
  
    [image: Concluded]
  


  
    
      CONCLUDED

      A BUREAU STORY

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        KIM FIELDING

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Tin Box Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Kim Fielding

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      Cover content is for illustrative purposes only. Any person depicted on the cover is a model.

    

  


  
    
      The Second Coming (first stanza)

      William Butler Yeats (1919)

      

      Turning and turning in the widening gyre   

      The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

      Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

      Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

      The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere   

      The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

      The best lack all conviction, while the worst   

      Are full of passionate intensity.

      

      Song of the Open Road

      Walt Whitman (1856)

      

      5

      From this hour I ordain myself loos’d of limits and imaginary lines, 

      Going where I list, my own master total and absolute, 

      Listening to others, considering well what they say, 

      Pausing, searching, receiving, contemplating, 

      Gently, but with undeniable will, divesting myself of the holds that would hold me. 

      I inhale great draughts of space, 

      The east and the west are mine, and the north and the south are mine. 

      

      I am larger, better than I thought, 

      I did not know I held so much goodness. 

      

      All seems beautiful to me, 

      I can repeat over to men and women You have done such good to me I would do the same to you, 

      I will recruit for myself and you as I go, 

      I will scatter myself among men and women as I go, 

      I will toss a new gladness and roughness among them, 

      Whoever denies me it shall not trouble me, 

      Whoever accepts me he or she shall be blessed and shall bless me.

      

      *

      

      14

      Allons! through struggles and wars! 

      The goal that was named cannot be countermanded. 

      

      Have the past struggles succeeded? 

      What has succeeded? yourself? your nation? Nature? 

      Now understand me well—it is provided in the essence of things that from any fruition of success, no matter what, shall come forth something to make a greater struggle necessary. 

      

      My call is the call of battle, I nourish active rebellion, 

      He going with me must go well arm’d, 

      He going with me goes often with spare diet, poverty, angry enemies, desertions.
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      Los Angeles

      January 2025

      

      “Agent Spanos, you need to get back in that bed and⁠—”

      Ignoring the nurse, Achilles Spanos continued looking around the little room for his clothing. He knew his wallet, phone, badge, and gun were in a little cabinet near the sink, but there were no signs of his other belongings. “Where’s my pants?” he demanded. “And my shoes?”

      The nurse, a formidable-looking man named Kyle, shook his head. “Everything you were wearing was destroyed. We threw it all away.”

      Although Achilles hadn’t felt any particular attachment to that suit, he frowned. “Fine. Get me new ones.” And then, because Kyle had taken good care of him, he added, “Please.”

      Kyle didn’t budge, however. “You don’t need them. You’re still recovering. The doc says⁠—”

      “Another couple of days. I know. I don’t care. I want my own bed in my own apartment. And I want to get out of this goddamn building.”

      Since Kyle didn’t seem willing to give in, Achilles grabbed the sheet off the bed and wrapped it toga-style. Together with the hospital’s johnny and bright-blue socks with grippy treads, it would have to do. He gathered his belongings from the drawer and, well aware that he was not following protocol regarding weapon handling, marched to the door. He was afraid that Kyle would try to stop him—they were a good match in size—but in Achilles’ current condition, he knew he wouldn’t win. Fortunately, Kyle simply sighed, muttered something under his breath, and let him go.

      The little hospital occupied its own wing of the West Coast Bureau HQ, which meant Achilles had a long walk down the hall to the main lobby. His wounds hurt, especially the long slash across his abdomen, but hell if he’d turn back. He simply gritted his teeth. When he reached the expanse of the white-marble lobby, he ignored the agent gaping at him from the reception desk and continued to the bank of elevators, letting out a sigh of relief when the nearest doors immediately slid open. As he rode to the top floor, he resisted the urge to lean against the wall. Someone was bound to be watching on the security cameras.

      There was another long trek after he exited the elevator, and midway he had to stop and catch his breath. Normally he could run for miles without being winded; he wondered if he would manage to achieve that level of fitness again. Maybe he’d always ache when he moved.

      Finally, he flung open the door to the reception area of the chief’s suite. Probably with a little more drama than necessary, which caused him to pull his stitches and hiss with pain. He hurried inside… and faced a demon.

      “Where’s Holmes?” Achilles demanded. Victor Holmes had occupied the chief’s outer office for as long as Achilles could remember. Not that Achilles particularly missed the guy—he was terrifying—but the absence threw him.

      The demon Tenrael sat on the desk, black wings neatly folded. He would have looked almost demure if he weren’t naked. But at least that meant Achilles wasn’t the least professionally dressed person in the room.

      “Agent Holmes is on assignment.” Tenrael’s face didn’t betray any emotion.

      “But… he’s in a wheelchair.” And had been for years, ever since he’d been injured on assignment. Very much like Achilles, except Achilles could still walk.

      “Agent Holmes is a valuable Bureau employee.”

      “Of course he is. But whatever. I need to see the chief.”

      Tenrael’s red eyes didn’t blink. “My master is busy.”

      “I’m sure. This’ll be quick.”

      After a moment, Tenrael shrugged and gestured to the closed inner door. “He is not in a good mood.”

      “Is he ever?”

      Without waiting for a response, Achilles limped to the door, knocked once, and entered.

      When the previous chief had been in residence, the office had always smelled strongly of cigarettes and whiskey. Those scents had disappeared with the new tenant, who brought instead a medley of sweet aromas. Today the office smelled like a donut shop. The chief sat behind his battered wooden desk, gaze fixed on the open pages of a thick book. “What?” he barked without glancing up.

      Achilles set his badge and gun on the desk. “I quit.”

      Now Chief Grimes did look at him. His eyes were an odd green color that always unsettled Achilles for some reason. “You’re too young for retirement,” he said.

      “Not retiring. Quitting.”

      “The doctor told me you’ll be fit for duty in a week or so. I’ll give you some less active assignments for a while.”

      Achilles started to cross his arms but had to stop and readjust the makeshift toga. All of which spiked a sharp pain through his chest. “I quit. I wish to no longer be employed by the Bureau.”

      “Because you were hurt? You’ve been hurt before.”

      “Exactly!” With effort, Achilles moderated his voice. “I get banged up pretty often. I’ve been clawed, bitten, punched, stomped, burned…. We all have. And what about Santiago? He was killed this time.” The bear shifter had ripped Santiago to shreds while Achilles lay on the ground, too badly injured to help but still plenty capable of hearing Santiago’s anguished screams.

      “I’m well aware of Agent Bautista’s death,” Chief Grimes said gravely. “It’s a serious loss to the Bureau. Are you quitting because you’re afraid to die?” He cocked his head as if fear of death was something odd.

      “I’m not— Well, yeah, I’d like to remain alive. But that’s not my reason. It’s just… what’s the point? We go out to deal with monsters, maybe we get our asses kicked or we end up in a coffin. And still the world is full of monsters. We’re using an eyedropper to bail out a sinking ship.”

      Chief Grimes leaned back in his chair, looking weary. Rumor had it that he was over a hundred years old, and while most of the time he looked close to Achilles’ age—early forties—right now there was something ancient about him.

