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PART ONE


a choice must be made, a price must be paid.



















  
  
CHAPTER ONE




Oriana felt her pulse kick up a notch. Her bedroom was dark; she couldn't risk the light. Her hands tightened around the baseball bat, her grip getting sweaty. If they came, then she was ready. The corner she was in had been her home for the past few nights. Sleep happened during the day when she could steal it. Her breathing was getting ragged. Focusing, Oriana calmed her body even though she could still feel the butterflies in her stomach. Her eyes were fixed on the window, the slightest twitch of the curtains causing her to tense. 

You can't keep this up for much longer. You're going to crash.

No, she couldn't. Not until sunrise. However, it would be easier to see coming if she could see the sky and not just the bright red light of her digital clock. Which she really should unplug as it gave off far too much light. However, that would put her by her bed in the middle of the room, leaving her back vulnerable. No. Not tonight then. Just have to wait for the alarm to go off - nothing else she could do. Except maybe pray they wouldn't come tonight.

Dawn took what seemed like forever to come. Oriana caught herself nodding off a couple of times, almost ready to fall over, but the slow lowering of her limbs made the adrenaline pump through her and wake her up once more.

The alarm sounded at precisely 6 AM. Relieved, she lowered the bat to her side and went to silence it. The rest of the house would be up before her. Safety in numbers. Bat still in hand, she went to the window. Gently she lifted one edge of the curtain with a shaking hand and scanned what she could. The morning light was beginning to clearly show the area, but it was still far too misty for her liking. She was about to lower the curtain when something caught her eye. Freezing like a deer in headlights, Oriana stared. Movement in the trees, a glint off of something - quickly covered.

They were watching.

The curtain fell from her hand and moved with her gasps of air. Fear tinged her thoughts. She had no idea how long she stood there in a daze and only came out of it to a knock on her door. Whirling, she readied the bat even though her brain scoffed at the absurdity. Like the watchers would knock. Unsurprisingly it was her mother's voice that came through the door.

"You need to get up, sleepyhead. If you don't, you'll be late." Oriana lowered the baseball bat and closed her eyes, swallowing. Forcing a smile to her lips so that her voice would hopefully match, she answered.

"Right! Thanks, mom. Be right out." In her mind's eye she could see her mother nod, satisfied, before hearing her walk away. Sighing, she opened her eyes, tossed the bat onto the bed and went about getting ready for the day. It was going to be another long one.

She tried to keep her feet light on the stairs and enjoy the smells wafting up from the kitchen. It smelled of syrup and warm pancakes. Curious. Oriana's parents were usually off to work before she was out to her classes; they never took the time to make breakfast on a weekday. On weekends they made them together, rare family time in their busy lives. Instead of smiling, like she would have done a week ago, she peeked quietly around the corner of the stairwell and into the kitchen.

Both of her parents were sitting at the table. Her mother, chronically thin and somewhat stern, sat there with her plump father, who was sighing and rubbing his eyes. Something worried him. They both loved her and each other without reserve, despite how different they could be. Oriana got her loose curls from her mother and her dark honey brown hair and eyes from her father. Her pale skin was all her mother though - her father had darker skin. They talked in soft murmurs to each other, and Oriana couldn't make out what they were saying. Well, she wasn't going to find out what was going on from here. She moved away from the stairwell and towards the kitchen. It didn't take very long for her parents to notice her, and the hallway was short so she didn't have far to go. Hovering in the doorway, she attempted to appear normal.

"What's going on? Breakfast on a weekday?" Her voice shook slightly as she spoke. She had forgotten to smile while talking. Her father gave her a soft smile, meant to be comforting, and patted the chair next to him at the table. Her eyes darted between her parents as she slowly entered the room and sat down. Her father put a hand on her shoulder, and she looked to him. He seemed so concerned, and his eyes were red and puffy. He'd been crying. She looked to her mom, whose fingers were twitching as if she wanted a cigarette. A habit she'd given up two years ago and never looked back. Whatever was going on, it was significant. "Guys? Let me in on what's happened?"

"Well, we were hoping you could tell us." Her mother was the one to speak up. So...her behaviour had been noticed after all. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then she began to speak. No one interrupted her. They just let the words flow.

She told them how it started - the feeling of being watched, seeing the same faces everywhere, even when it made no sense. Then she told them how it continued - the eyes at night in the yard, the noises from the woods, the shadows she saw out of the corner of her eyes. It took her less time to tell it than she thought it would, and afterwards, she felt lighter. Only when she finished speaking, and there was silence did she open her eyes. Her mother was even paler than usual, and her father was silently crying. Her father swallowed and spoke first.

"We'll get you new locks - we'll get the house new locks. We'll inform the police." Her mother grabbed his hand and squeezed.

"Why don't you go do that, dear? I'll get the pancakes served." They all understood her need to do something normal, and her father left to go to his study. It was there he made all his important phone calls. When he was gone, Oriana's mother stood up and sighed. With her back to her daughter, she spoke as she plated the food. "It will help him. Trying to do something for you."

Oriana knew why she said that. If it was something normal and the police could catch them, her father would feel like he protected his little girl. What her mother didn't voice, but Oriana heard was the other half. If it was...them...then the police might be able to stop it, might not. Others, to give them the name humans had coined, were hard to stop when they set their sights on something. The name, despite its lack of originality, was perfect. For it merely meant those who were not human and not animals. She found herself shaking.

"Mom...what if..." A plate landed loudly in front of her.

"Don't what if. Because nothing is going to happen." A pretty lie, but one Oriana so desperately needed to believe. She ate her pancakes.


      [image: ]Her studio art class was just what she needed that day. The feel of the clay beneath her hands, the chatter of her classmates and the soft footfalls of her professor as they walked around the room. People often said she had natural talent, but she had loved clay and clay-like substances since she was small. The movements she did were all practised, and the result was as much a testament to her learning as it was to her talent. Her fingers seemed to glide across the clay while leaving behind precisely what she wanted.

Always people. She could sculpt pretty much anything she wanted to, but people were her passion. The differences in them, the subtle changes one could make to make someone entirely different. It was, to Oriana, like she was bringing the vision of the clay to life. She made changes to her plan as needed when the clay didn't like it, and nothing could soothe her more than the process of bringing it to life.

