into me. It’s like this… charge, like I’m feeding off them. It’s different from blood. It’s cleaner, purer. And I don’t know if I should be enjoying it this much.”

His therapist considered him for a long moment. “Enjoying something doesn’t inherently make it bad, Hunter. The question is: do you feel like it’s controlling you?”

Hunter frowned. That was the part he wasn’t sure about.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Probably not. But I’m starting to worry about the next time. What if I push it further?”

“Is it possible you’re not worried about it at all? That you’re using it to ignore the clock and Safe Harbor?”

“I’m not ignoring it,” he muttered. “I just don’t see the point in panicking until we have to.”

“Panic? No. Prepare? Yes. You, Kai, and Gibson are living in the Other Realm like you’re building lives here. But what happens when the Safe Harbor deadline hits?”

Hunter pressed his lips together as his thoughts meandered to his two lovers, Kai and Gibson. They were all in this mess together, but each had their own way of dealing with it.

Kai had found something resembling peace, running Sonata, his very own massage parlor, throwing himself into holistic therapy as if it could undo a century of carnage and remove the impending threat of execution.

Gibson, on the other hand, had found himself in a deeply ironic twist of fate—working in a supermarket deli. A far cry from his centuries of wealth and power, and judging from his daily grumbling, he was not adapting well.

At least that part was funny. Hunter recalled Gibson’s dramatic sigh just the other day. Hunter and Kai had come up to the fried chicken counter as Gibson was wrapping up his shift. A small disagreement over dinner plans mushroomed into a debate over the ticking time clock they all faced.

Taking off his apron and chef’s hat, Gibson threw up his hands and hissed, “Please, let’s not fight near the lard!”

Hunter and Kai dissolved into giggles. It took Gibson a few moments to figure out what the laughter was about. The humor was fleeting, though. No matter how much they built here, the reality was closing in.

 

Later that night, Hunter sat in the dim backstage area of Neptunes, tuning a guitar he didn’t even plan to play. Hunter II was sitting nearby, nursing a drink and watching him with amusement.

“Y’know, if you’re looking for an outlet,” Hunter II mused, “I could use a song.”

Hunter stopped, eyebrow arching. “A song?”

Hunter II shrugged, all nonchalance. “Call it an act of penance. Since you keep calling me a thief.”

Hunter snorted. “That’s because you are a thief.”

“Genius takes inspiration from wherever it can.”

“That’s what thieves say. Or at least plagiarists.”

Hunter II smirked. “So? What’ll it be? Gonna challenge me to write something original?”

Hunter leaned back, arms crossed. “Yeah. Actually, I am.”

Hunter II’s expression flickered for half a second—surprise, maybe. But he recovered fast. “Alright. What do you want it to be about?”

Hunter hesitated. He thought about Kai, about Gibson, about how much of their lives right now felt uncertain. He thought about his own struggles—his siphonic nature, his fear of losing himself to it.

He swallowed. “Something real.”

Hunter II tilted his head, considering. “You sure you want me writing something real? Most of my stuff is lifted from your world.”

“That’s the point,” Hunter said, holding his gaze. “Prove to me you can do it.”

Hunter II watched him for a moment before tipping his drink back. “Alright,” he said, standing. “But don’t expect anything fast. Inspiration takes time.”

Hunter smiled to himself. “We’ll see.”

 

Hunter stepped through the front door of the small but comfortable rental house. The place smelled like the faint traces of whatever Kai had burned earlier—probably incense, something earthy to match the holistic vibe he had fully embraced at Sonata. The contrast with the lingering aroma of cured meats from Gibson’s deli uniform was almost comical, and for a brief moment, Hunter smirked at the absurdity of their domestic life in the Other Realm.

Kai sat on the couch, legs tucked underneath his rear, flipping through a book on “myofascial release techniques.” Gibson, by contrast, was sprawled across the entire length of an extended recliner, looking thoroughly exhausted. His deli apron was slung haphazardly over one armrest. His long and usually immaculately-groomed hair was mussed, tousled, and looked limp and a little oily. He turned his head as Hunter entered, lifting a hand in half-hearted greeting.

“You smell like bad decisions and overpriced beer,” Gibson said softly but with his trademark snark.

“Must be Neptunes’ influence,” Hunter quipped, tossing his bag onto a chair. “Speaking of, I’ve got a gig there tomorrow night. You two should come. I really want you to see what the band’s been working on.”

Kai closed his book. “Are you actually inviting us, or is this one of those ‘I’m telling you what I’m doing but I don’t expect you to actually show up’ things?”

“I’m inviting you,” Hunter insisted, rolling his eyes. “I mean it. I really want you both there.”

Gibson stretched, letting out a theatrical groan. “Well, I suppose we must. I thought you might not want us to see you slinging … what is it, amps and barkers?”

“Woofers,” Kai corrected him.