      “How many lives have you saved, Spanos?”

      “No idea. But it doesn’t matter because⁠—”

      “It does matter.” Grimes leaned forward, brow furrowed. “Every damn life matters. Every human and NHS, staying safe in their homes, loving their families and friends, sharing a meme or running through the forest or dancing among the waves. And not only that. Every act of kindness matters. Every exercise of justice, of empathy, of shared joy. Every. Fucking. One.”

      Achilles, who had never heard the chief give a speech, had to think how to respond. Finally, all he could say was, “I don’t have it in me. Not anymore.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “There are lots of other agents. Even with Santiago gone. Lots of them are better agents than I am.”

      A soft sound came from behind Achilles. “But what if you are the one?”

      Twisting around, Achilles saw that Tenrael had entered the room. He was always an imposing figure, but now his wings were spread, the glossy black feathers glistening in the overhead lights.

      “What ‘one’?” Achilles asked.

      “All living things—and some things which are no longer living—are connected. We are all part of a puzzle that has existed for millions of years and constantly reshapes itself. A single piece, even a tiny one, affects the whole. You may be the piece that shifts the balance in what is to come.”

      Achilles had never been a spotlight sort of person. As a student, he’d always sat in the middle of the classroom, earning good grades but never exceptional. As an agent, he’d been content to follow his superiors’ orders and operate as part of a team, not as a lone hero.

      “I’m not that piece. I’m not important.” And dammit, if he stood here any longer he was going to collapse, which he didn’t want to do in front of Grimes and Tenrael. Somebody would certainly drag him back to that hospital bed.

      “I quit,” he said again. Firmly.

      Nobody stopped him when he walked past Tenrael and out the door.

      He made it all the way down to the lobby before remembering that his car wasn’t here. And even if it had been, he was in no shape to drive. At least he’d been able to keep his phone charged while he recovered. He ordered a Lyft.

      A young woman in a Toyota pulled up to the main entrance a few minutes later. She goggled at Achilles—likely due to both his attire and his obviously rough condition—but didn’t comment as he collapsed into the back seat. A few minutes later, however, she couldn’t help herself. “Are you okay?”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t get any bodily fluids on your upholstery.” Achilles closed his eyes and gritted his teeth against the stabs of pain caused by the car’s jostling.

      “Well, I appreciate that. But do you need medical help or something?”

      “I’ve had more than enough of that. I just need to get home.”

      “Well… okay.” She sounded skeptical but fell silent and continued driving.

      Luckily, traffic was light and his condo was only a few miles from HQ, on a tree-lined street just off Ventura Boulevard. She pulled up in front of the building, and he mumbled his thanks before shuffling toward the door. Most of the neighbors were likely at work, and he didn’t care if those who remained might be staring.

      His code let him into the building, and he again had a moment of gratitude for elevators as he rose to the third floor. Normally he loved his home, which he’d chosen and furnished with care. But today it smelled stale and slightly fusty, probably because he’d been gone long enough for food in the fridge to go bad. The fact that his loft bedroom was accessed by stairs was a nice architectural feature, but today he just couldn’t face the ordeal. Instead he collapsed onto the couch and more or less passed out.
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      Portland, Oregon

      

      “I can’t do it.” Dee had to speak loudly to be heard over the whir of the nearby espresso machine and the lively chatter of other customers.

      The man gave Dee a petulant glare. “My cousin said you sold one to her friend.”

      “Then one of them is lying. I don’t sell love charms.” Dee leaned back in his chair. Rent was due soon, and his wallet was thin. “I’ve got one to improve your luck and one to boost your confidence. Those might help you win someone over.”

      But the man remained perched on the edge of his seat, arms crossed. “That’s not the same thing.”

      In the past, Dee would have pasted on a sincere-looking smile and amped up his charisma. He would have made himself—and by extension, his wares—seem so appealing that the man would have practically begged for the chance to buy whatever Dee was willing to sell. Now, though, despite the looming rent, Dee couldn’t muster the energy for it. He spoke plainly instead, barely bothering to hide his disdain.

      “Look, let’s ignore the fact that love charms are morally repugnant, what with the consent issue and everything. I’m guessing you don’t care about that. But also, they never work out well long-term. Sure, the object of your affection may fall for you, but it’s… artificial. Like fake flavoring. Doesn’t feel quite right. And in the end it usually turns bitter and even nasty.”

      The barista called out for a customer named Pearl, a toddler screeched something unintelligible at its parents, and a bus on the street outside engaged its air brakes with an ear-splitting squeal. Dee thought about the packet of gummies he’d finished off the previous night and wished he’d saved one for today.

      The man glowered. “I want a love charm.”

      “I don’t have one to sell you.”

      “My cousin said.”

      Dee shrugged.

      After a long pause, the man got to his feet. “You’re a fraud.”

      “If I was, I’d sell you a useless trinket and tell you it was a love charm. I’m telling you the truth.”

      “Loser.” The man stomped off, abandoning the latte he’d barely touched.

      “Well, fuck,” Dee muttered. That’s what he got for being honest.

      Anger simmered inside him—at the would-be customer who’d just left, yes, but even more at himself. He should’ve just sold the bastard a love charm. He had done it before, and he’d probably need to do it again very soon if he didn’t drum up some cash. Morals were all well and good, but they didn’t pay the rent. He’d rather be a devil with a full belly and a warm bed than an angel out on the streets.

      He finished his Americano because he’d already paid for the damn thing, then he grabbed his well-worn messenger bag and ventured out into the midafternoon gloom.

      Contrary to popular belief, it wasn’t always rainy during Portland winters. In fact, the previous week had seen a run of chilly but clear-skied days. But now the clouds and mist were back. Dee’s mood had been foul even when the sun shone, and now his outlook was worse. He felt grimy from the inside out, his withered soul an unreasonably heavy burden. Even though his apartment was only a few blocks away, the trek felt miles long.

      He was almost home when he realized that someone was following him.

      There were no other pedestrians visible, and all of the cars were quickly passing by, but Dee had been tailed before and the sensation was unmistakable, an unreachable itch between his shoulder blades. Well, he had nothing much worth stealing, and if push came to shove—literally—he could put up a decent fight. Hell, in his current state he might welcome a skirmish, and he probably wouldn’t even care if he got the worst of it. A blade or a bullet didn’t seem as terrible as they once had.

      In any case, nobody accosted him before he reached his place. His apartment was in the center of a C-shaped brick building constructed a century earlier. The central courtyard, filled with blooming roses in the summer, was gray and deserted now, with moss growing on the paving stones. As always, he had to jiggle the lock to get it to function and then push hard on the perpetually stuck door. He tossed the messenger bag onto the couch and then stood in the middle of the living room, unsure what he wanted to do next.

      It wasn’t a bad apartment. Small, yes, with a cramped bedroom and a kitchen barely big enough to turn around in. It didn’t get much natural light even on sunny days. But the wood floors and trim were original, as were the glass doorknobs and leaded glass windows, all giving the apartment a sense of permanency. It was quiet too, with walls so well insulated that he rarely heard his neighbors. There were shops and restaurants within walking distance, and the rent was reasonable by local standards—although that didn’t matter when you were broke.