The three-hour class went by fast for her. Too fast. Now here she was, back in reality, on her way to the bus that would take her close to home. She used to listen to music on the walk but couldn't right now. Her phone stayed in her hand, though, ready to dial for emergency aid. The quickest way home was through the park. She considered it before entering. There weren't that many people there, but one could see the entire thing from the road. Maybe the space would do her mind some good.

As she walked, she clutched the strap of her bag and her phone. Still, despite her attempts at hyper-awareness, she struggled. By now, Oriana was so sleep-deprived and keyed up that she almost missed it. The moment the jogger turned to follow her, she started to dial. But she hadn't seen the mother with her child as a threat. As they walked past, her phone was snatched from her hand by the woman.

"Hey-" Her panicked voice called out for only a second before the jogger caught up and grabbed her. The mother and child were gone, and Oriana didn't care anymore. Her breath came in gasps as she bit down on the hand holding her mouth. It wasn't the best bite since he had a hold of her jaw, but it was enough. The man holding her cursed and let go.  She elbowed him and kicked, falling to the ground with his grunt. Her head hit the paved pathway as she fell, dazing her.

Get up!

Gulping in air, she used her arms underneath her to push herself upwards. Her head hated it and protested, but she kept going, grimacing against the pain. She cried out as her hair was grabbed from behind, and she was pulled up by it. Instinctively her hands went to try and pry loose the man's grip.

Scream!

Oriana breathed in and released it on a scream. A car's tires squealed as it stopped beside her and her assailant. The brief hope that they were there to help was gone fast as the man picked her up, slung her over his shoulder and went towards it. Tears began to fall, along with her bag whose contents spewed across the walkway. She screamed again, kicked, scratched and wailed but it wasn't enough. Too quickly, she was being dropped unceremoniously into the trunk of the car and the lid closed on her. Pitch black surrounded her. Oriana stopped screaming. She didn't know how much air she had in this thing, and she didn't want to waste it. Instead, she focused her efforts on the lid. First, she scratched it until the tips of her fingers bled, trying to find an inside latch. When that failed, she began pounding on the sides. She could feel the wheels moving underneath her, and as she felt herself get farther and farther away, she began to sob. Still, she didn't give up.

That was until she started hearing a hiss. Her wide eyes darted around, but she couldn't see anything. Her hands grasped at nothing as a gas filled the trunk. She was sleepy, so very weary. As she felt herself drifting away, she wondered if this was how she died. Alone, scared and in the trunk of a car.

Then nothing.


      [image: ]A grunt. That was the first thing Oriana became aware of. Then it was the pain. Crying out, she struggled to breathe through it. The wave went through her entire body, and she shook when it left. Her eyes felt welded shut, but instead of the dried tears she expected to feel, it was more like her body didn't want to listen to her. Oriana struggled against the lethargy in her limbs and managed to open her protesting eyes. She couldn't move anything else, but this was progress.

Not that it helped her in any way. All around her was inky darkness. If she squinted and focused, she could make out rough shapes - or thought she could anyway. If there were any light source, she would either have to turn around or stand up to see it. So that was what she focused on next. She had to get up.

Wait...why does that sound so familiar?

Had she needed to get up before this? It danced just outside of her reach before the hint of something vanished. As much as she wanted to, there was a sense of urgency that stopped her from chasing the stray thought. Something inside her was pushing her to get up, to get out. She got her hands moving through the dirt on the ground and was almost lifting them behind her when another wave of pain hit her. She bit down on a scream, biting her lip so hard she would have thought that there would have been blood. This time the pain didn't leave and wave after wave racked through her body. Oriana felt the wetness from tears fall down her face, but she couldn't taste the salt in them. Maybe something was wrong with her mouth. With all of her.

Get up!

Yes...get up. She had to get up. Fighting the cramping in her muscles, she pushed. It felt like she was pushing against her own body, the weight of the ceiling above her crushing down on her. Hands went behind her; she was sitting against something. Good, leverage. Gasping to draw in enough air, she got herself in position and readied herself. She could do this. All she had to do was stand. Using her hands as support, she could push herself up and forward. Sweat covered her body already as she sat there. Had it not been for the lingering sense of fear, she would never have attempted it.

But she did.

Oriana let out a scream of pain and determination as she made the move. It wasn't smooth, it wasn't pretty, and it was beyond painful. It felt like she was being split apart, cell by cell. Yet it was successful. The pain ebbed to a dull aching everywhere as she stood. The tearing feeling was gone. She gave herself a moment, breathing heavily from exertion, but didn't wait long. Shakily she used the edge of what she had been resting on to support her as she turned and looked around.

Still just darkness. She wanted to start to cry again and almost gave in to the urge when she saw it. A slight glow on a rock.

"Yes." Her throat and mouth were like a desert, and the word came out more croak than anything else, but it was enough. The light was enough. The glow was on a wet rock, and it was then that she began to notice the sounds and smells around her. Stale water, the dripping of a liquid and the slightly slimy rock under her hands. She was somewhere moist, and she assumed she was in a cave or something similar from the rock. She let out a sob but then told herself to toughen up. Caves had exits. All she had to do was find it.

Rolling a bit, she managed to turn around, trying to find the source of the glow. She looked straight ahead of her and leaning over...she looked down. If she squinted, she could sort of make out the shape. It was perfectly round, regular dips and grooves, and had something on top of it. Touching it tentatively, she determined it was wood. It took her a bit, but she finally concluded that it was some sort of well. Surprisingly she snorted at herself.

Way to find out something entirely unimportant there, Oriana.

She lifted her head once more, the aching in her body becoming an unwelcome companion, but one she was getting adjusted to. Her eyes scanned the area around her for the light source. She was scared to blink in case she missed it, but that only made her blink more. A strange lump there, another one there...and there! The light source.

It was a small strip of warm, orange-red glow, but it was there. And not far, she hoped. Having no real reference as to the size of the room, she really couldn't say. But for her sanity, it was close. It had to be. Stumbling on her own feet, she somehow made her way around the well to the other side. But here was a problem. Oriana would have to make it from here to the light without any more support. She shivered. This situation just kept getting harder and harder.

Crawl. Don't walk, crawl.

Closing her eyes, she breathed in and out, evening the ragged puffs of breath coming out of her into something you could properly call breathing. Slowly she lowered herself to her knees and then down onto her hands. She could do this. She could crawl out of here. Starting to move was the hardest part. After that, she fell into a sort of rhythm. Up over the bumps, down onto the ground.

