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Chapter 1

	 

	A blaring tone jolted Alan roughly from sleep. He fumbled for his phone to silence it. When peace was restored, he blinked blearily at his darkened room. Alan was an early riser. He seldom had to contend with the sun, but the circumstances of the last few weeks had persuaded him to get blackout curtains. He’d become accustomed to them quite quickly. In truth, they did help him sleep a bit better. But that wasn’t the reason he’d bought them. Judging from the potent scent of coffee filling the air, the person who’d motivated that change, and a dozen others in his life, was well into her morning routine already.

	He grabbed his robe from where he’d hung it on the back of his computer chair. Though there was hardly any light, he could still see his shadow stretched out like a ribbon on the floor before him. It led under the door in a way that a proper shadow never would. He tugged the door open and marched down the short hallway from his bedroom to his kitchenette. The only light came from the dim bulb of the stove hood. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to cast a shadow. That shadow should have led back down the hallway behind him. Instead, it bobbed up and down on the wall beside the coffeemaker, hands rubbing together expectantly. If its behavior wasn’t indication enough that this wasn’t a run-of-the-mill shadow, a pair of white eyes blinking at him from it hammered that point home nicely.

	“You’re up!” she said. Her tone was a nuanced mix of excitement and impatience.

	“And you’re making coffee,” he said thickly.

	“Second pot,” she said.

	The silhouette shifted until it looked as though it was being cast by someone sitting on the counter. She reached out to the shadow of a coffee canister and grasped it. The canister itself obligingly rose into the air as she lifted its shadow.

	“We’re out of the Jamaican stuff,” she said.

	“We’re out of…” His sleepy brain reluctantly got up to speed. “Wait, second pot? You drank an entire pot of coffee already?”

	She placed a hand on her hip. “What do you expect? It’s not as though I can waste four hours a day sleeping like you.”

	Alan rubbed his eyes. “Most people do closer to eight, Blot.”

	“Most people are lazy,” Blot said. She reached up and pulled a cup from the cabinet, then lifted the pot to fill it for him. “Here, wake up. You’ve got work to do.”

	He accepted the cup and took a careful sip of the steamy beverage. It was hot, but that was only part of the reason to go easy on his first taste. This was Blot’s coffee.

	The concoction met his lips, and his face nearly turned inside out. She’d been experimenting with the coffeemaker with the same zeal as a mad scientist who had discovered a new element. Every day he was treated to exciting new frontiers of bitterness as she endeavored to make the strongest possible cup.

	“You know, the goal of brewing coffee isn’t to try to get a lethal dose of caffeine into your first sip,” he muttered, giving it another try.

	“This would be a lot easier if you’d just buy that espresso machine,” she said. “I hear those things are much better at the strong stuff.”

	“We can’t afford it right now.”

	“And whose fault is that?” she jabbed. “Which reminds me…”

	Blot quickly filled a cup of her own and drifted around the walls of the kitchen. The cup traced the path she would have walked if she’d been a flesh-and-blood creature rather than a living shadow. She stopped at the table and “sat.” Alan’s laptop was set up on the table, something his sleep-deprived mind had only just been able to process. Blot grabbed the shadow of the mouse and waggled it to wake the screen.

	She shuddered as the screen flicked on. Its light wasn’t enough to push Blot around in the way that the ceiling light might, but it still hit her like a slap in the face. When she’d shaken it off, she pecked out a search term in the address bar. “Magnuson Scandal.” It was surreal watching the keys of the keyboard clinking down on their own. He found himself slightly relieved that she wasn’t a faster typist. Seeing the keys clacking away at that sort of speed would have made him feel like this was some updated version of the player piano gag in a cheesy haunted house.

	The images that populated his screen were many and varied, but many were quite familiar. He’d taken most of them. Poorly framed, poorly lit, and taken at weird angles. He felt a sting of professional shame in seeing their poor quality. In his defense, he’d taken most of them while fearing for his life, but that didn’t make him feel any better about the most successful images of his career being among his worst.

	“Do you see what I see?” Blot asked.

	“I see yet another example of Cox’s willingness to sell the worst shots in the whole album to the biggest news outlets.” Alan sipped the coffee again. “Jeez, Blot. You like the way Vice Versa does their coffee. Why are you boiling this stuff down like my grandmother used to? It’s coffee, not stew.”

	“Don’t change the subject.” She poked the screen. “These are all recent stories again, and your pictures are all over them.”

	“Well sure. They make Magnuson look like a criminal, and all sorts of charges and stuff are pouring in from that case. It’s like when that crazy-looking mug shot of Gary Busey was making the rounds.”

	“Who?”

	He fought another sip down. “It was before your time.”

	“Whatever. How come you aren’t getting paid again?”

	“Because that’s not how freelance photography works. I sold the pictures to Cox. He makes the money from here on out.”

