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  Chapter 1





It is truly remarkable what someone can get used to, given enough time. Alan Fontaine, not so long ago, made a tight but passable living as a photographer. Between selling his own pieces, renting his services for engagement and wedding shoots, and being a part-time paparazzi, he kept his bills paid and convinced himself he had some amount of artistic merit. Now the largest part of his income was courtesy of the Philadelphia Police Department, who kept him on a contractor basis to take forensic photos of various crime scenes around town. Yet somehow, carefully avoiding the scattered broken glass on the ground and recording every potentially valuable piece of information about the scene of a robbery now came as easily to him as telling a soon-to-be groom to get down on one knee in the park. 

“There’s more broken glass behind the counter here,” remarked his shadow.

That his shadow was now effectively his roommate, was named Blot, and may or may not continue to harbor ambitions to help her kind conquer the world no longer even registered as unusual to him. It was the wee hours of dawn, so the light outside wasn’t enough to pin her to the ground so firmly she couldn’t move a bit, but the jewelry store’s lights were all on, and quite intense, so Alan had to discreetly maneuver himself, such that she could cast herself into useful places.

“Do we need an evidence marker here?” Alan said, stepping aside and craning his neck to spot the glass Blot had seen.

“Good eye, Fontaine,” said one of the uniformed investigators. “Get a flag down there. That glass is fresh. Jeez, what’d these people do, break all the cabinets, then rearrange the furniture?”

The crime scene was at the same time entirely mundane and more than a little confounding. A jewelry store had been cleaned out. Every display case emptied, not so much as a piece of costume jewelry from the window display left behind. Broken glass everywhere. Security footage was limited—the robbers had systematically destroyed the cameras—but it showed a picture-perfect, straight-out-of-Hollywood scene. Five figures, all dressed in black, their faces hidden by masks. Again, simple. The quintessential jewel heist.

Except…

Alan carefully maneuvered to the back room, where the security monitors were located. An investigator was standing with his arms crossed as an employee of the jewelry store rolled through footage.

“Go through it again,” he said.

“Yes, Officer,” said the employee.

The video footage rolled once more. All thirty seconds of it before the video feeds were cut off.

“Time code, 00:31:31. Hearst, mark that down,” the investigator said.

Jessie Hearst, Alan’s closest friend on the force, and probably his closest friend in life if you discounted the one who had replaced his shadow, was one of the responding officers. She nodded and flipped to a page in her notebook.

“I’ve got it down from before, Detective. First appearance of perps, 00:30:58, last appearance, 00:31:31,” she said.

“And what’s the time stamp on the alarm activation from the monitoring company?” he asked.

She flipped to another page. “The sequence of notifications was as follows: motion sensor was first, at 00:30:53. Next sensor we get a reading from is the glass breaking at 00:32:05, then the door sensors at 00:32:12,” Jessie read off. “And we’ve double-checked, the system time stamps are set via NTP and up-to-date, matching the local system and the cameras with, according to the technician, a maximum offset of three seconds.”

“So we see them inside the building at about the same time the motion gets tripped. Then the cameras get taken out. Then nothing for two minutes. I guess they’re just sitting on their hands, because if the system is to be believed, it isn’t until after that that the glass gets broken. Then, what, ten seconds later they are out the door?”

“Seven seconds, sir. And that’s corroborated by the footage from the ATM across the street, which caught them leaving the scene at that time,” Jessie said.

“So they get inside without setting off the doors. They hit the cameras like they knew where they were, and then somehow they manage to clean out the whole store in the seven seconds between when they break the glass and when they open the door to escape.”

He thumped out of the back room and surveyed the cramped storefront. “It’s not a big place, but I have my doubts they could clean this place out in the full two minutes, let alone the eight seconds. This is an inside job. Has to be. They shut off the system, came inside, cut off the cameras, opened up the cabinets, grabbed the stuff, then shut them all and smashed them on the way out to make it look like a smash-and-grab. Simple.”

“The system was active all night. Armed, according to the monitoring company.”

“Well, hell, I don’t know,” the investigator said irritably. “Then they’re in on it too. I’m heading back to the station. Finish documenting the scene and make sure the photos are on the server so I can review…”

The investigator stomped out the door, followed shortly after by most of the other on-scene officers. Jessie and Alan were alone on the scene within two minutes of the ranking officer leaving.

“So,” Jessie said. “Shades did it.”

“For sure. Probably slipped right through the glass in the blind spot over there by the window,” Alan said.

“Vanished the jewels and stuff in the cabinets without even opening them,” Blot said. “Probably after the silver. Now that they’ve got Brink feeding them info from the Dawn, they’ll need silver to make a bunch of the magic work.”