At first, she didn't think too hard about what she was passing over. But soon, the ground became all bumps and ones that shifted at that. Which made her pay more attention. It was soft, slightly warm and moved in and out. Breathing. That's what the bumps were doing. 

Oriana jolted back onto her behind, away from the spot she had been feeling, only to land on one behind her. She forced herself to breathe out her nose, trying to calm the panicked puffs. With shaking hands, she reached forward once more and shoved. The thing started to move, so she pushed again, harder this time. And screamed.

Bodies. These were people. The one she had turned over was that of a young woman, her face peaceful but frozen in sleep. Oriana slapped her hand over her mouth as she wanted to scream again. Something was telling her to shut up. After looking around, she figured she was almost to the light. It was a lot larger than before, things were a lot brighter, and now that she was looking, she could see that the bodies were in a ring around the well. She was coming to the end of them. Well, that was something, at least. She started forward once more, then heard it.

A groan. But not just a typical groan; it was loud and guttural and behind her. She was not alone here. She gave up on being slow and quiet and just went. She fell multiple times, and even though the groan didn't repeat right away, she couldn't slow herself down. All that went through her mind was out. 

Out. Out. Out!

Dirt mixed with her sweat and her tears, and some even went in her mouth. Every time she fell, she heaved herself back up. Every time she wanted to give up, she thought she heard the groan. But finally...finally she made it. Scratching at the surface, she found it was wood. A door. A small success, but also a big one. Oriana forced herself to stand and ran her hands frantically over the door. Eventually, she found the small indented handle and grabbed hold.

At first, it didn't want to move. She rattled it and pushed it, then pulled it. Slowly, ever so painfully slow, it opened. She didn't wait for it to be fully open. Cringing at the noise it was making against the stone, and from the rusted hinges, she shoved her way through a gap barely big enough. Falling once she was on the other side, the door slammed shut behind her. There she lay, heaving from the effort to breathe.

Free. But not free enough.








  
  
CHAPTER TWO




It was like a switch had been flicked in her mind. That was all she could remember of what had happened to her. As if someone had gone through her brain and deleted almost everything. Oriana remembered her parents existed but nothing specific about them or herself. It had taken a long time to draw forth her name from the fog. But that room, that cave - that was seared into her memory. Which had brought her to where she was, in front of a police station. 

Oriana found herself wringing her hands together and chewing her lip as she watched the sliding doors open and shut as people went through. A couple of times, someone would look at her curiously before moving on. They were barely noticed and quickly forgotten. Despite her desire to go in, her willingness to help those other women, she knew it would be hard. The first step was getting someone to believe her about her experience even though she could only recall part of it. Swallowing, she separated and lowered her hands. Then she took the first step.

The police station was quieter than she thought it would be. Perhaps it would be noisier somewhere else. The sounds of quiet conversations were more like white noise than anything disturbing. The sounds of computers running and their keyboards being used was soothing to her. Silence let her think too much and meant no one else was around. Here there were people.

It didn't take her long to figure out where to go. The front counter was marked with a little sign, one that once you saw it, you couldn't imagine how you had ever missed it. Two people were staffing the desk, one woman and one male. They were both busy at that time with a small line of four people, so Oriana took her place as fifth and waited. It took a bit to get called, and when she did, it was by the man. He gave her a pleasant and professional smile when she stepped up to him.

"How can I help you today, miss?" His voice was calm but welcoming. She could see why he was at the front desk. Clearing her throat, she prepared for the first obstacle.

"I-I need to report something."

"Of course," he said as he turned to his computer and began opening something. "What kind of crime are you reporting? This will help me find an officer who can assist you."

"A kidnapping." His eyes shot up to her. The man was suddenly serious.

"Understood. I'll send you to one of our detectives. If you could give me your name, please."

"Oriana Brannon." He wrote her name down on the computer and directed her on where to wait. She followed his instructions, chose a less than comfortable plastic chair and waited once more. The anxiety began creeping in again, getting stronger the longer she stayed there. By the time she heard her name, she was ready to bolt and forget about it entirely.

She looked up, and her eyes scanned the area near the door. There was only one officer there, so Oriana went over to her. The woman was like an Amazon warrior, and Oriana found herself looking up to see her face and reaching up to shake the proffered hand. 

"Hello there, I'm Detective Jenes, but you can call Ms. Jenes if you find it easier. Come with me, and we can get started." Her voice was deep and smooth, and Oriana found herself responding to the authority in it before she even realised it. 

Ms. Jenes led her through a few doors to a wide-open area. There were police officers everywhere, talking to people and moving people in handcuffs. There was just one office at the back of the room, so Oriana didn't think their destination lay there. She was right as Ms. Jenes led her to a cubicle along the right-hand side. It was one of the larger stalls. It housed a filing cabinet, a desk, three chairs and a computer. Ms. Jenes sat behind the desk and waved to a seat in front of it. Oriana sat down, and they began.

The beginning of it was fairly basic things. Her name, her age, where she lived, those kinds of things. Most of which Oriana was unable to answer. Ms. Jenes attempted to take this in stride, but Oriana could tell the woman was confused and getting a bit frustrated. Still, she did her job dutifully.

"Alright then, Oriana. Let's hear about the kidnapping. Who is it you think was kidnapped?"

"I don't think - I know. And it was me." This was the one thing she could be sure of right now. It wasn't much, but it was something. Ms. Jenes, to her credit, didn't show any disbelief. She typed information and asked questions.

The questions were long and gruelling for Oriana. She didn't want to recall all the things that the detective seemed to need. People came and went, and she sat there still, going through her ordeal as accurately as she could. Sometimes the questions were asked in different ways, and Oriana did her best not to get frustrated. She couldn't see a clock, but it felt like she was there for hours. Eventually, Ms. Jenes sighed.

"I'm sorry, but I don't think I can help you, miss."

"Why not? I know that I can't remember everything, but someone kidnapped me." The detective held up a hand, and Oriana stopped talking. The woman had stopped typing and looked right at her.

"It isn't just the memory problems. Although those are odd, I will grant you. It is that this has all the hallmarks of Other presence. I don't have the authority to handle something that is cross-species."