      Finally he collapsed onto the couch and stared at nothing, wishing he still smoked. He’d take it up again, except he couldn’t afford cigarettes. Or more gummies.

      Gods, how had he ended up mired down like this? Was it even worth trying to fight his way free?

      He’d nearly sunk into a nap when a heavy knock sounded on the front door, launching Dee to his feet. It was a cop’s knock.

      “Fuck me sideways,” Dee muttered wearily as he went to answer.

      Instead of a uniform, the guy at the door wore dark slacks, a white dress shirt, a long wool overcoat, and an old-fashioned hat. He looked more like a character from a noir movie than a cop. Also, he seemed a little too old for law enforcement. Early sixties, maybe, and still handsome, with a full head of white hair. He was on the short side, and he was grinning widely as if something about Dee amused him.

      “Dee Martell?”

      “Who wants to know?”

      The smile didn’t fade. “I do. And if you’ll let me in out of the rain, I’ll explain why.” The man had the kind of old-fashioned New York accent you didn’t hear all that often anymore. He sounded as if he should be standing on the Lower East Side in a vintage movie, not in Portland in the twenty-first century.

      “I don’t want to buy anything, and I’m not converting.”

      That brought a chuckle. “My people don’t believe in evangelizing. And even if we did, I don’t think I’d be anyone’s first choice to do it. C’mon, kid. Let me in and I’ll tell you everything.”

      Although Dee was tempted to slam the door in his face, he was also curious. And fuck it—he didn’t have anything better to do with his afternoon. Maybe this guy would buy a charm from him.

      As soon as Dee stepped aside, the man came in. He hung his coat and hat on the rack near the door, revealing a body that was surprisingly good for someone his age. His compact muscles and trim waist reminded Dee of a gymnast.

      The visitor glanced around and nodded, as if the apartment pleased him. “Nice place. Those modern houses, I guess they’re practical, but they lack soul. They lack spirit.” He laughed, although Dee didn’t understand the joke. Then he stuck out his hand and they shook. “Abe Ferencz.”

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Ferencz?”

      “Call me Abe.” For the first time, Abe looked entirely serious. “And you can do a great deal. Maybe.”

      “Can you just⁠—”

      “I’m here on behalf of the Bureau of Trans-Species Affairs. You heard of ’em?”

      Dee slowly shook his head. They didn’t sound friendly. “Look, if you’re here ’cause I skipped probation, that was a long time ago. I don’t think apprehending me is a real priority for the great state of Wisconsin.” Or New Jersey or Tennessee, but those had been in the more distant past and so he didn’t mention them.

      “The Bureau doesn’t care about whatever you did to offend Wisconsin.”

      That was a small relief. Dee squinted at him. “Aren’t you kinda past retirement age?”

      Clearly not offended, Abe’s hearty laugh echoed. “You have no idea, boychik. I retired from the Bureau years ago. But I get a little bored sometimes, since my partner died. I do some contract work for them now and then. Right now, the chief is tied up in some kind of mishegas and his agents are spread thin, so he hired me to come visit with you.”

      “About what?”

      Instead of answering, Abe strode to the couch and sat down as if he owned the place. There was something odd about him, although Dee couldn’t put his finger on it. Maybe it was his eyes—warm and brown, but brighter than they ought to be. “You don’t happen to have any whiskey, do you?” Abe asked. “Or any other liquor will do.”

      “Your boss know you drink on the job?”

      “My last boss drank more than I do, and that’s saying something. The new one doesn’t drink at all.”

      Dee folded his arms. “Well, neither do I.” Alcohol didn’t agree with him. It made him unpleasantly dizzy without truly getting him high. Screwed-up brain chemistry, probably. According to his father, Dee’s mother had been the same way. Drugs worked just fine, though.

      Abe sighed. “Shoulda brought my own. Okay, I’ll make this quick. I’m here because of your charms. And I don’t mean that handsome face of yours.”

      Shit. Not again. Dee threw himself heavily onto the other end of the couch. “They’re just rocks and stuff, okay? I don’t give my clients any substances that might harm them, I don’t encourage my clients to do anything illegal. Yeah, they might be a little poorer when they leave me, but I’m not charging that much. And people spend money on useless shit all the time.”

      “Oh, sheifale, we don’t care about your charms that don’t work.” Abe stared at him for a moment through eyes that seemed ancient. “We care about the ones that do.”

      Although Dee’s gut clenched, he tried to keep an even tone. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Fake charms are a good schtick. Tell a schmuck that the tchotchke you sold him will give him good luck, and every time something positive happens to him, he’ll give the charm credit. If he stops believing in it, he’s not going to run to the cops. He didn’t lose enough for it to be worth the hassle, and besides, he’s a little embarrassed about being taken in.” Abe shrugged. “Not much harm done. Back in the day, I used to… well, let’s just say it’s a con I know well.” He winked.

      “Then why are you here?” Dee was thoroughly confused by this encounter. He hated not having his feet firmly beneath him.

      “Because from what we hear, with you it’s not always a con. Sometimes you sell a schmuck a good-luck charm and he wins the lottery five days in a row. A woman comes to you because she wants a baby and all the doctors have given up on her. You sell her a charm and nine months later, she’s a mother. Or someone⁠—”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dee lied. He was caught. If he kept denying what he could do, then he was committing fraud and would get hauled back to jail. If he admitted it, then he was… something else.

      “Don’t look so frightened,” Abe said gently. “I’m not here to get you in trouble. Remember what I said before: I’m here because maybe you can help me out. Help us all out.”

      “You want to buy a charm?” Dee asked doubtfully.

      Abe shook his head. Gently, he asked, “How do you make them work, Dee?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Dee was a big man, a good six inches taller than Abe and heavier, not to mention twenty years or so younger. Logic said that Dee would have no trouble taking him in a fight. But Abe showed no sense of fear no matter how heavily Dee glowered, no matter if Dee’s hands were drawn into tight fists. If anything, he looked slightly disappointed, like a teacher who’d expected more from a student.

      After a moment, Abe stood, but he didn’t collect his hat and coat. He crossed to the dining area, where a window looked out at the puddle-filled parking lot. It wasn’t a particularly nice view, yet Abe stared for a long time. When he turned back, his expression was solemn. “My old boss liked to give cryptic lectures. Rarely to me or Thomas because we were the ones who made him what he was—and nearly the only ones who knew what he truly was. But he lectured everyone else. I think he avoided me and Thomas when he could. And now, the new chief isn’t much of a talker at all. Which means I have only a sketchy idea of what’s going on. And to be honest, I know more than I want to.”

      Dee had been uneasy since Abe appeared, but now his fingers tingled and his lungs didn’t want to work right. He was scared shitless and had no clue why, especially since he didn’t understand what the hell this guy was talking about. “What are you⁠—”

      “You can feel it, can’t you? The world trembling on the edge. We’ve been here before. Even though I was in San Francisco in the thirties, I could sense this… this tipping. This sliding. Back near my homeland and creeping ever outward. Couldn’t do much about it, but I knew⁠—”

      “You’re not old enough to have been alive in the thirties.”