	She crossed her arms, an odd position for a shadow, as it made them look like they’d vanished. “You need to march in there and tell him that you want more money if he’s going to keep using your pictures.”

	“Not going to do that.”

	He opened the fridge to consider the issue of breakfast. Wisdom said he should make oatmeal, but the bachelor and former college student in him were making a strong case for the leftovers of last night’s experiment with fried chicken. It was far too early. Wisdom never had a chance.

	Alan plopped down with a drumstick and poked at his laptop with his grease-free hand.

	“Alan, how are we going to get rich and powerful if you’re not willing to demand more from your boss?” Blot asked.

	“Photographers don’t get rich and powerful, Blot.”

	“That’s a real shame, then, because the Dawn came snooping around yesterday.”

	His eyes widened and he looked to her. “Really?”

	She shrugged. “Them or someone else with a little more ‘supernaturalness’ than cranky Ms. Levitt.”

	“You saw them?”

	“I felt them through the door. Which is not a good sign. That means power, Alan.”

	She scooped up her cup again. It trembled slightly in the air, and her shadow huddled down, as though she’d slumped over the warmth of the cup for comfort.

	“There are too many people who want us dead for us to be trusting a deadbolt and a chain to keep them out.”

	“We’ll figure something out,” Alan said, bringing up his email.

	“There!” She pointed angrily at the screen. “You’re not helping with that stuff either.” She was indicating an email from a paranormal expert in Louisiana with the subject line “Living Shadow Legends.”

	“You can’t keep digging about us. I’ve told you everything you need to know, which is that we both die if either of us dies, and now that you know about us, the rest of my people want both of us dead. That’s on top of the Dawn, who want all my people dead already, and whoever those white-suit people are, who probably want us dead too.”

	“We don’t know that they want us dead.”

	“Oh, why should they be any different? The only reason the rest of humanity doesn’t want us dead is because it’s impossible to prove to the normies that we even exist. So there. You’ve got all the info you need. That’s enough to know that we should be hiding and finding a way to defend ourselves.”

	“I’m a photographer. It is my duty to shed light on things.”

	She thumped her already empty cup down. “Oh, calm down. First, it’s a job, not some ancient prophecy calling you to serve antiquity. And second, I hate light getting shed on anything and you know it. You’ve got to stop acting like a hero.”

	“The world needs heroes sometimes, Blot.”

	“Uh-huh. You know why the world needs heroes? Because all the other ones got themselves killed.”

	#

	A few minutes later, the all too often ignored voice of wisdom in Alan’s mind was enjoying yet another I-told-you-so moment. Blot’s “coffee” combined with the unconventional breakfast had joined forces and felt as though they were trying to claw their way out of his gut. A short, hot shower helped to make him feel a bit more human, at least. A longer one would have done a better job, but he had a schedule to worry about.

	Alan bundled up, grabbed his gear, and headed for the door. “You ready?” he asked, his hand on the doorknob.

	“Yeah,” Blot said sullenly.

	Among the dozens of little changes to his morning routine, one of the most important shifts in his thinking was giving a moment of consideration to Blot every time he was about to step out into the light. It was bad enough for her that most of the civilized world was lit brightly enough to lock her in place. The least he could do was make sure she was ready for it when it happened.

	He opened the door. She darted and stretched behind him, then crept up in front of him as he turned to close and lock the door. Blot glared at the fixture overhead.

	“I swear I’m going to bust that thing one of these days,” she muttered. “And who is this?”

	Alan glanced over his shoulder. “Oh, hi there,” he said.

	He turned to face a person he didn’t recognize. They had a peculiar look to them. Not unattractive, but certainly atypical. They had a short blond bob framing a pale face with immaculate skin. Most of their build was obscured by a puffy white parka.

	Alan blinked and shook his head, realizing to his dismay that he’d been silently staring at the newcomer for far longer than the social contract would permit. It didn’t seem to bother the stranger, who simply offered a sunny smile and a friendly wave before disappearing through the doorway directly across the hall from Alan’s own. The door clicking shut hit Alan like the snap of a hypnotist’s fingers. His fascination and interest faded swiftly.

	“I’ll have to ask their name next time I see them. It’s been a while since I got a new neighbor,” he said, turning back to his door to ensure it was locked.

	This brought him face-to-face with Blot, who had a disapproving look in her spooky white eyes.

	“I don’t like them.”

	“You don’t like anybody.”

	“And so far I’ve been wrong about it exactly once. That’s evidence of a good policy, if you ask me.”

	#

	Aside from having a semiadversarial relationship with his shadow, the biggest change in Alan’s life over the last six weeks was at work. When he’d been added to the regular freelance pool at Cox Media, the choice assignments had been given directly to a young woman named Marie-Anna Proctor, and the rest were handed out seemingly at random to the rest of the photogs on a first-come–first-serve basis. It was a ridiculous system that meant the only way to keep earning decent money was to show up early, hope there was an assignment for you, and pray it was the kind of assignment that would pay off.