"Can you send me to someone who does then?" Ms. Jenes shook her head at Oriana's question.

"No. Well, I could, but I'll be honest here. It would get thrown out, and nothing would happen." Before she could ask for an explanation, one was given to her. "This has a lot of signs of a deal with an Other gone wrong. We don't deal with those. Deals with them are made at your own risk. If we fought for everyone who wasn't happy with how it turned out, then we'd be in a war right now. And no one can risk that happening."

It wasn't what she wanted to hear. Oriana knew that neither her parents nor her had made a deal with an Other. So there was no way that this had been, in any way, consensual. The implication that it was, well, that was insulting. Not saying anything to the detective, Oriana stood up stiffly. Ms. Jenes stood up after her and put a hand on her shoulder when Oriana would have walked away.

"I know someone who might be able to help though - or at least send you to someone who can." Oriana waited without saying anything, and the detective reached into a drawer. After searching for a moment, she brought out a card and handed it over. On it was a name, and address, contact information and his job title. Private investigator, by the name of John Frye. She looked up from the card and at Ms. Jenes.

"How can he help me?"

"He doesn't have to follow all the same red tape we do - though he does have to follow the law. He might be willing to look into it for you. If not, he has connections with Others and might know one of them that would be helpful." An Other? A chill went down her spine at the thought, but she tucked the card into her pocket. They said their goodbyes, and Oriana soon found herself outside of the station.

She wandered a bit until she found a bench and dropped down onto it, exhausted and feeling low. Her head lowered into her hands, and she sat there for a few minutes. People walked past, and birds investigated her to see if she would throw food. Eventually, she lifted her head and took the card out of her pocket.

It hadn't changed, besides being a bit crumpled on one corner from being shoved into her pocket. She tried to smooth it out idly as she stared. This man could be her only hope of getting justice for herself and those women she had left behind. But he could also be just another stepping stone, or a dead-end entirely. But what choice did she have? She couldn't give up just yet. Putting the card back in her pocket, Oriana stood up. She would do what she had to do. And that meant finding this place.


      [image: ]The offices of John Frye were in a small brick building cramped between two others just like it. Unassuming and a bit run-down in appearance. Oriana didn't linger outside of it like she had at the police station, instead she headed right inside. The office she was looking for was on the third floor. As she climbed the older staircase, she wondered what awaited her. The worst that could happen was that he would refuse to help her. Then she would be back where she started. Alone. She couldn't even remember how she got here and how long it had been since she had gone to the police station.

When she arrived, Oriana knocked softly on the wooden door. She wasn't sure if she was supposed to, but the area was so quiet, and it seemed like the right thing to do. A little sign beside the door read John Frye, Private Investigations. Inquire Within. When no one answered her knock, she gently opened the door and peeked into the room. 

There was a small waiting area, a couch and a chair and a desk taking up most of the space. Behind the desk was a pleasantly plump, middle-aged woman who smiled when she saw Oriana in the doorway. She was waved over, and so she stepped in.

"Hi there, honey. How can we help you? Do you have an appointment?" Oriana found herself chewing her lower lip and forced herself to stop.

"I don't think I have an appointment, but I'm not sure, honestly. I need to see Mr. Frye, though. Does he have time?" 

"Well, let's check if you have an appointment at some time, first. If not, I can fit you in after the appointment he is with right now. He has a gap today, lucky you. What's your name?"

"Oriana Brannon." The woman nodded in acknowledgement and turned to a computer that was anything but new. Slowly it whirred away, and the woman seemed to search her name in something.

"Well, you don't have an appointment. One mystery solved then. If you want to, then you can wait, but Mr. Frye might be a while longer." The woman smiled at Oriana. It was a contagious smile, and Oriana found herself smiling back.

"I would love to wait and see him. Do you mind if I wait here?"

"Of course not! Take a seat. Want some coffee?" Oriana declined and went to sit on the chair. The couch looked more comfortable, but she liked that the chair would be her own space.

It took the better part of an hour for someone to come out of his office. During this time, Oriana just sat there. She didn't feel the need to read a magazine or make small talk. There was no window in this room, so that she couldn't look out on the street below. It was like time didn't matter to her, and she was surprised that she didn't fall asleep. But when the woman came crying out of the office, she was wide awake. The two women seemed to handle some kind of payment, and then the client left.

"I'll go and let him know you're here to see him." The receptionist went into the other room and closed the door. A moment later, she came out again, smiled once more at Oriana and waved her in. "Good luck, dear." Oriana nodded at her and went into the other room.

The other room looked out onto the street, a large window behind the man she had come to see. It was a small area but fit everything it seemed he needed. She shut the door behind her and moved forward to sit in the chair across the desk from him. He wasn't doing anything and so smiled at her when she sat down. It wasn't the amiable smile of his receptionist, but it also wasn't an entirely professional smile. Something in between. He was an unremarkable man except for his very prominent nose that made his face interesting.

"Hello, Miss Brannon. How can I be of assistance today?" His voice was pleasant, and he had a bit of an accent that she couldn't place. 

"I need help with a kidnapping. I've been to the police, and they gave me your card."

"I see. Why couldn't they help you out?" She took a deep breath before responding. He waited; he seemed to know she would tell him when she could voice it.

"They think an Other is involved...and that it might have been a deal gone wrong. I know it isn't, but the detective I spoke to wasn't convinced." Frye leaned back in his chair, hands on his stomach and seemed to settle in for the story. That or he was thinking. Oriana couldn't quite tell which.

"Well, I can see them having trouble with helping you if an Other is involved. Or suspected to be involved, as is your case. Tell me what you know, and we'll go from there. Does that sound okay?"

"Yes, thank you." So she began telling her story. The eyes in the dark, the fear of being watched, the being taken in the park and waking up in the strange room with the well. He took notes while she spoke and didn't interrupt once. She wasn't sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing, but it was far less annoying than the police station's constant questions. When she finished, she slumped a bit. It had taken a lot out of her, which she was kind of surprised at. Frye continued his notes until he was done and then looked at her once more.

"That's quite the tale. I can see why the police would suspect Other involvement. But I don't think you're lying, and to your knowledge, there is no deal."

"Does this mean you'll help me?" She leaned forward, hopeful. He hummed a little bit and then sighed.