      Abe gave a humorless grin. “And you can’t make real magic charms. The point, boychik, is that we’re tipping again. Most of the time, we hold a delicate, precarious balance. We’re losing that balance now. And I’m here because we need all the help we can get to stop the tipping, and the chief thinks you can contribute.” He held his hands palms up, as if he’d explained everything.

      He’d explained nothing. Except… Dee knew exactly what Abe was talking about. And it was the reason why he assiduously avoided listening to or reading the news. Why he felt so bleak even though he’d been broker than this in the past. Why on some days, getting out of bed didn’t seem worth the effort. Why he startled awake in the middle of the night, heart pounding and sweat dampening his sheets, quickly repressing memories of dreams about falling.

      “A good luck charm isn’t going to bring about world peace,” Dee said.

      “No. But this isn’t a game of big plays. Remember what I said: delicate balance. One or two small things can tip it either way.”

      “I’m not the kind of guy who can save anything.”

      “Then are you the kind of guy who can cause us to lose it all?”

      Of course Dee should deny that. He should insist that although he cared more about himself than he did anyone else in the world—and he didn’t care much about himself—he was nothing worse than a selfish asshole. He wasn’t a real threat. But looking into his own dark heart, he wasn’t sure that was true. Sometimes indifference had worse consequences than hate.

      “I don’t know how I make the charms work. Sometimes they just do.” That, at least, was the truth.

      After staring for a long moment, Abe sighed. “Maybe this is something you need time to think about. So okay, I can give you some of that. But not much, sheifale. Once we tip too far, there’s no going back. And we’re almost there.” Then he brightened a little. “But we’ve got some strong people on our side, and we still have hope. Hope turns tides. And I hope you’ll come around.”

      He slowly put on his coat and buttoned it up, then settled the hat on his head at an angle he must have known made him look dashing. He pulled a card from his coat pocket and set it on the little table that generally collected keys, mail, and sales circulars. “Call that number if you do come around.”

      Dee didn’t answer.

      Abe paused with one hand on the doorknob, then turned to look at Dee. “Your name. Is that your legal name? A nickname?”

      “What difference does it make?”

      “Just curious.”

      “It’s an initial. My birth certificate says Damnation Martell.”

      Abe snorted a laugh. “There’s a story there, I bet. And I’m going to give you some homework. Read the poem ‘The Second Coming’ by Yeats. See how that hits you.”

      Without another word, Abe left, shutting the door firmly behind him.

      Dee remained slumped on the couch, stomach still roiling. Outside, the rain intensified, pounding a beat against the windows. He did not pick up his phone to look up that poem.

      But he knew he would, eventually.
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      Four days after returning home, Achilles was still convalescing. He’d managed to clean out the fridge, but doing almost anything else was slow. He spent the bulk of the day dozing on the couch and staring blearily at the TV. Most of his meals had to be ordered in. His body still ached, although at least he could make it up the stairs to his bedroom, and he’d even managed a shower or two. Wow.

      Nobody visited or called or even texted. His parents had died years ago, he’d lost touch with his sister, and his job with the Bureau precluded most friendships and romantic relationships. A lot of the agents socialized with one another, some even ending up with another agent as a spouse or partner. But although Achilles got along with his colleagues just fine, he’d never really clicked with anyone. A lot of the time he didn’t mind. Some of the time he did.

      He was supposed to be figuring out what to do with the rest of his life. At forty-one, he could have several decades still ahead of him. Slumped on the couch and watching Titanic, that notion was more daunting than getting sliced and diced by a bear shifter.

      “Wallow,” he said out loud. He’d been talking to himself quite a lot lately. “That’s what I’ll do—I’ll be a professional wallower. I’ll make self-pity an art form.”

      The Bureau paid well, and Achilles had made some good investments. He could live off his savings for a year or two, probably. Maybe by then he’d have his head together. Hell, the way things were going, maybe by then the world would implode and he wouldn’t have to worry about his future.

      “That’s gold-medal wallowing right there,” he muttered.

      Maybe he should just take up drinking.

      As he considered whether to take a nap or send for a bucket of pho, his phone buzzed. He didn’t recognize the number, which had a 209 area code.

      Hey Spanos let me into your bldg.

      Huh. That had to be a new form of spam texting. He ignored it, but then another message came through a minute later. Let me in or Im gonna crash thru that big bedroom window and thats gonna cost you a fortune to fix.

      Crash through his window? What the hell? Who is this? he demanded, wishing there was some way to display anger and righteous indignation without resorting to emojis.

      Your friendly neighborhood dragon.

      “Shit.” Although Achilles frowned, there was a part of his psyche that cheered up like a neglected dog given a friendly pat. He didn’t know why Ralph Crespo was here. For all Achilles knew, Crespo was here to barbecue him as punishment for not sticking with the Bureau. But at least it meant that Achilles wasn’t being ignored. Or forgotten.

      He opened the security app and pressed the button to buzz Crespo in. Then he took his time hauling himself off the couch and to his front door, which he opened. A few moments later the elevator doors parted, and a man in jeans and a red flannel shirt walked toward him.

      “You look like shit,” said Crespo by way of greeting.

      “And you look like a low-rent Paul Bunyan.”

      Crespo laughed. “Let me in. We gotta talk.”

      Decades ago—long before Achilles was born, in fact—Crespo had been a Bureau agent. According to gossip, he’d been around almost since the agency started. But eventually he’d quit and moved to the Sierra foothills, where he occasionally did some contract gigs for the Bureau. Now and then, a dragon came in handy. Achilles had worked with him briefly three or four times and had respected—as well as been slightly envious of—his abilities.

      “Nice place,” said Ralph once he entered. “We’ve had our couch since 1973 and Anton refuses to get rid of the thing, but maybe he’d consider trading it for one like yours. Hang on.” He used his phone to snap a few pictures of the piece in question before sprawling on one end of it. He was a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair and eyes that shifted colors as if lit by a disco ball.

      Achilles gingerly sat down in his armchair. Movements like that still hurt. “Did you fly here?” He didn’t mean via airplane.

      “Drove. Gets me a lot less attention and it’s a lot easier to bring a suitcase. I’m working on a job for Charles, but he asked me to drop in on you while I was in the neighborhood.”

      The puppy inside Achilles wagged its tail, although Achilles was cautious. “What does the chief want?”

      Crespo screwed up his face and rubbed the back of his head. “It’s a mess, isn’t it? I mean, I’ve seen bad before—hell, I served in the Marines back in the forties, and that was…. But this feels like it could be worse.”

      “What does?” Although Achilles had been avoiding the news, he had some sense of what was going on in the world. He didn’t know whether Crespo’s looming apocalypse was related to those current events or something else.

      “Just the vibe. Last year there was some hinky shit in Wyoming, and Charles is spooked. I think Tenrael’s spooked, and that’s not good, my friend. Not good at all.” Crespo looked at his hands as if the answer might be there, then shrugged. “So I’m doing what I can.”