	These days, more often than not, his arrival was greeted with the same two words.

	“Fontaine, office!” proclaimed his boss, Mr. Cox.

	Cox had the sort of voice that made him seem angry regardless of his mood, though anyone who had actually seen him angry was treated to a whole additional spectrum of hostility. This was what Alan would classify as his “happy” voice.

	Alan marched toward the hallway to Cox’s office while his boss hurried the rest of the pending assignments through. Along the way, he caught eyes with Marie-Anna. She made a concerted effort to burn a hole through him with her gaze alone.

	“Ha ha,” Blot said mockingly as the lights caused her to swing and jump about. “The boss’s favorite is getting mad at you.”

	“Would you shut up,” Alan said through clenched teeth.

	“Why? She can’t hear me.”

	“So. Badmouthing someone behind their back is still a lousy thing to do.”

	She rolled her eyes. “You act like your mother is still watching everything you do.”

	“She always used to say we had a devil on one shoulder and an angel on the other.”

	“And you believed that?”

	“I mean, not really. Though now that I’ve got someone whispering bad advice in my ear all the time, I’m starting to think she knew something I didn’t.”

	He stepped into Cox’s office and took a seat in front of his desk. It was more warmly lit than the bullpen where all the assignments were delivered. Said warmth came from an old three-way lamp, which replaced the fluorescents that kept the rest of the place lit. The lamp’s shade was a putrid product of the seventies, and the whole thing was controlled by a chain dangling down. Blot grunted in exertion as she stretched toward it.

	“Don’t,” Alan warned.

	“If you get to be comfortable, I get to be comfortable.”

	“This isn’t our office, you can’t just go messing with the lights.”

	“If you’d start taking that advice you think is so bad, this would be our office in no time.” She strained a bit more and managed to snag the chain. A click cast the room in darkness. “That’s better.”

	Alan glared at the contented eyes drifting around the room and clicked the light back to its lowest level. She squinted at the glow, but didn’t appear to be terribly hampered by it.

	“I guess that’s a compromise,” she muttered. She steadied herself on the desk and looked over its contents. “What’s that key-press thing to lock the screen real quick?” she asked.

	He gave her a suspicious look. “Why do you need to know…”

	“Never mind, I remember. It’s this weird one and then the one with the L on it.” She pecked out something on the keyboard.

	“What are you doing?” he said more seriously.

	“I finally managed to catch him entering his password last time. Quick, what’s something worth looking up?”

	“Don’t! Cut that out,” Alan said, glancing nervously at the door.

	“He gets a lot of emails. I thought you guys were supposed to hand in your photos directly. He’s got a bunch that say they’re from Marie-Anna.” Her eyes widened. “Oh! It’s those kind of pictures…”

	“He’s coming,” Alan hissed.

	She hastily tapped at the mouse and the keyboard, then snapped back to where the lamp pushed her. The footsteps of his boss approached.

	“I seem to remember you not being able to push past that light last week,” Alan said.

	“Shades get stronger the longer they’re with their hosts. You should be happy about that. The better to watch our collective backs.”

	“I’ll get right down to it, Fontaine,” Cox said, marching into the room and taking a seat. “Seems like putting you front and center in our photo lineup is starting to pay off.”

	He opened a drawer and rummaged through it. “You wouldn’t know this, because it doesn’t really concern you, but we’ve got a standing contract with another media outlet. Insight something or other. They’ve got an army of writers and no media people, so when they need something that needs semipro recordings and photos, they come to us.”

	His voice lowered and his teeth clenched. “At least they used to. Now they just have the knucklehead interviewers snap some rotten photos with their phones half the time. Whatever happened to professionalism?!” He waved his free hand. “Regardless. I got a call from them last night. You’ve been requested by name.”

	Alan raised an eyebrow. “Really? I don’t think I’ve ever done any work for them.”

	“You haven’t. Not even through me. These are usually gigs for Marie.”

	“Then they want me based solely on the quality of my work?”

	Cox stared at him flatly. “You want to quit speculating and let me get to the point?” He pulled a stack of index cards from the drawer and started shuffling through them. “They aren’t the ones who asked for you. It was the interviewee.”

	“Who is it?”

	“I don’t know. Someone that had to do with that whole election fiasco you broke. Doesn’t matter. The point is, it’s an exclusive, and they’re only doing it if you shoot it.” He slapped down the index card he was looking for. “Tomorrow morning. There’s the address and the name of the interviewer you’ll be working with. He’ll have the credentials. Meet him in the parking lot at nine fifteen a.m.”

	Alan took the index card. “The interview is at the prison?”