"I want to, but whatever happened to you is beyond me. So I can't. I do, however, know someone who can. Doesn't mean they will, but worth a try."

"I'll try almost anything. I need to know."

"That will serve you well with him." Frye opened a drawer in his desk and took out an envelope. It was a simple, cheap letter envelope that was sealed. He handed it over to her. Confused, she took it, examined it for a moment and looked back at him, silently asking for an explanation. "Inside, you will find a card and a piece of paper. The paper is from me. It gives you the name of the city you'll be going to and instructions on finding him. The business card will help get you there and keep you safe. But only touch it if you are sure."

"What do you mean?"

"There's magic in that card. Gotta respect that kind of thing." She blinked, confused. But the answer came to her soon enough. He was giving her the business card of an Other. Frye was sending her into the unknown. Her hand shook as she set the envelope down on the desk, carefully.

"I-I see. Is there anyone else who can help me?" Frye shook his head at her question.

"I don't think so. I understand why you might fear Others, but this one is of a decent sort. If you are truly as in need as you seem to be, he'll treat you fairly. Fairer than any of the other ones I know. There is a risk, true, but I truly don't think you have a better chance."

Oriana chewed her lip and contemplated the envelope. For his part, Frye seemed content to let her think it over. In the end, she realised that she didn't have much choice. She could do as suggested and continue down this path she had chosen, or she could give up. But since she didn't consider giving up a realistic and valid option, that left seeing this Other.

"Can I look at this here?" She asked as she picked the envelope back up.

"You are very welcome to. Stay as long as you like in the waiting room, miss. I'd offer the chair you're in, but I do have clients coming today." She stood up, and he followed suit. Giving him a shaky smile, she reached out and shook his hand.

"I understand. Thank you so much for seeing me. I'll take you up on that offer and look this over in the waiting room."

"Excellent. Any questions, feel free to ask Trishie. What she can't answer, she'll get me for." Oriana nodded and left the room, Frye behind her. He explained things to the receptionist, Trishie, she supposed, and Oriana sat down in the chair she had sat in before. This time, when the offer came, she accepted a cup of coffee. As she drank, she opened the envelope and, careful not to touch the card, she pulled out the piece of paper. 

It was a small note, giving precisely the information that he had said it would. The city's name was Vergessen. She thought about it and realised, after a few moments, that she did know of it. It was fairly common knowledge - at least she thought so but couldn't say for sure - and it was the central hub of Others. For centuries the city had been hidden in plain sight. The name meant 'to forget', and that was what used to happen. It was the place that you either never left or you forgot about upon leaving. Nowadays you could come and go as you pleased if you dared. It wouldn't just be one Other she faced here, but an entire metropolis of them. She downed the last of her coffee before returning the mug to Trishie. Going back to the chair, she prepared herself.

And took out the card.

At first, nothing seemed to happen, but slowly her fingers began to tingle. Not unpleasantly, but in a way that she knew something had happened. Closing her eyes, she waited for the sensation to fade. Opening them, she finally looked at the thing in her hand. It said one word on this side. Wishmaster. A chill ran down her spine, and she wasn't sure why. What had she just gotten herself into?


      [image: ]Ciel was writing a precise and to the point letter when the feeling came over him. He set his pen down deliberately into its place and leaned back in his chair. The pose would have seemed restful on anyone else, but on him, it was just a way to switch his focus. As the sensation rolled over him, he studied it.

It was like a tingling throughout his entire body. Not unpleasant, the feeling was more interesting than anything. It was unusual for him to react this way when someone touched his card. Usually, it was a barely-there, slightly uncomfortable twitch in the back of his mind. This time it demanded attention. Someone who was indeed in need had touched his card. Someone lost and alone. 

Curious. It was a rare occurrence indeed that someone good sought him out. Even then, he had never felt the card's magic react so strongly. The sensations passed, and he was almost sorry that they left. As they faded, his friend entered the room. Sephrian had no doubt sensed the sudden change in Ciel and had come to investigate. Ciel didn't bother to explain, and Sephrian didn't bother to ask.

"I need you to tell Maronette to prepare a room. We will have a guest." Ciel went back to preparing his letter as Sephrian gave a slight bow and went to do as requested. Things should prove interesting, at the very least. As much as anything would.








  
  
CHAPTER THREE




Vergessen was huge. Oriana had no idea how something this large could have been forgotten so easily. Surely there must have been some kind of discrepancy on maps? The answer to this - magic - was all the more cause for her to worry about what she was doing. Others weren't known for their generosity or for their love of humans. She had to wonder what this Wishmaster would require in exchange for his services. Hopefully it wouldn't be anything too extreme, but she knew she would pay it if she was able to. She needed to find out what had happened to her, and hopefully find out more about who she was in the process. 

Walking into Vergessen was the only way to enter the metropolis. Cars and other modes of transportation were left in a private parking area. The city inside had some forms of mass transit but when most of your citizens were of the magical variety she supposed it wasn't that important.

The city was surrounded by a large wall and you walked in through gates. Even though modern times had come to the city, the foundation of it was extremely old. The fact that they felt the need for a defensive wall seemed to be left over from the past. The process of getting through the gate wasn't that bad. She did as Frye's letter said and simply showed anyone who stopped her the card. They soon let her pass. So here she was, wandering the city streets, trying to remember what to do next. Which was harder than it sounded with all of the things in this place to distract her.

Oriana seemed to have ventured to a marketplace. The streets opened up into a square and it was filled with stalls selling familiar things that she recognised, as well as those selling things she had no idea what they were. Some - especially the meats - she didn't want to find out what they were. 

The clientele of the stands were just as varied as the products. Some people she knew were human, and it was easy to tell the tourists from the locals. The tourists stared at everything whereas locals moved with ease through the crowd and didn't blink at those that were obviously Other. As for those...there were many. One woman walked by with snakes for hair, another Other was a minotaur - or at least Oriana thought he was. There was also three woman who sat undisturbed by themselves. They were blindfolded, dressed in identical black dresses and sitting in the same restful pose, with a basket at their feet. Occasionally someone would go over and drop something in and the three women would smile. Something about them disturbed Oriana, so she gave them a wide berth. 