      Achilles didn’t know if that was meant to be a jibe at him, since he was doing nothing at all. “What does the chief want?” he repeated.

      “Just a little mission. You can do it on a contract basis if you want, but Charles hasn’t processed your resignation yet, so you can just keep pulling regular pay.”

      “I quit. Turned in my badge and gun.”

      “Nevertheless. Look, all he wants you to do is make a little trip to Portland. There’s a guy up there who’s important somehow. Charles hasn’t shared the details with me, and honestly, I don’t really care. I trust him. He wants you to talk the guy into meeting with him, I think so Charles can recruit him.”

      A startled laugh escaped Achilles’ throat. “Is someone who just resigned because he couldn’t deal with it anymore really the best recruiter?”

      “No idea. He already sent someone else. Abe Ferencz. Do you know him?”

      “Heard of him.” Ferencz had also been an agent way back in the early years, along with his partner, Thomas Donne. “Is he still alive? What is he?” The Bureau employed a fair number of NHSs—nonhuman species, such as Crespo—and some of them had very long lifespans.

      “He’s human, but kind of a special case. He’s sort of come out of retirement recently.” Crespo’s expression was sorrowful. “God, I miss Thomas. Abe used to call him a mensch and Thomas would pretend to be annoyed, and…. When Tom died, Abe was a little lost for a while. Poor guy.”

      “Did a monster get him?”

      Crespo snorted. “A monster called lung cancer. But he was ninety, which is a good run for a human, and he and Abe had a lot of happy years together.”

      “Oh.” It was stupid to be envious of a dead man, but still….

      “Anyway, Abe tried to recruit the Portland guy but it didn’t work. So I guess now you’re up.”

      “If he’s so vital, why doesn’t the chief go there himself?”

      “Because Charles is tied up in something else. Besides, can you really picture him as an effective recruiter?” Crespo grinned and raised his eyebrows.

      He did have a point. Chief Grimes was creepy, although Achilles couldn’t explain why. He rarely raised his voice or showed much emotion at all, and yet being near him felt like hanging out with a loaded gun that had the potential to fire on its own without warning.

      “Okay, fine,” Achilles conceded. “Then why don’t you go?”

      “I told you. I’m working on another job.”

      Achilles tasted bitterness, like cold day-old coffee. “Right. You’re needed for the important stuff, while I’m playing PR.”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake. I’m heading to Wyoming, where I’m apparently going to flap around with an empath and an ex-cowboy on my back, like a goddamn flying pony, in hopes of tracking down some mysterious signal from some mysterious source that the empath thinks he sensed last year. Would you prefer that assignment?”

      “No.” Achilles sighed. “Wouldn’t a flying pony make you a pegasus or something?”

      “I am a dragon, not a mythical horse, and neither the cowboy nor the empath is Bellerophon.”

      Achilles, who was less knowledgeable about Greek mythology than his name and ancestry would suggest, didn’t know who Bellerophon was. But he did have to admit that Crespo had a point—flying was not within his skill set.

      While Achilles considered what to say next, Crespo seemed to let his temper ebb. His eyes faded to a more traditional green and he spoke more softly. “I told you—talking to the Portland guy is important. Maybe getting him on board is more critical than anything the rest of us are doing. No way to know.”

      Suddenly, Achilles was exhausted, every pain in his body intensified, and a few new aches popped up for good measure. He wanted to crawl into bed and pull the covers over his head, which he realized wasn’t the most mature response but he didn’t much care. “I can’t,” he said, voice almost a whisper. “I’m done.”

      Crespo didn’t get up and leave, but he also didn’t argue. He leaned back against the couch cushion and gazed at the big framed print on the wall near the TV. It was an abstract piece, various-sized blocks in soothing blues and greens coming together as if they were about to construct something good and solid. It was one of the few pieces of art that Achilles owned, except for the small selection of tasteful male nudes in his bedroom.

      “Spanos, why did you join the Bureau?”

      Achilles didn’t have to think about his reply. “Chief Townsend recruited me.”

      “Which is significant. If he thought you would make a valuable agent, then you are.”

      “Whatever.” Achilles followed Crespo’s lead and leaned back, then partially closed his eyes. “I was twenty-two, holding down three or four crappy jobs and trying to get a college degree. What he was offering sounded a lot better than flipping burgers for minimum wage.”

      “So you signed up for a steady paycheck? Really?” Crespo gave him a knowing look.

      “I—”

      “You wanted to be a hero. Townsend said you would be.”

      That was way too close to home. Achilles could remember the excitement of it all, the promise that he could be someone. The assurances that he was wanted. “Well, he was wrong,” he said with a snarl.

      “That old bastard was never wrong about his hunches.”

      “If I’m such a hero, how come I worked for the Bureau—bled for it—for almost twenty years and now things are, as I keep hearing, spiraling down a shithole?” He was yelling. Achilles wasn’t usually much of a shouter, but today was clearly an exception.

      “Life’s not a movie, man. You don’t fight a few glorious battles, win the big one, and then ride off into the sunset while the credits roll. Life is constant. Day to day. I’ve been through… hang on.” He took out his phone and tapped at it for a moment. “Fuck. Fifty grand. I’ve seen over fifty thousand days start and end. Some of them were beautiful: sitting on a porch with my aibek, smelling the evening breeze, watching the sun set, knowing that pretty soon we’d head inside, eat dinner, and fuck like bunnies. Some days, my friend, were goddamn awful. The thing is, no matter what kind of day it is, as long as you survive it, the next day will come.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying.” Achilles was tired of lectures with metaphors. Riddles. Movies. He was just plain fucking tired.

      “Forget about trying to save the world, my friend. None of us can. But each of us can save a little bit of it, for a minute or a day or a year. And that’s always going to matter.” Crespo stood suddenly, gaining his feet with more grace than Achilles had ever possessed, even when unmauled. “I have to head to Wyoming now. Neigh. Call Charles when you see the light… but don’t wait too long. Not everyone has fifty thousand days.”

      He touched his fingers to his forehead in a little salute, mumbled something about replacing a couch, and left.

      Achilles didn’t move.
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        * * *

      

      One week later

      

      “There.” Achilles surveyed his kitchen with satisfaction. The stainless appliances and granite countertops shone, and the mahogany-look flooring glowed warmly. No fingerprints, crumbs, or smears to be found. The two linen placemats on the little table—where he rarely ate—were perfectly aligned. He’d even cleaned the windows, and the sun beamed inside without any hint of the smoke from last month’s fires. Not that Achilles had anything to do with putting those fires out, but the results were satisfying nonetheless.

      He’d spent the whole day vacuuming, dusting, and scrubbing the entire condo, erasing all evidence of the neglect caused by his convalescence. And truthfully, he was pretty sore. The wound on his torso still pulled when he moved the wrong way.

      But his home was spotless.

      He felt pretty good about that… until he got tired of admiring his work and asked himself what he was going to do next. He’d watched more than his fill of TV lately and had spent way too much time scrolling on his phone. He’d already had a light workout at the fitness center and wasn’t up for more exercise. He wasn’t hungry.