	“Yeah. Don’t get too fancy on this one. I want video and photos, and they’re only springing for you on this one, so set up a stationary video so you can be free for stills. I want…”

	Alan nodded through the instructions. Cox must have been paying attention in management school, because he certainly hadn’t missed the lesson about telling your hired experts how to do the job you hired them to be experts in. Alan didn’t mind much. It gave him the opportunity to shut his ears off for a bit and ruminate on the handwritten card. Cox had good reason to be excited about a shot at covering something related to this scandal. It was the gift that kept on giving, when it came to local news. Every couple of weeks there was a new indictment or implication. People were eating it up. No doubt Cox Media would be able to get some big bucks for Alan’s photos if this turned out to be something juicy.

	Things weren’t so simple for Alan though. Cox didn’t know what had gone down that night. All he knew was what the rest of Philadelphia knew: a would-be senator got caught meeting with some unsavory figures and making some underhanded deals, and it somehow ended up with a nut on the roof of a vandalized office building. Alan, on the other hand, knew it was part of a supernatural scheme, and that he’d been added to the enemies’ list of all involved. He could only think of one reason that any of the key players would want him in a room with them, and it involved making sure he never left that room.

	“Happy now?” Blot had obviously followed the same line of logic to its potentially ruinous conclusion. “You don’t need to dig anymore. Somebody with an ax to grind has hunted you down.”

	Alan winced. The last time he’d met with any of the other shades on their terms, it had ended on the aforementioned roof while a helicopter circled. Escaping with his heart still beating had been a skin-of-the-teeth affair. He’d hoped to be a little better educated—and better armed—if they were ever to meet again.

	“… And some action shots. Plenty of action shots,” Cox concluded.

	The odd request was enough to briefly derail his dire train of thought. “Action shots?”

	“Yeah. Action shots always sell big.”

	“It’s a prison interview, though. I’m pretty sure the guards frown on action.”

	“Look, I’m not telling you to goad him into anything, but if tempers start flaring, get some photos. Maybe some papers get thrown around. Maybe a chair gets flipped. Cuffs come out. He gets led away. All that good stuff. Be ready for it.”

	“I don’t think that’s going to happen, Mr. Cox.”

	“Probably not.” He leaned forward. “Big bonus if it does, though.”

	Alan cleared his throat and tried to move on. “This is for tomorrow,” he said. “Anything for today?”

	“No. Everything else is covered. Just prepare for this.”

	“I’m not conducting the interview. I’m not sure I have to do anything to prepare.”

	He waved his hands vaguely. “Charge your cameras. Buy more storage. I don’t care. I don’t have any jobs for you today, so keep yourself busy and bring your A-game tomorrow. Now run along. I’m done with you.”

	#

	Alan hurried out the door, index card in hand.

	“You’re not going to do it, are you?” Blot asked.

	“Yes, I’m going to do it,” he muttered.

	She narrowed her eyes. “Why are you going to do it?”

	“What does it matter?”

	“Because if you’re doing it for the money, I can respect that. More money, more power, more survivability. But if you’re doing it because you think somehow it’s the ‘right’ thing to do, you’re a fool and you’re going to get us killed.”

	He coughed. “I can do it for more than one reason.”

	“Fontaine!”

	Alan turned. It was Marie-Anna. Like Cox, Marie-Anna didn’t really showcase the full range of human emotion in the workplace. Whereas Cox ran the gamut between “less angry” and “more angry,” Marie-Anna started at “grudgingly tolerant” and escalated to “simmering with barely suppressed rage.” Right now, she was on the smoldering side of her emotional palette.

	She marched up to him and gestured with her chin for him to follow as she continued into a side hallway.

	“Just keep going,” Blot advised.

	Alan ignored the advice and followed Marie-Anna.

	“Nothing good will come of this,” Blot grumbled.

	When they were far enough to not be overheard, Marie-Anna turned and gave Alan a withering look. “Listen, Fontaine. I don’t know what you’ve got hanging over him in there, but you can just cut it out right now,” she said.

	“Hanging over who?” Alan said.

	“Remington.”

	“… Who?”

	She pointed. “Cox!”

	“His name is Remington?”

	“He’s been signing your checks, hasn’t he?”

	“It’s just a scribble. Are you serious? His name is Remington Cox?”

	“Never mind! You’ve been getting some pretty choice jobs. A lot of assignments handed to you directly. And I want to know why,” she said.

	“I’ve just been doing good work for him.”

	“Uh-huh,” she said doubtfully. “We all do good work for him. He doesn’t invite us back if we don’t. But you’re the first guy to start getting all his jobs in the office. Don’t act like there’s not something going on.”

	“I really don’t know what you mean, Marie-Anna. They’re just assignments.”

	“That is a good man in there, and I won’t have him blackmailed.”

	“Wait, what? Blackmail?”

	“You ruin him, you ruin yourself, too. You realize that. And all those people out there. People like him don’t exist anymore. Jobs like this don’t exist anymore. You’re threatening people’s livelihoods with your extortion, and for what?”