She spent some time wandering that market before giving up on her memory and taking out the letter and the card. Before she could even open the folded paper, the card seemed to react to her touch. The card was made of expensive card stock and, when she had looked at it earlier, the outline of a butterfly had appeared underneath the word Wishmaster. It had shown up perfectly embossed like the name and it was like it had always been there. But now it was changing again. The image seemed to shimmer and quiver. She was so startled she almost dropped the card. Thankfully, whatever was happening didn’t seem to require her involvement. She watched as the card began to shake in her hand, like something trying to get free.

“You should let it go.” A voice came from her right, and she jumped a bit at the sudden sound. Not letting go of the card, Oriana turned her head and then looked down to see who was talking. 

It was, in appearance, a child. She wasn’t sure she could put that label on an Other though. And this was clearly one of them, the little horns coming out of the forehead gave it away. As did the eyes that looked like they should be on a goat. Oriana swallowed her fear of this Other and responded.

“What do you mean? I need it to find him.” The child shook their head, clearly amused.

“You don’t need the card, you need the magic in the card. And if you don’t let go it won’t lead you to him.” The child tossed Oriana a smile before dancing off to finish their own business.

This left her with a bit of an issue. Did she continue to hold onto the card or did she do as the child said and let it go, potentially losing it. She tried to think about it, but the card’s shaking was growing worse. She had the feeling she needed to decide soon, and let it go.

As soon as she did the card began to fold in on itself, hovering in front of her face. It folded and folded until there was almost nothing left of the card anymore. Then, in a shower of blue sparks, it changed and turned into a brilliant blue butterfly.

It was large and easily seen, and glittering dust fell with every beat of it’s wings. Seeming to stare at her, the butterfly waited patiently for something. She lifted her hand towards it and it turned, beginning to slowly flap away. Scared of losing it, even though it was going slowly, Oriana quickly followed it.

People, whether Other or not, moved out of the way when the butterfly showed up. When she passed they would fold back in as if nothing had ever happened. Except for the children and the smaller creatures, they would scurry in to grab what dust they could from the ground.

The path to where she was going took her through the marketplace and into a more residential looking area. She wound through the streets and alleyways, eyes fixed on the butterfly, terrified she would lose it. Yet even though it stayed just out of reach, it never went too fast for her to keep up with.

Eventually they ended up in an area of strange lots. Each place was gated and had a small area behind it. These areas seemed to house a tree, some grass, or some flowers. The little plots were surrounded by a fence matching the gate. Oriana was confused, what could the purpose of these tiny lots be?

After going through this area for a few minutes, the butterfly turned and landed softly on one of the gates. Looking it over, she figured it was wrought iron and as sturdy as it was decorative. A small metal sign on the front read ‘C. Langby’. Was this the Wishmaster? She couldn’t see how, it was a small plot with a statue in it. The statue was of an angel, looking down and holding out a hand in welcome to a demon that was at her feet.

Despite her doubts, the butterfly didn’t look like it was going to move again any time soon. So, she put a tentative hand on the gate and began to open it.

The gate moved easily under her hand, as if it knew to let her in. A shiver went down her spine at the thought. The butterfly lifted from the gate once opened and fluttered into the plot of land. Instead of going and landing on the statue, like she assumed it would, the butterfly vanished. Oriana blinked. Where did it go? Was its job done or had something else happened to it? Looking around, she realised she didn't have much of a choice but to head in and see what happened. She steeled herself and took a step through the gate.

Once both of her feet landed on the other side, the statue and the little plot were gone. In their place was a sprawling estate. From the gate there was a walkway, which seemed to lead up to the ivy covered house. While the house seemed normal enough, it gave off an air of mystery. Like a house known to be haunted would. She had seemingly teleported. Turning around she looked out through the gate, seeing nothing but an old lane and fields. Letting go of the gate with a gasp, she then watched it close itself. Oriana was here, and staying here it would seem.

The walk up the path was uneventful and somewhat pleasant. One could almost forget that this was the home of someone, or something, powerful. Soon enough she was at the steps to a large veranda. They didn't so much as groan as she went up them to the large wooden door. On the door was a knocker. It interested her as it was in the shape of a wolf's head holding the knocker ring. It seemed to watch her as she approached, judging her as she reached out. But it let her use it and she knocked, before snatching back her hand. It had done that tingle thing that happened when magic was involved, and she shook it gently until the feeling dispersed. 

As she waited for the door to open, not brave enough just yet to try knocking again, Oriana worked on calming her nerves by looking around. If she hadn't known better she would have assumed that an Other would not have such a normal looking house. As she scanned the yard she wondered where she was. Was she still on Earth or was she in one of the Other's realms? She supposed that it didn't matter, she was here.

The door opened behind her and she turned, struggling to keep in a squeak of surprise. She couldn't help but take half a step back, but the creature in the doorway either didn't notice or didn't care about her reaction. The only way Oriana could describe her was a blend of spider and woman. Her face was smooth and mostly round, her hair was thick and yarn like and tied up neatly into a bun on the top of her head. The woman - following human biology anyway - had long and slender legs that were just as arachnid as her eyes. Two large spider eyes took up part of her face, and were surrounded by miniature versions of themselves. What Oriana first took for freckles also appeared to be eyes, as the light glinted off of them. The spider lady held the door open with one too long for a human arm. Before Oriana could speak, the lady in the door broke the silence.

"Welcome. I am Maronette, you are here to see Mr. Langby, correct?" Oriana fixed her posture and replied.

"Is Mr. Langby the Wishmaster?"

"That is one of his titles, yes. Do come in." Maronette stepped aside to allow Oriana to enter the house. A moment's hesitation later, she did so. Maronette closed the door behind them and went to a large desk. It was a foyer of a house, but turned into a business entrance and waiting room. There was a large staircase to the right of the area with a sitting area along its side. Across from the sitting area was the rather impressive desk that Maronette had gone to. Behind that was, by far, the most imposing thing in the room. It was a large cabinet that took up the entire wall. It had many drawers in it, all with little golden handles. At the top the drawers were small but as you got closer to the bottom the grew in size until they were so big you could sit in them. Then, in the middle of the back wall of the room, was a small nondescript door. There were matching ones on the right and left walls of the foyer. Oriana supposed this was to block off private areas of the house from the business end. One of these doors must lead to the man she had come to see.

Maronette returned to her, with a few sheets of paper. Oriana took them when they were offered and saw that they were forms to fill out. Just glancing over the questions, she knew that she would be unable to answer most of them.