      “Grindr?” But he knew the answer even before the word left his mouth. He wasn’t in the mood for a hookup. It would mean explaining his wounds, or at least making the effort to hide them.

      A book. He had a small shelf full of them because he’d always been a bit of a reader. But lately all fiction had seemed too contrived, all non-fiction too uncomfortable.

      Standing in his beautiful kitchen—which he rarely used because he wasn’t much of a cook—he was fully aware that his current issue was more than momentary indecision. This was an existential crisis. The same one he’d been having ever since the bear shifter had— No. It had started before that. But until now he’d been able to back-burner it.

      Not anymore.

      “What do I want to do?” he demanded of the refrigerator, which didn’t answer, even though it was state of the art and Wi-Fi equipped. Achilles had a Bachelor of Arts in criminology and a couple decades of experience as a Bureau agent. He was fluent in English, Greek, and Spanish and could get by in a couple of other languages. Surely all of this qualified him for some profession aside from law enforcement, which he wanted to avoid.

      Hell, he could always go back to flipping burgers.

      Without consciously deciding to do so, he fetched his phone from the living room and hit the number for the West Coast HQ’s main line. “Achilles Spanos,” he said when someone picked up. “I’d like to speak with the chief.”

      “Just a moment,” replied a deep voice he didn’t recognize.

      If it had taken more than a moment, Achilles would have hung up and turned off the phone. But mere seconds later, a familiar voice came through. “Grimes.”

      “I’ll go. But then I quit.”

      Grimes didn’t hesitate and didn’t sound surprised. “Come by now and pick up your badge and gun. We’ll get you on a flight to Portland tonight.” Then he hung up.

      While Achilles changed into a suit and packed an overnight bag, he wondered who was in charge of travel arrangements now. Agents usually took care of it themselves or, if it required extra coordination or finesse, Holmes did. But Holmes was off doing… whatever he was doing. Did that mean Tenrael had taken over that duty? “A demon travel agent.” Achilles, who might not be as level-headed as he hoped, chuckled at that image.

      The agent on reception duty at HQ barely glanced up as Achilles walked through the lobby, and the three other agents he encountered simply exchanged brief greetings with him. If anybody had noticed his absence, they didn’t comment on it. They must have known about the bear-shifter incident, must have taken part in honoring Agent Bautista, but they might not even be aware that Achilles had been hurt too. Unlike Achilles, Bautista had a lot of buddies. He’d been a good person.

      There was no sign of either Grimes or Tenrael in the chief’s office, but Achilles recognized the dark-haired person seated behind the desk in the outer office. The pointy ears were a dead giveaway. “Hi, Henry. They pulled you in for this?”

      “It’s keeping me busy. Dash is on assignment in Honolulu.” Henry made a face. “I’m not fond of airplanes. I don’t mind booking flights for others, though.” He slid a paper toward Achilles. “Your flight, car, and hotel info. I’ll text it to you also.”

      Achilles put the paper into his pocket without looking at it. “Thanks.”

      “Are you healing well? I heard you were pretty torn up.”

      Pleased at both the question and the indication that someone knew, Achilles nodded. “I have some ugly scars, but I’m fine. Thanks.”

      Henry shook his head sadly. “It’s too bad. I used to get attacked by Termites if I went outside. Horrible creatures,” he added with a shudder. “But it didn’t take me long to heal afterward. Humans have it much worse.”

      “Well, we don’t have to worry about Termites,” Achilles pointed out.

      Henry was… a house spirit of some kind. Nobody seemed sure about the details, including Henry himself, but maybe it didn’t really matter. He was a good person who spent a lot of time working with Diana Afolabi, the Bureau archivist. Sometimes he also accompanied his partner, Dash Cooke, on missions, but apparently not when they involved air travel. The two of them had been involved in the death of Chief Townsend a few years ago, but the higher-ups had cleared them of wrongdoing. Everyone else decided not to ask too many questions about what the hell had happened.

      While Achilles was thinking about all of this, Henry unlocked a desk drawer. Without a key, it seemed, but whatever. Smiling pleasantly, he pulled out a handgun and a badge and set them gingerly on the desk. “I’ll be on call if you need anything, Achilles.”

      That brought a surprising amount of comfort.

      Achilles swung by the armory to pick up an assortment of the Bureau’s special ammunition. He decided to leave his own car in the HQ garage and instead took a Lyft to Hollywood Burbank, where a sour-faced TSA agent scrutinized his badge and ID before letting Achilles and his gun through security. Bless Henry, because Achilles had only a short wait before boarding.

      Two hours later he deplaned at PDX, which had recently been remodeled. It was a nice airport, although he had a bit of a hike to his rental car—an exertion that emphasized he still wasn’t completely healed. Walking while dragging a suitcase wasn’t anywhere near comfortable.

      Once Achilles was seated in the rented Camry, he had a decision to make. It was nearly eight p.m., so one option would be to find something to eat and then check in to his downtown hotel. He could do the recruiting gig in the morning. Or he could simply drive to the guy’s house now.

      “Let’s just get it over with.” Besides, at this time of day, he probably had a good chance of finding the guy at home.

      Henry had sent Achilles a file with the man’s name and address, along with some basic information about him, and Achilles—blessed with a good memory—had spent the flight reviewing and memorizing everything. Now he punched the address into the car’s navigation system and set out.

      Traffic was light at this time of night, and since Achilles didn’t care about speed limits, it took less than twenty minutes before he parked in front of an old brick apartment complex on Southeast 30th. The street itself was fairly dark, all the parked cars empty. Achilles started shivering as soon as he got out of the car; living in Los Angeles, it was easy to forget that winter existed elsewhere. At least it wasn’t raining.

      He tromped up a few concrete steps and found himself in a grassy courtyard that might be nice under other circumstances but currently felt forlorn. Apartment 7 was right in the middle of the building. Before knocking, Achilles paused to rehearse what he was going to say.

      Dee Martell? I’ve got an offer you can’t refuse. No, that was a bad idea.

      How about Here’s the chance of a lifetime! Nope. That made Achilles sound like a pyramid-scheme salesman.

      I’m Agent Spanos from the Bureau of Trans-Species Affairs. I’d appreciate it if you’d hear me out for a few minutes. I’ve been told it’s really important. Okay. That would do, he supposed.

      He took a deep breath and knocked.

      Nobody answered.

      He knocked again three times, harder each time, with no response. Then he took note of the sales circulars overflowing the little metal mailbox attached to the wall. And the fact that no lights were on inside. Most important, the back of his neck felt tingly, very much as it had right before the bear shifter attacked.

      “Shit.”

      Putting expediency above good sense, Achilles tried the knob… and the door opened.

      He stepped inside to discover a coffee table with a half-empty glass of water, an open pizza box—the contents congealed—and a chipped plate holding a slice minus a few bites. A small pile of shoes, jackets, and other clothing lay on the floor to one side. There was a palpable sense that nobody was home.

      Achilles had arrived too late.
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      The bench sat atop a rise along the edge of the beach.