Hunter snorted. “Right, because the vampire and the immortal ex-mercenary would totally ruin my street cred with the band.”

Kai smiled softly at that, his expression briefly shifting to something unreadable. “We’ll be there.”

Hunter nodded, pleased, but it was obvious he was gathering up the courage to say something. He lingered in place, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

Kai noticed it first, setting his book aside fully. “What’s wrong, Hun?”

Hunter exchanged a glance between them before settling on the words that felt right. “I’ve been worrying about the two of you all day. And I don’t wanna get into it, and I don’t wanna talk about Safe Harbor. 

“Can we all just... go to bed together?”

Gibson’s brows shot up. “Well, I didn’t realize it was that kind of night—”

Hunter cut him off with a shake of his head and a small, tired smile. He didn’t need to say that wasn’t what he meant; Gibson knew full well Kai had no interest in Gibson that way. “I just want—” He hesitated, then, quietly, “I just want to be held. Both of you. One on either side of me.”

A beat of silence, then something softened between them. Gibson sat up, stretching again but with less theatricality this time. Kai stood, stepping closer, resting a gentle hand on Hunter’s shoulder.

“Of course,” Kai said simply.

“Yeah, of course,” Gibson echoed, as if it should have been obvious. “You only had to ask.”

Kai crossed to Hunter, placing his hands on Hunter’s shoulders, rolling the palms in an expertly-choreographed motion. Relief flowed through him, and without another word, Hunter let them guide him toward the bedroom, toward the quiet comfort he hadn’t realized he needed so badly. 

 

Morning in the Other Realm came with golden light streaming through the house’s windows, illuminating the bedroom with a warm and peaceful glow. It should have been something fearful—three vampires bathed in sunlight—but here, in this realm, physics worked differently. Here, daylight didn’t hold the same threat it did in the main world. Kai, Hunter, and Gibson were not shriveling and burning up.

But their sleep state, their pallid and gray skin with black veins indicating coagulated blood frozen in place, was beginning to dissipate.

Hunter stirred first, shifting slightly between Kai and Gibson. He hadn’t moved much in the night, pressed between them, wrapped in the quiet, steady presence of their bodies. For once, sleep had been restful. No jolting awake, no ghosts of past horrors creeping into his subconscious. Just warmth.

Kai mumbled something or other, still half-asleep. Gibson groaned dramatically and flopped onto his back, draping an arm over his face. “I’m still not sure I like this ‘waking up at dawn’ nonsense,” he muttered.

Hunter chuckled, sitting up. “It’s almost noon.”

“Exactly,” Gibson grumbled, stretching before finally sitting up. “Someone make coffee before I start reconsidering my life choices. Again.”

Kai, already pulling himself out of bed, smirked. “That’s assuming you’ve ever stopped reconsidering them.”

They shuffled into the kitchen together, the remnants of shared sleep lingering in their movements. Kai moved with habitual grace, reaching for the coffee pot, while Gibson busied himself with pulling a skillet from the cabinet. Hunter leaned against the counter, watching them work, enjoying this pleasant domestic sight, enjoying a sense of peace he hadn’t felt in weeks.

Bacon sizzled, eggs cracked, and the kitchen filled with the rich scents of breakfast. Amid the familiar morning sounds, Kai retrieved a dark glass bottle from the fridge and set it on the table. Blood, chilled, stored in a way that had become routine.

Hunter arched a brow. “Farm fresh?”

Kai smirked. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to.”

Gibson plated the bacon, using a spatula to shovel a serving of eggs beside it with the practiced hand of someone who had, at some point in his very long life, been forced to cook for himself. He gestured toward the bottle. “Are we drinking or dining first?”

Hunter sat down, eyeing the food, then the blood. It was strange, sitting in daylight with a proper breakfast spread, knowing that none of this should be possible in their world. But here, in the Other Realm, they weren’t bound by those same rules. Here, they could be something different—if only for a little while.

He picked up the bottle first, pouring a measured amount into a glass. “Drink first.”

Gibson clinked his glass against Hunter’s before taking a sip. “To daylight-proof vampires and questionable life choices.”

Kai sighed, exasperated but amused. “And to not fighting near the lard.”

Hunter laughed, and for the first time in a while, it felt easy to do so. 

 

The place where Hunter, Kai and Gibson sat currently was on a different physiological plane of existence, in a large geographical area called West Dallas in that world’s atlas. Meanwhile, in another sector of the Other Realm, Noah Frank sat at a café table, staring down at the cup of coffee growing cold between his hands. Across from him, Al stirred sugar into his own drink, watching him with quiet patience.

“This isn’t a good idea,” Noah muttered.

Al tilted his head. “Meeting up?”

Noah exhaled, shaking his head. “You know what I mean.”

Al set his spoon down. “We’ve had this talk before. You think you’re using me to replace Albert.”

Noah’s fingers tightened around his cup. “Aren’t I?”