"I don't think I can fill these out, do I have to?" Maronette waved her over to a chair and handed her a clipboard to write on while she replied.

"Do the best that you can. That is all we ask."

"Alright, I'll try."

"Good." Maronette walked away to her desk and sat down behind it, and Oriana began taking a closer look at the questionnaires. They were mostly basic information - like her name and age. Name she had figured out already, but age took a minute. She vaguely recalled going to an art class in college. Yes, she was just starting college. If she had started right away after high school that would put her around eighteen or nineteen. It didn't feel right though. After she thought on it more she knew she was in her early twenties and had perhaps started college later than normal. So she wrote that general range down and moved on. 

Then there were the questions she couldn't answer. The ones about her history and family. She just left those blank. There was no way she was going to sit here, struggling to recall everything. It would take too long and be too much effort for an unsure outcome. Then came the odd questions. Like what species she was, or what she ate. Most of these she could answer based upon general human knowledge.

Following these questions was a little legal blurb that stated that what he would and wouldn't do, should they enter a contract. Specifics to each contract would apply, but these were general 'don't even ask' things. Since none of them applied to her, she agreed. After that came the question she hadn't been expecting on a form, but had been dreading coming up.

What was she willing to pay?

Even though she didn't want to appear desperate, she knew the answer. It scared her and her hands shook as she wrote it down.

Anything.

With that written down she was finished. She put the pages back in order and returned them to Maronette. The spider woman took them, put them in a folder and nodded.

"I shall see if he is ready to see you. Please, have a seat and wait for my return." Oriana watched as Maronette walked through the back door, then went back to her chosen seat. It was just a few minutes that she had to wait. It was almost too soon when Maronette returned and waved her forward. "He will see you, come."

Oriana rose on shaky legs and followed Maronette through the door. It wasn't a wide hallway and they were most comfortable going in single file. The odd door that there was sat in an alcove so that people could pass while it opened. They walked to the end of the hallway - which wasn't far but long enough to be unnerving - and Maronette knocked on the lone door there.

"Enter." The voice seemed to be male, and sent a shiver down Oriana's spine. Maronette opened the door, stepped inside and slightly to the side to allow Oriana room to pass her.

"Oriana Brannon, Mr. Langby."

"Thank you, Maronette. You may leave." Maronette gave a slight bow and then turned to Oriana. Oriana took a shaky breath and moved into the room, as Maronette moved out of it and closed the door. This was it.

Oriana barely noticed the door closing behind her. Her attention was taken up by the room and the man in it. The room itself was small and cluttered, but that was only half the space. The rest she couldn't really consider room as it was filled with shelves. She had no idea how someone would even get between them to get at whatever object they wanted on them. Then she looked at the man.

He was writing something and had yet to look up at her, but she felt his attention on her. He knew what she was doing and was waiting, perhaps. She had the distinct feeling that having his full attention would be...something. Whether good or bad she couldn't tell. 

As she walked into the room she studied him. He was lean and shorter than the average male, despite being almost a head taller than her. He had shoulder length black hair, and seemed entirely human in appearance. He was also wearing glasses, which did not seem like something an Other would need.

On the flip side of that was the energy he gave off. You stepped into the room and felt his presence. His every movement so far had been deliberate, as if he needed to exert control.

She sat tentatively in the chair that was across the desk from him. When she did, it was like she had given him permission to look up. Perhaps it was because she hadn't run from the room and changed her mind. He set the pen down, straightened and looked at her directly.

She could only see one of his eyes but it was the most vibrant blue she had ever seen. Her breath hitched in her chest and she felt warmth pool in her body. She had been right, having his full attention was indeed something.

"As you have no doubt surmised, I am Ciel Langby, possibly known to you under the title Wishmaster. It is a pleasure, Miss Brannon." Oriana found herself blushing for some unknown reason. At least, it seemed unknown at first, but she figured that it was the fact that everyone was calling her 'Miss Brannon' lately.

"Please, call me Oriana." She had her hands in her lap, forcing them to stay mostly still. His eyes flicked to the slight movement of them that she couldn't control and then back to her face.

"Very well. You may call me Ciel, should you wish. I can assure you, Oriana, that you have nothing to fear from me as of yet." Ciel set the letter aside, giving her a break from his eyes for a second.

"As of yet?"

"Correct. That could change but I see it as a highly unlikely outcome."

"Oh. Well, that's good?" It came out a question even though she had meant it as a statement. Thankfully, Ciel didn't seem inclined to comment on that. Instead, he moved right along.

"I can only assume that since you have come all the way here you are in need of my services. How about you tell me what you hope I can do for you?"

"Alright. Well...I would like help with a couple of things." She paused and he waited, so she swallowed and continued. "I was kidnapped. I can't remember anything that happened to me or much of my life before I was taken. I know that I left people behind when I escaped from wherever I was. I want my memories, to save those people and...I want some kind of justice." 

"All very understandable goals. What is it that led you to me?" So she told him of how she went to the police, how they sent her to Frye and how he, in turn, sent her to Ciel. She explained about the suspected Other involvement. And then she described the room and how she had woken up to him. He didn't interrupt, but nodded in a couple of places. When she finished he spoke again. "I see. You were wise to follow his advice. Suspecting Other presence in this is an intelligent guess, but it could also be someone in power on the human side. Either way, I can handle it."

"Someone in power? Why would you say that?" He tapped a finger on the desk as he replied. Ciel seemed to think as he spoke, slowing down his words.

"Well, the glaring thing is that there is no missing persons report. Either your family could not make one or it was quietly disposed of. That could be on the human side. However, I do see hallmarks of Other behaviour in your experiences. Perhaps some sort of collector." He waved his hand slightly as if to banish the thought train. "No matter. We shall discover that all later. I am willing to assist you in this. However, before we come to an accord, we need to discuss a few things."

"Like terms?"

"In a manner of speaking, yes. There are things you need to know that may affect your decision to come to a deal with me. These are things that I am not flexible on." 

His voice hadn't changed tone, but Oriana could somehow tell that he was incredibly serious about this. Maybe he had been the entire time they had been talking, but something about it seemed different. Perhaps it was just what he had said and nothing to do with intent. She swallowed and managed to nod her agreement. He then continued speaking.