      “Sweetheart, you need to chill out,” said the pretty woman sitting next to Dee. “I’m half your size—do you really think I’m going to attack you?”

      Dee took a few deep breaths and frowned at her. “Size doesn’t matter.”

      She threw back her head and laughed, her long blonde hair resplendent in the sunshine. More than just pretty, she was stunning. She looked like someone in an advertisement, her skin glowing, her expensive blouse and skirt arranged just right, her teeth white and perfect. More than that, she looked like someone who spent her days shopping in boutiques, nibbling in twee cafés, browsing the arts section in bookshops, meandering down long sandy beaches like the one currently in view.

      “You’re funny,” she said and patted his knee. “I like you.”

      “No, you don’t, and you can stop pretending you do. I’m nowhere near your league. I can’t even buy tickets to your league. But you’ve dragged me all the way from Portland to San Diego, and you clearly want something from me. Also, you scare the shit out of me.”

      Dee wasn’t normally this honest. But for the past three days his mind had been like a glitter-filled cloud. It was as if he’d been taking some really strong drugs, except he was sober as a judge. Which probably meant he’d finally fallen over the edge into insanity—not that he’d ever been all that far from the edge—and he didn’t understand what was going on. Maybe if he was straightforward, some of the confusion would untangle.

      The woman, who’d said her name was Ashley Dunn, gave him an indulgent smile. “That’s sweet of you to say. And I told you what I want. Some of your magic.”

      “I don’t know what that means. Why did you bring me here? What the hell is going on?”

      Gazing placidly out at the waves, she acted as if he hadn’t said a word.

      Dee could have stood up and walked away. Theoretically. And yes, that would have left him stranded a thousand miles from home, but he’d been in worse predicaments. He would manage somehow. Yet he remained seated, just as he’d stuck with Ashley over the past days, believing she truly did have something to offer him. An opportunity he’d never have again.

      He also believed that whatever that thing was, it would come at a steep price.

      The sun felt good on Dee’s head and neck. Temps here were in the sixties, which wasn’t hot but was a lot warmer than back in Portland. And the water was pretty. He hadn’t spent a lot of time near the coast, which was a little puzzling because he liked the ocean. It was beautiful, mysterious, and potentially deadly. Which, now that he thought of it, also described Ashley.

      Dee had been having a surprisingly good day right before she showed up. A real estate developer had bought a charm several weeks earlier in hopes of speeding up the city’s permitting process, and apparently he’d mentioned his success to a couple of buddies. One of them, a real estate agent trying to sell a mansion in the West Hills, had eagerly shelled out five hundred bucks for one of Dee’s charms. And on the very same day, another of his pals had paid a thousand dollars for a charm that would improve his kid’s score on the law school admission test. That gave Dee enough cash to cover the rent and even splurge on a large Italian Combo from the pizza place down the street.

      And then a beautiful woman had knocked on his door.

      People like Ashley Dunn didn’t just come a-callin’, and Dee never gave his address to clients. But he’d let her in anyway and listened to her little spiel about needing his help, and somehow within a few minutes he’d stuffed a few things into his suitcase and climbed into her Lexus. That night she drove them only as far as Eugene, not chatting at all along the way, and checked them into a nice hotel. Separate rooms. She’d ordered in a good dinner for him and then disappeared. The next day got them to Ashland—another nice hotel—and the next to Sacramento. And now here they were in San Diego, and he felt as if he’d been inside a dream or in a fugue state and was completely clueless.

      “Did you… enchant me somehow?” A stupid question, except if he could work magic, it stood to reason that others could too.

      Ashley chuckled and shook her head. “No, sweetheart. Let me tell you something important: I can’t make anybody do anything that they don’t want to do.”

      “Um… what can you do, then?”

      After regarding him for a moment, she twisted around to face the road instead of the beach. Cars rolled by at a steady pace, the traffic constant but not heavy. As Dee watched, an SUV with surfboards on a roof rack pulled over to the side, then two young men got out and started getting the boards down. Ashley didn’t pay any attention to them. But when a city bus appeared a moment later, her lips curled upward and her eyes narrowed.

      Suddenly the bus accelerated sharply. It narrowly missed the SUV as it took the curve much too fast, and then it flew onward, cutting in and out of lanes to pass other vehicles. Brakes screeched and horns blared, but the bus zoomed away without slowing down.

      “What the fuck?” Dee exclaimed. “That driver’s gonna cause an accident.”

      She gave a slight shrug. “Maybe.”

      “Did you…. How did…. Did you make that happen?”

      “I planted a teeny little idea in the driver’s head. Just a suggestion. It wouldn’t have had any effect if he hadn’t wanted to do it. If he was perfectly content just toddling along, my itsy-bitsy nudge would have gone nowhere. But I guess somebody had a need for speed.”

      Dee’s heart was speeding too. He began to stand up, but Ashley pulled him back down. “Chill,” she said.

      “People might die.”

      “People might. But we’re all going to die. There’s nothing you can do about it, and anyway, it’s not your problem.”

      He felt sick—but he remained on the bench and didn’t even take out his phone. “How did you do that?” he rasped.

      “It’s a talent I have. I can be persuasive when I want to be.” She fluttered her eyelashes in a parody of coquetry, but then her expression shifted and became more intense. “I brought you here to discuss your talents, not mine.”

      “I can’t do… that.” He shuddered as he gestured in the general direction of the departed bus.

      “Maybe not. But that’s why we’re interested in you—we like to have a variety of skill sets among us.”

      He was going to ask who we was, but then he remembered his other recent visitor, Abe Ferencz. “Are you with the, um, Bureau of Trans-Species Affairs?”

      Ashley snorted in an entirely undignified way. “Hardly. I guess you could say we’re competitors. Although that’s like saying a certain megalithic tech corporation owned by the world’s second richest person is a competitor of some kid cranking out zines on a vintage mimeograph machine. The Bureau is small potatoes and old, old news.”

      Even though he didn’t want to hear the answer, he asked, “What business are you in?”

      “The only one that matters, baby. Here’s the deal. Every once in a while, that kid with the mimeo might stumble on something interesting. Something potentially profitable, right? And then the megalith looks into it. That’s what’s happening now. The Bureau noticed you, and we want to see if you’re worth noticing.” She spread her hands as if it was as simple as that.

      The logical part of Dee, or maybe the part with a sense of self-preservation, wanted to tell her that the Bureau was mistaken, he wasn’t interesting, and if Ashley could give him enough cash to make his way home, this would be the end of things.

      But there was another part too, and it wanted very badly to be noticed. It wanted—Dee wanted—to be something more than a broke-ass ex-con with a few minor magic tricks up his sleeve.

      “So, sweetheart,” Ashley said, “what can you do?”

      “Charms. I make charms.”

      She cocked her head instead of scoffing, and that was already a win of sorts. But also scary. “Tell me more.”

      “There’s not much more to tell. They’re good luck charms and the like. I mean, they’re actually just rocks or sometimes little trinkets I find at thrift shops. Costume jewelry, maybe. But clients say they want better luck or improved health or something like that. Some clients are pretty specific, and others just sort of want their lives heading in a better direction. I tell them the charms can do that for them. They pay me.”