	“Extortion? Now just hold on.”

	“It’s about me, isn’t it? It’s about us. I won’t be responsible for him being taken down.”

	Blot, locked on the ground behind Marie-Anna by the bright overhead light, snickered. “Wow. She’s got a whole web of intrigue spun in her head.”

	Alan raised his hands. “Slow down! It’s not extortion. I had an exclusive, and I used it to bargain some better jobs out of him until I could get past a financial rough spot. That’s it.”

	“Plus, it seems like her and Cox are sort of an open secret,” Blot said.

	“Right,” Alan agreed.

	“Right what?” asked Marie-Anna.

	He raised his eyebrows and internally cursed at himself for losing track of the physical and metaphysical members of the conversation.

	“Just tell her,” Blot said.

	Alan sighed. “It isn’t like you and Cox are being subtle about your relationship,” he said. “I don’t understand what the big secret is. Cox isn’t married, and I don’t think you are, so it’s not an affair. Even if I was the sort of person who would consider blackmail, which I absolutely am not, I don’t think there’s anything here to lord over anyone.”

	She crossed her arms. “You really are oblivious, aren’t you?” she seethed.

	“I’m missing something?” he said.

	She turned away from him. “Just get out of here. But don’t think you’re off the hook. Get used to seeing this face, because I’m not going to let you slide on whatever dirty dealing you’re doing.”

	“But I’m not—”

	“You don’t go from being just another face in the morning scrum to being the hotshot right-hand man of the boss for no reason. People don’t change overnight,” she said.

	“They do if they sleep in front of the gateway tree during the eclipse,” Blot observed.

	Marie-Anna marched past him. Alan lingered for a moment.

	“Add another one to the heap of people who have a bone to pick with you, huh?” Blot said. “Have you always accumulated enemies so easily?”

	“Not before you showed up,” he said. “Let’s go. If I’ve got a free day, maybe I’ve got time to follow up on some of those emails. It’s been a while since I called Mom and Dad, too. Oh! And maybe Jessie can help me with the last of the forensic certification studies.”

	“I’ve gotta say, you do an impressive job of filling every waking moment with work while failing to achieve any worthwhile success.”

	“Yeah. Around here they call that ‘being a millennial.’”

	#

	A few minutes later, Alan was in the car thumbing through his phone. The life of a freelancer is usually a twenty-four–seven hustle. Multitasking is an essential skill, and every spare moment has to be spent either earning money or finding the next gig. To that end, Alan always made certain to park somewhere with good reception so he could use his car as a temporary office. Lately, some decent shade was also a requirement for a good parking spot, lest Blot be immobilized. Fortunately, he’d been able to snag his favorite spot, and was working his way through his notes trying to pick something worth spending his day researching.

	“This is boring, Alan,” she said.

	“Good. Boring is good. The alternative is excitement, which I believe you’ve been very vocal about having me avoid.”

	“There are other alternatives to boredom than excitement. There’s fun, isn’t there?” she said.

	“I enjoy research.”

	“That makes one of us.”

	She heaved heavy sigh and raised her shadowy hand. A mechanical pencil flipped into existence, followed by a memo pad.

	“Did you bring those from home?” he said.

	“No. I stole them from Cox’s office,” she said. “See?” She held out the pencil, which was a rather cheap promotional item with the Cox Media logo on it.

	“I didn’t even see you do it,” he said.

	“That’s the idea. You’re supposed to do that sort of thing when no one’s looking.”

	She flipped through the pages of the memo pad until she found a blank one, then clicked the pencil a few times and started to sketch. “What are you researching now, anyway?” she asked.

	“It’s from that Louisiana guy. He’s a folklore expert. I guess, uh, intelligent shadows are a part of a lot of cultures.”

	“I bet he didn’t say ‘intelligent.’”

	“Er, no. He said ‘malevolent.’”

	She laughed. “That’s a good word.”

	“Most of this seems bogus. Mumbo-jumbo type stuff. But until you, I would have said the same thing about people being twisted into monstrous shapes by their shadows.”

	Blot muttered something under her breath.

	“What was that?”

	“Nothing. I was just thinking back to when Dun was assigning specialties. I really wanted shape-shifting. But I didn’t get it.”

	“What did you get assigned?”

	“Observation,” she said mockingly. “They ran memory drills and taught me to watch for things.”

	“Sounds pretty useful.”

	“Right up until people are trying to kill you. Then the ability to turn your host into something that can tear the throats out of your enemies would be a nice skill to have.”

	“What else did they teach you?”

	“What do you care?”

	Alan held up the phone. “I’m trying to learn more about whatever it is your people are doing here and what I can do about it. It’d help if I could cross-reference it with what you know.”

	“I’m already a traitor, Alan. Don’t make me be the kind of traitor that gets her own people killed en masse.”

	“What have I said or done that would make you think that I would even consider that sort of thing?”