"Firstly, there will be a price to pay. You will owe me a favor that I can call in at any time once the contract is complete on my end. The payment is not avoidable and you cannot get out of it in any way - not even by death. Any questions about this?"

"Do you have any idea what I would have to pay? I know I put down that I would pay anything, and I meant it, but I would like to be prepared." He gave her a little dip of the head to this.

"Of course, a wise question to ask. While I cannot assure you on what it will be, not having done the job yet, I can tell you the worst case scenario."

"Okay, what is that then?"

"The most I will charge is your soul." Oriana blinked. Then blinked again. It was a lot to process suddenly. And he had said it so nonchalantly. A tremor entered her voice when she responded, but she was going to stay strong.

"I see. Is this a soul charging case, do you think?" Ciel took his time in answering, giving the question due consideration. While she was grateful he was taking the question seriously, it was also nerve racking that he couldn't answer a no right away.

"No, I don't believe it will go that far. While it is possible, I will not lie about that, I see very few outcomes leading there at this moment." Oriana let out a sigh of relief and a small flash of something - perhaps amusement - went across Ciel's face. "Any other questions about payment?"

"Yes, just one for now though. How would you collect the favor if I died?"

"Ah, yes. Should you die before payment is complete then I am able, through the magic used to create the contract, to take the price from family, descendants or from your soul. Someone needs to pay, eventually." She closed her eyes. If she did this and died, he could have her family pay instead. That was troubling. Yet she couldn't just leave it be. She would just have to not die.

"Okay. Please, continue."

"Very well. During the time of our contract you will be under my care. This means you will follow the rules I set down. I will take into account your needs and preferences, but on most things I will have the final say should they relate to our contract. You will get exactly three commands. These are magical orders I must carry out to the best of my ability. You must state that you are using one of these orders for them to come into effect."

"All right, I can deal with that." She thought she could anyway. It wasn't like she had any idea what would need to be done to get her memories back, and to save those other people.

"Wonderful." Ciel gestured to the now empty desk top. To Oriana's surprise, a chess board appeared. On it was an intricate and expensive looking chess set. Yet instead of two sides there was only a single set of marble looking pieces that sat in the middle of the board. It was neither black nor white but a blend of both as inky black veins snaked through the white marble. She was about to touch one when Ciel stopped her. "I would not touch without thinking. Once you take your chosen piece the contract is considered sealed."

Oriana withdrew her hand and studied the chess set, with glances at Ciel. For his part, he sat there calmly, patiently waiting for her to decide. The pieces seemed to grow in presence as she stared at them. This was her choice all the way, and she had to choose wisely. The fact that she could get up and leave didn't really enter her mind anymore. She had decided before she came that she would do what she had to do.

That left which piece to choose. While she wasn't sure that it mattered which one she chose, contract wise, it mattered to her. Her eyes flitted over them and settled on the king and queen. She was under no illusions that she was the powerful queen, able to go where she wanted and take out who she wanted. No, she was the king. Important to the game but powerless on their own. The one that won or lost it all but could not run or fight properly. Standing in order to reach the board properly, she reached down. Her hand didn't tremble as she thought it would and she confidently picked up the king.

As soon as she did she felt the change in the air, and the tell tale tingle of magic. It seemed to swirl up her arm and settle in her chest. The feeling took a moment to vanish, but Oriana knew it was still there. Looking up from the chess king in her hand, she saw Ciel watching her intently. She didn't bother trying to smile, she felt so drained suddenly.

"Now what?" She asked.

"Now, unless you have any pressing questions, Maronette will show you to your room." Confusion filled Oriana.

"Hunh? My room?"

"Yes. You are under my care now and, for the spell needed to regain your memories, it is safer if you are at least familiar with me. Safer still if you trust me. Living in the same residence will aid in familiarity. Once you are rested, we shall have dinner." Oriana blinked. Dinner? The corner of Ciel's mouth twitched as she did so and he continued. "We shall have at least that much contact a day. Trust requires we know each other. Having at least dinner together every day will facilitate that."

"Oh. Okay. Makes sense, I think." Oriana was fighting a muddled mind. After the magic had settled into her chest it was like a small explosion had gone off in her brain. She was certain that she already knew Ciel. This feeling was achingly familiar and yet brand new. Confusing, to say the least. Ciel got up and went to the door and then crouched in front of her.

"You will be fine. The contract magic seems to be affecting you quite a bit, but I can assure you that it is not harmful. Just something to get used to." Oriana nodded as Maronette appeared beside her.

"Don't worry, Mr Langby. I will get her to her room safely." As she spoke, Maronette reached down and helped Oriana stand. She hadn't even realised she had sat back down. A thought popped into her mind, and suddenly seemed so important.

"Wait. What if I lose the piece? What will happen?" Ciel didn't respond, just gently took the king from her hand. He lightly touched the top of the cross that represented the crown and a gold chain began to come out of it. Soon it was attached to a necklace. Ciel gently lowered the chain over Oriana's head.

"There, now you can carry it without worry. The piece will not let you lose it, but this way it is out of the way and easy to remember where it is." Oriana did smile at this.

"Thank you."

"You are very welcome. Now, go lie down before you pass out." She nodded at his words and let Maronette lead her away, out of the office and into her new home.


      [image: ]It was confusing for Ciel. He watched Maronette take his new client out of his office, fighting the strange urge to help Oriana himself. It was a small feeling, some people might not have even noticed it. Yet for him it was something almost monumental. When the door closed behind the two he moved to lean against the desk and found he was smiling slightly to himself. Curious.

On his hip rested a loose chain that attached on both ends to his belt. On it dangled chess pieces of different kinds. He reached down and, without looking, unhooked the newest one and looked at it.

The king. Usually people who were desperate for control over everything picked this piece. Ciel had the strange feeling of certainty that wasn't why Oriana had chosen it. So why had she? He closed his fist around the king, shutting off that line of questioning. He had too little information to go down that road.

What came up in his mind instead was his reaction to her. For a being normally run by facts and logic before feeling, this was new. The intensity of which he wanted to help her was vaguely uncomfortable for him. He was interested in her, and he hadn't been truly interested in anything for a long time. But she was fascinating so far, and didn't even seem to know what she was. He hooked the king back onto the chain and went to sit behind his desk again, to try and finish some business.

Wherever this was going, he was sure it would not be boring.
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