      “And do they work, Dee?”

      He hesitated before answering. “Yeah. They usually do.” He didn’t mention that the charms also disintegrated into dust after use, because that seemed extra weird.

      “Huh.” She squinted off into the distance, clearly deep in thought, while Dee wondered whether he should have done more to upsell his talents. He also wondered whether Ashley had used her talent to get him to spill his little secret. If so, and if she’d been telling the truth earlier, then he must have wanted to tell her. And yeah, he probably had. His clients didn’t know that Dee created the charms he sold. He always tried to give the impression that he’d found a stash of enchanted trinkets somewhere. It was a small relief to finally tell someone the truth.

      “Okay, Dee. How do you make these charms?”

      He gnawed on his lip until it hurt. “It’s something my mom taught me.”

      It was, in fact, possibly the only thing she’d ever taught him, and it was one of his few memories of her. They had been sitting on the weedy grass in the backyard of the little house they were living in at the time. Her black hair, long and frizzy, was held back by a colorful scarf, and she had several shiny earrings in each lobe. She had a book, and Dee had a small plastic car that he’d gotten in a Happy Meal. It must have been summer because Dee wore nothing but a pair of shorts and his skin was sticky with sweat. He’d been… what? Four or five years old.

      “I want a puppy,” he’d complained.

      His mother had looked up from her book. “Too much work.”

      “But I want one.”

      She’d looked at him for a moment—really looked, the way she rarely did. Then she took the toy from him and held it tightly in her hand. “Say it, then, Deedee. Say you wish for a dog.”

      He’d decided this was a new game. “I wish I had a puppy.”

      His mother had closed her eyes for a few seconds before handing back the car. “Make a wish, baby.”

      “I already did. I wish I had a puppy.”

      “But I’m not taking care of the thing,” she’d said.

      Confused, he’d stared at the toy, still just a piece of plastic, warm from her hand and his. Then the car had crumbled into colorful dust. His throat had felt tight, like he might cry, but he fought it because his dad might find out and call him a crybaby and say that only pussies cried.

      With a strange expression on her face, his mother had taken out one of her earrings and passed it to Dee. “Hold it tight, Deedee. Man, I wish I could escape.” She let out a long breath. “Think about my wish. Tell the earring—in your head, not out loud—that you want my wish to come true.”

      That was really weird, and although Dee was sniffling, he did as instructed. His hand had tingled, which alarmed him so much that he dropped the earring onto the grass. His mother had grunted her displeasure, wrapped her hand around the bit of jewelry, and repeated: “I wish I could escape.” Then she returned to her book. Dee hadn’t seen what became of the earring.

      The next afternoon, a stray dog wandered in through the front door of the house when somebody left it open. A scrawny little thing with scraggly yellow fur, it had gone straight to Dee and curled up at his feet. Dee named him Happy Meal.

      Under ordinary circumstances, Dad would have immediately kicked Happy Meal out. But not that day; Dad was distracted. Because not long before Happy Meal appeared, a man had pulled up in front of the house in a noisy truck. Dad, Mom, and the man had yelled at each other really loudly, and then Mom had gotten into the truck and the man had driven away with her.

      Happy Meal stayed with Dee for five or six years before dying. Mom never came back.

      Ashley interrupted his reverie. “How come your mother knew how to do this?”

      “No idea.”

      “Shit.” Ashley tapped her leg for a moment, then bent and picked up a small stone. It was just a bit of gravel, tracked there from a parking lot or broken off from the walkway, probably. She pressed it into Dee’s hand. “Show me, baby.”

      He was still thinking about his mother and the way her hair wouldn’t stay neatly tucked in the scarf, no matter how many times she adjusted it. He couldn’t quite remember her face, though. His father had claimed that Dee looked just like her, but there weren’t any photos to confirm this.

      “What do you wish for?” he asked roughly.

      Ashley gave a wicked grin. “A tidal wave to come and wash all those people away.” She waved at the men, women, and children sitting on the sand or strolling on the beach.

      “No.” He didn’t know if he was capable of something that dramatic and had no intention of finding out.

      “Spoilsport. Okay. I wish….” She looked up at the sky and then grinned. “I wish it would rain. Hard.”

      Dee had never attempted anything on that scale. But she was batting her eyelashes at him, likely trying to influence him to obey; and the thing was, he wanted to. He’d never tried anything like this because nobody had ever thought to ask. Now he wanted to know if he could. He wanted to flex his wings. What if he truly was that powerful?

      Besides, rain wasn’t going to kill anyone.

      Holding the bit of rock so tightly that it bit into his palm, Dee sent a silent message. I want Ashley’s wish to come true. I want it to rain.

      The familiar tingling ran through his hand and up his arm, but this was stronger than he’d ever experienced before. It was like an electrical shock, only nice. Really nice, in fact. His cock hardened and his breath came in gasps.

      Then the sensation suddenly ebbed and he dropped the stone into Ashley’s waiting palm.

      Her pupils were wide and her face flushed, as if she shared Dee’s arousal, and she was licking her lips. “I wish it would pour,” she shouted.

      For a few moments, nothing happened. Dee was both relieved and deeply disappointed. But then a bank of dark clouds appeared over the horizon. They rushed in, gathering moisture from the ocean as they went, until they swallowed the sun. The beachgoers all looked up and then started scurrying around to gather their belongings and reach the steps that led up to the parking lot. The temperature dropped sharply, making Dee shiver.

      And then the rain began.

      Just a drizzle at first, but within seconds it escalated to a shower and then a full-fledged downpour. Dee and Ashley were drenched, but she didn’t seem to care. She leapt up from the bench and danced around, face lifted skyward, her blonde hair turned wet-dark.

      Although Dee was appalled—at himself, at Ashley, and at their results—he found himself laughing: guffaws and hoots that were audible even over the deluge and that felt good in his chest, as if his lungs had finally been released from tight bindings. He watched as families struggled to climb the stairs and as rivulets formed in the soil between the sidewalk and the small eroded bank leading down to the sand. The rivulets widened to small streams. Little chunks of dirt broke off at the edge, tumbling down and out of sight. On the road, cars splashed through deepening puddles. Somewhere in the distance, sirens wailed.

      “It’s beautiful!” Ashley yelled.

      Dee found himself wondering how much more rain it would take to erode away the entire cliff and send nearby houses tumbling into the surf. To wash vehicles off the road. To⁠—

      “Make it stop,” he whispered. Then he repeated it much more loudly: “Make it stop!” He didn’t know whether he was addressing Ashley, the gods, or himself.

      Somebody listened. The torrent shut off abruptly, the clouds melted away like sugar on the tongue, and Dee and Ashley stood in the bright sunshine. He could see clouds of vapor as the moisture evaporated from their bodies and clothing.

      “That was amazing!” Ashley skipped over to him, pulled him into a wet hug, and kissed his cheek.

      He was shaking. “What are you? What am I?”

      Instead of answering, she grabbed his hand and began towing him to the car. “We are definitely interested in you, baby!”
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