	“Oh, it’s not you. You’re Mr. Helpful. It’s the people who figure out you’ve got an inside line to the evil shades and decide to manipulate you into helping them kill everyone. Because I hate to break it to you, but Mr. Helpful is exactly the kind of person who does whatever the killer asks.”

	“I’m not a child. I know danger when I see it.”

	“We’ll see. What sort of questions have you got for me that you haven’t already asked?”

	“How long ago was the last eclipse when your people came through?”

	Her eyes shifted toward him. “One eclipse ago.”

	“I know that, but more specifically.”

	“That is exactly as specific as I can be. It’s how we measure time back home. It’s like if I asked you ‘how long ago was last year?’ The last eclipse was the last eclipse.”

	“Fine. Then how many of my years has it been?”

	“No idea. For all I know, time passes at a different speed here.”

	“Have you ever heard of a”—he referenced his list—“stained landscape?”

	“Sounds like a term your people would come up with, not mine.”

	“I suppose so. This guy says there are different places where the shadows tend to gather, and sometimes those places change as a result.”

	“Mmm…” she said. “What kind of change?”

	“Uh… He says people complain of haziness in the air, cooler temperatures. Animals tend to stay away.”

	“Sounds like someone’s making themselves at home,” she said. “If that is a shade, can you blame them? Did you ‘stain’ your apartment when you hung up your photos?”

	He pocketed his phone. “Fine, how about this? I know you came to Philadelphia because you were already linked to me, and this is where I live. But we are a long way away from that tree. Why did Dun show up here? Why all those others we encountered?”

	She shrugged.

	“You didn’t have any instructions to come to Philadelphia?”

	“I didn’t even know what Philadelphia was. My instructions were to find a powerful host, learn as much as I could, and find a higher-ranking shade for more instructions. Dun is exactly the sort of shade I should have looked for. So I guess the reason any other shades gathered here is because Dun’s the only instructor around. As for why he’s here? Your guess is as good as mine.”

	Alan started the engine. A moment later his phone rang, and he shut the engine off again.

	“Oh, just drive while talking,” Blot moaned.

	“Not if I don’t have to. Distracted driving is—”

	“I know, I know. By the darkness, just hurry up then.”

	He glanced at the screen, then answered. “Hey, Dad.”

	“Alan! You called?” came the voice on the other end.

	“Yeah. I had a spare minute. Just checking in.”

	“Sorry I didn’t answer. On the phone with the lawyer again.”

	He furrowed his brow. “Lawyer?”

	“Yeah. About the land.”

	“What about the land? I thought it was all over but the signatures a month ago.”

	“So your mother didn’t tell you then.”

	“Tell me what?”

	“The buyer pulled the plug. Something about failing to meet a deadline, which is garbage, because we were done with six days to spare. The lawyers confirm it, but we can’t get in touch with the guy.”

	“When did this happen?”

	“A couple of weeks ago.”

	“Why am I just learning about this now?”

	“Aw, you know your mother. She probably didn’t want you to worry.”

	“Well I am worried. How’s the money situation?”

	“It is what it is.”

	“That’s not an answer, Dad.”

	“Don’t worry about it.”

	“I just told you I’m worried!”

	“You’re upset. Call me back when you’re not so upset.”

	“Dad, just tell me… Dad?” He glanced at the phone. “He called me, told me the solution to their debt problem fell through, and then hung up. My parents are trying to kill me with stress.”

	“It beats the way everyone else is trying to kill us.”

	“I’m not so sure about that,” he grumbled.

	#

	A few hours later, Alan was on his couch tapping at his laptop. Contrary to the name, a laptop wasn’t terribly well suited to actually working on one’s lap. That was why he had a desk set up in his bedroom. But these days he was in permanent hospitality mode, what with Blot looking over his shoulder all the time. Unless what he was working on was of particular interest to her, he felt bad trapping her in front of the screen with him while he worked. Thus, yet another significant shift to his routine.

	“Did I miss anything?” Blot said, sliding in from the kitchen.

	A pair of mugs drifted in with her. She passed one to him and nestled onto the couch beside him.

	“I can pause it, remember?” he said.

	“Right, right. Smart TV. I’ll say this about you people. You’ve really figured out entertainment.”

	Alan pressed play. It had taken a little bit of trial and error to find something that Blot enjoyed. She was a ravenous consumer of new information, so to a degree, anything he put on would capture her attention. That said, most fictional stuff relied a little too heavily on the reasonable assumption that someone had grown up in a human world and had the proper context to understand why something was funny, sad, or frightening. Rather than stop what he was doing every few minutes to explain a sitcom gag, he moved away from scripted television. For a while it was documentaries, but when he’d given reality TV a try, he’d struck gold. Her latest obsession had been The Great British Bake Off.

	“This isn’t one of your nightmare concoctions is it?” he asked, sniffing the mug warily.