Al was silent for a long moment before replying, “Maybe. But I’m not Albert, and you know that. The question is whether you want to get to know me for who I am—or keep pretending I’m someone I’m not.”

Noah looked up then, meeting Al’s eyes. He wanted to say something, anything—but before he could, his phone buzzed against the table. He glanced at it. Ife’s name flashed across the screen.

He sighed, rubbing his temple. “Duty calls.”

Al offered a small smile. “Then go. Just… think about what you really want, Noah.”

Noah hesitated, then nodded before stepping away, already answering the call as he left.

 

Back in what they would refer to as ‘our home realm,’ otherwise known as Dallas, Texas, Dr. Ife Mwodim sat at the head of a conference table, her dark eyes fixed on the holographic projection floating above the center of the room. A still frame of Winston Calhoun’s final moments flickered in front of them—a grainy, distorted image of Kai Taylor standing over their superior’s bloodied corpse. The footage had been deemed irrefutable by The Order’s leadership, prompting the scroll demanding Kai’s death—yet something about it had nagged at Ife from the moment she saw it.

“Noah Frank, dialed in now.” Noah’s voice came over a speaker mounted in the center of the onyx table.

Mugan tapped his fingers against the table in thought. “This is garbage.” He motioned to the footage, leaning forward. “It’s not clean enough.”

“Explain,” Slicer said, arms crossed over his broad chest. His posture was deceptively relaxed, but Ife could see the tension in his shoulders. Perhaps he was taking Calhoun’s death hard.

“Not clean,” Mugan repeated, pointing at a barely perceptible blur on the edge of the frame. “Calhoun was murdered at his home, but his security system was identical to the one we use here at The Order. That means it had a three-layer verification process—time stamps, bio-recognition, and tracking imprints. Not to mention 4K-resolution cameras. This,” he waved at the footage, “doesn’t match what we should be seeing. It’s been spliced.”

Slicer’s expression darkened. “You’ve gotta talk at me more like a biker, not an investigator. You’re saying the picture was tampered with?”

“Tampered with?” Mugan scoffed. “This isn’t some low-effort editing job. Someone went through a hell of a lot of trouble to fabricate this if that’s what this is.”

Ife turned toward the far end of the table, where a new presence had been quietly listening.

“I suspect that’s why you called me in,” the man said, offering a small, measured smile.

Lucas Sterling had been brought in to oversee the Dallas branch of The Order in the wake of Calhoun’s murder. He was a veteran agent with a reputation for diligence and fairness, a stark contrast to the usual political maneuvering that followed high-profile assassinations. Ife had worked with him once before, years ago, and had trusted his judgment then. She still did now.

Sterling adjusted the cuff of his suit jacket. “Dr. Ife, I assume you have a hypothesis?”

She nodded. “I believe the real killer was inside Calhoun’s home when he was murdered, but they used an identical stand-in for Kai. The question is how.”

Mugan cracked his knuckles. “If this is what I think it is, it’s more than just an impersonation. There’s something deeper at play.”

Slicer leaned in. “Do you think this connects to the venom smuggling somehow?”

Mugan hesitated, then gave a short nod. He turned to Sterling to fill him in. “We’ve had reports of a growing black-market for demonic venom. Standard law enforcement has no knowledge of its existence, but we know that while venom has a mild narcotic effect on humans, its real danger is that it allows demons to track and feed on whoever ingests it. 

“We’re also learning more about the things demons can do,” Mugan continued. “Including complete physical alterations. If someone had the right combination of extracts, they could temporarily alter their physiology, even fool bio-recognition scanners.”

Sterling’s expression sharpened. “That would imply a coordinated effort. Not just a frame job, but a full-scale infiltration.”

He reached into a folder at his side and slid a document across the table. “There’s another problem. We now know that the woman claiming to be Kate Coupland in Alaska turned out to be a demon. But according to The Order’s records, Kate Coupland was supposed to be in Dallas at the time.”

Ife, Mugan, and Slicer had witnessed the woman they had assumed to be Kate Coupland turn into a literal monster before their eyes before Mugan, wielding a rune-carved dagger, killed it.

Ife frowned as she contemplated what Sterling had said with the fresh memories of interaction in Alaska. “So either the records are wrong, or we have two Kate Couplands.”

Sterling nodded grimly. “That’s what I need you to investigate, Dr. Ife. If Coupland was really in Dallas, and this demonic physiological alteration was in play… she may be in danger. Find her.”

Mugan and Slicer exchanged a glance. Neither said it aloud, but the implication was clear—if there were indeed two Kate Couplands, the truth was far more complicated than they had anticipated.

Ife folded her hands. “And we’re going to find out who’s responsible.”

Sterling met her gaze, then addressed the group. “I’ll give you everything you need. But if we’re going to prove Kai was framed, we need something definitive. The Order won’t overturn a death sentence without undeniable proof.”

Mugan tapped the table once. “Then let’s get to work.”
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