	She shook her head. “Standard brew.”

	While he tapped away at his keyboard, she sat with rapt attention as someone did their level best to produce a passable chocolate roulade.

	“They use just the whites of the eggs for this part…” she murmured with a thoughtful nod. She set her coffee down on a side table and produced a pencil and pad.

	“Doing more drawing?” he asked.

	“No. Taking notes.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “Are you planning on making a chocolate roulade?”

	“You never know. Besides, it’s my training. Old habits die hard.”

	“You know you don’t have to do as you were taught anymore.”

	“Yes I do. It’s the reason I’m here.” She motioned toward his screen. “What are you working on?”

	“I’m almost done with the forensic certification. It’s been tough, but I really think I’m getting the hang of it. Jessie’s going to be here in a few minutes to go over some stuff, remember?”

	Blot grumbled a bit. “You know you could serve to have a little more direction hammered into you like I did.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“One minute you’re all about being a fancy photographer. The next minute you’re looking for a position in the police force. Meanwhile, the only thing you actually do is take pictures of entertainers and the like.”

	“I’m a man of many passions.”

	“If you were a man of one passion, maybe you’d be closer to achieving it. Back home, they assess you and assign you.”

	“You don’t think it’s important to make your own choices in life?”

	“I think it’s important to make the right choices in life. And how do you know if they’re right if you aren’t told so?”

	“That only works if—”

	“Shh! I think this is coming out too dry. I bet it cracks when she rolls it.”

	Alan smirked and went back to his studies while she eagerly watched to see if this would be a good bake. A few minutes later, his phone rang.

	“Jessie! You’re downstairs? … Great. I’ll buzz you up.”

	#

	Alan answered a knock at the door.

	“Hey, study buddy,” Jessie announced.

	She leaned in and hugged him with one arm. The other was weighed down with a pair of reusable shopping bags. “I brought donuts,” she announced.

	“A cop—”

	She pointed a finger in his face. “You make a cop joke and I’ll kick you in the shin.”

	He nodded. “Duly noted.”

	She looked around the room as she marched inside and dropped the junk food on the table. “What’s with the moody lighting, Alan?”

	Alan internally gave his forehead a slap as he realized he’d not anticipated the strange looks his shade-friendly lighting choices would get from the average person.

	“Sorry. It’s, uh—”

	“Warm lighting helps something with the pictures,” Blot helpfully supplied, always quick with a lie.

	“I’m trying to push cool tones, and a red tint helps make them more apparent,” he said.

	“Interesting. And you need to do that with tinted lights instead of just twiddling a slider in a program or something?”

	“Uh. No, not really. It’s more for when I’m working with printouts, but old habits, you know?”

	Jessie murmured the sort of dubious sound that suggested she didn’t believe him but didn’t know enough to contradict him.

	“You should have just stuck with it. Lies are about sticking with it,” Blot said. “Stick with a lie long enough and people will start to wonder if it’s true no matter how absurd it is.”

	Jessie flopped down on the love seat and started to rummage through the other bag.

	“These should be completely up-to-date. Station specific policy stuff,” she said, plopping spiral-bound manuals beside his laptop. “You won’t be tested on any of it, but knowing it will get you rolling faster if you end up working with us.”

	She snagged what looked to be a pumpkin donut from the box and slid one book in particular over to him.

	“Since you’ll be a subcontractor, you won’t be in the union. This sort of thing will keep you from making a mistake that’ll get you fired from the gig.”

	Alan flicked through some of the pages. “Aren’t we putting the cart before the horse on this one? I haven’t even got the job yet.”

	“Oh, you’ll get it. If not during this round, then the next one. We need good people. The guy in charge, Lieutenant Stockton, he’s got an eye for quality. Not the sort to just settle with someone subpar. The crime scene photos are too important to leave in the hands of someone who’ll do a mediocre job. Where were you, though? Let me see what you’re working on.”

	He handed her a printed-out portion of a handbook. “Thanks for helping me with this, by the way.”

	“Oh, it’s been a long time coming. I wouldn’t have made it through biology without you,” she said. “So let’s see. Define ‘chain of custody.’”

	“Chain of custody is the—” Blot began.

	He raised a finger and shut his eyes. “Don’t tell me.”

	“I wasn’t going to, Alan. It would kind of defeat the purpose, me being the one asking the question,” she said with a snort.

	“There’s really no reason for all this. I can just have a copy of the stuff and tell you it if you need it,” Blot muttered.

	He raised his voice. “The chain of custody is the time-encoded, verified documentation associated with the handling, transfer, and… analysis of physical evidence.”

	“And?”

	Alan searched his memory.

	“Electronic evidence, too,” Blot supplied.

	“Electronic evidence,” he repeated.

	“That’s right,” she said. “What’s next…”

	#

	It took eight of the twelve donuts, and three cups of coffee, but Alan slowly came to the conclusion that he was as ready as he would ever be. As his confidence became more apparent, the “studying” became less academic and more conversational.

	“Oh, do you remember Deborah?” Jessie giggled, dunking her latest donut.

	“Yeah, I remember Deborah,” he said sternly. “She dumped me right before midterms.”

	“I’d ask if you’re still friends with her, but I know you’re not. So this’ll be a juicy one for you. Guess how many kids she’s got.”

	“… Two?”

	“Seven.”

	He nearly spat his coffee all over her. “How?”

	“Two sets of triplets, plus her dude had a kid from a previous marriage.”

	“Oof…”

	“Are we through here?” Blot asked, eyes narrow and lips sneering. “You’re talking over the big reveal on the show, and this doesn’t sound like cop stuff.”

	“I guess we should probably wrap up. I don’t want to eat your whole day off.”

	“Oh, don’t worry about it. It’s good to hang with someone besides the boys at the station. You can only do that for so long before you get sick of talking shop.”

	He waggled the stack of papers. “As opposed to what we’re doing.”

	“What we’re doing is kibitzing between trivia questions. Totally different.”

	“What kind of stuff do they talk about?”

	“Thirty percent idiots they had to deal with, thirty percent times they were idiots, thirty percent attempts to gross each other out, and a smattering of heroic humblebragging.”

	“I’d have thought that smattering would have been the bulk of it.”

	“Oh, trust me, I wouldn’t be able to handle it if being a cop was all heroism all the time. You’d burn out in a week.”

	“Tell me about it,” Blot grumbled. “I’ve only had to be a hero once and I’m still regretting it.”

	“Here, wait,” Jessie said, fishing out her phone. “Let me see… There, see? Look at my profile photo. See my uniform? See how I’ve got cuffs, and a gun down there on my belt? Never used them. But these three pens in my shirt pocket? Every day. Forget handcuffs, a nice, sturdy clicky pen should be the visual shorthand for police work.”

	“Oh…”

	She swizzled the tepid remains of her coffee. “That sounded like disappointment. I’m not disillusioning you, am I?”

	“Well, I mean. I was sort of hoping this was the thing that’d make me feel like I was doing something important for once.”

	“Oh, trust me. That smattering of humblebrag? It might only be a few percent, but when you really know you helped someone, or stopped someone who needed stopping? That’s the sort of thing that’ll keep you going for years. I’m just sore because I’ve been on desk duty for so long.”

	“Why aren’t they letting you out in the field?”

	She waved the question off. “Eh, long, stupid story. Mostly policy stuff.” She held out her hand. “Can I have my phone back?”

	He squinted at the screen, which still displayed her profile picture. He handed it back, then stood.

	“Get up. Stand over there,” he said.

	“Why?”

	“Because you look orange. The white balance is screwed up. It looks terrible.”

	“Oh, gee, thanks, Alan.”

	“No, no. I just mean I can do better. Come on. It’ll take two seconds.” He grabbed one of his cameras.

	“Oh, come on. I’m not made up or anything,” she said.

	“You let me worry about that,” he said.

	He tipped one of the lampshades back to provide some bright light in her direction while sparing Blot the worst of it.

	“Prepare yourself. You’re about to be in rarefied air. This is the very camera and lens that caught a photo of Paul Giamatti sneezing.”

	She feigned a swoon. “I didn’t realize I’d have my brush with history today.”

	“If you really nail this picture, I’ll dig out the old film camera. That one snapped a picture of Steve Buscemi getting mustard on his shirt.”

	She released a genuine laugh, which he captured with practiced timing. He spun it around and showed it to her.

	“There, see? Pretty good, right?”

	She took the camera and zoomed in. “Oh wow… You do good work, Mr. Fontaine.”

	“I have just the one skill,” he said. “Just trying to find some way to make it worth using.”

	She flicked through some of the other photos on the camera. “Well, I think you’re going to get your chance. Just don’t screw it up.”

	“I’ll try. Does the forensic photographer really make that much of an impact?”

	“Oh, heck yeah. Aside from DNA, pretty much all the cold-case stuff hinges on the quality of the photographic evidence. If we make mistakes, your stuff is the next line of defense.”

	Alan considered the words. It only felt like a few moments, but it was long enough for Jessie to coo in a manner that would have been condescending if it wasn’t so genuine.

	“Look at you. Your eyes are practically sparkling,” she said. “How do I work this thing? I need a picture of this. The moment of idealism.” She tapped a couple of buttons.

	“Cut it out,” he said, a blush creeping over his face as he reached for the camera.

	“No, I’m serious. You’re usually the one behind the camera. I bet you never get any pictures of yourself.”

	She managed to snap a picture. Unfortunately, in her fumbling to work out how to use the entirely too complicated professional-grade camera, she’d activated the flash. It left Alan with purple spots in his eyes, and left Blot startled and furious.
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