“When they were reviewing footage from earlier in the day, I saw eyes on the shadow of someone who came in twice, once alone and once with another Shade-bearer,” Jessie said. “Probably casing the place to spot the cameras.”

“Then they smash the glass and kick open the door on the way out to make it look like a regular burglary,” Alan said.

“Sloppy, though. They forgot to smash the glass on that case over there, and that one up there, but they still cleared it out,” Blot observed.

Jessie sighed. “It’d be an open-and-shut case if any of this was admissible in court. Though, knowing some of my fellow officers, it’s probably for the best that ‘his shadow looked suspicious, your honor’ isn’t a valid reason for arrest.”

“There’s probably money in becoming a private investigator,” Alan said. “Using Frightful there to snoop out the Shades who can’t keep their hands to themselves.”

At the sound of her name, a form uncurled itself from Jessie’s shadow and blinked sleepily at the scene. Jessie idly raised her hand and hooked her fingers, such that the shadow they cast was perfectly positioned for some affectionate scratches to the shadow creature she called Frightful. It was who gave her the insight she needed to not be as baffled by what happened here as the rest of the police force. She shook her head.

“Evidence would still be an issue,” she said.

“Give me a couple of minutes and I’ll bet I could come up with a way to fake some evidence,” Blot said.

“We don’t do that,” Jessie snapped.

“Suuuure you don’t,” Blot said.

“There’s going to be a lot of unsolved cases before this is over…” Jessie said, ignoring the jab. “It’s going to be a game of whack-a-mole. I almost wish we hadn’t broken up the money laundering thing. At least then all these Shades would still be in the same place and we’d be dealing with one big coordinated crime wave instead of a hundred isolated little crime waves. I would be very surprised if the people who did this weren’t busy with that until we shut it down.”

“If you didn’t want Shades stealing valuables, you shouldn’t have built a society that requires money to live in it,” Blot said, arms crossed.

“I’ll have a word with the forces of capitalism, see if they can rethink that,” Jessie said, slipping a hand into her pocket.

She revealed a piece of jerky and held it down where Frightful could snap it up before sliding back into her shadow. Alan packed up his camera, and the pair slipped outside to the dim light of the alleyway beside the shop. Now without lights to contend with, Blot slid up along the wall beside Alan. She held out her hand and gave it a subtle twirl, producing a full steaming thermos seemingly out of thin air. It floated beside Alan, tipping back when she sipped it, as though it was being held by someone beside him casting a shadow, rather than simply being held by the shadow itself.

“How are things coming along with training the rikt?” Alan said.

“Who are you talking to, Jessie or me?” Blot said.

“Jessie. I know how things are ‘coming along’ with you.”

“Don’t you air quote me. Chu-chu is a delight and sharp as a tack.”

“Frightful’s coming along so well. She’s a big ol’ grouch but she’s such a good bird,” Jessie said. “She’s good with ‘go’ and ‘come’ now. Goes right out and comes right back. And I’ve finally got her fetching things, too. It’s a little hit-or-miss, but more hits than misses this week.”

“Yeah? Yeah? Well look what Chu-chu can do,” Blot said, thrusting her hand into Alan’s pocket and producing a rock with a dark symbol smudged onto it. “Chu-chu-chu-chu!”

A ribbon of black unfurled from the rock, and a bright, curious bird-shaped shadow blinked at them.

“Chu-chu, speak!” she said.

The shadowy bird blinked twice more, then opened his beak and hacked twice. A chewed-up plastic pen cap launched from nothingness and rattled into a nearby garbage can.

“There, see?” Blot said proudly. “I don’t even remember feeding him that. And he never misses the garbage.”

“That’s… very impressive,” Jessie said, trying not to sound like she was humoring the Shade.

“Darn right.” Blot tipped up her coffee. “I’m empty. We should head to Vice Versa to top off.”

Alan pulled his phone from his pocket. “Okay, but we should hurry. I want to get the paperwork done and get changed before therapy at nine.”

“Oh, how’s that going?” Jessie said.

“It’s doing some good,” he said.

“It’s terrible and stupid,” Blot said at the same time.

“So responses are mixed,” Jessie said with a snort. “I’m just impressed you two were willing to let her in on the secret.”

“Willing is a stretch,” Blot grumbled. “It turns out there are three ladies who control Alan’s life, and for some reason I’m not number one, even though if I ever ditched him, he’d die.”

“Hey,” Alan snapped. “My life isn’t controlled by three ladies. It’s at least five. Mom goes on the list, and Dina from the Glints probably counts.”

“Point is, it was a crowded field already. You didn’t need to add a therapist to the mix.”

“Well, good luck to the two of you. Tell Dr. Ling I said hi. We still good for hanging out at your place this afternoon?” Jessie said.

“Absolutely,” he said, trotting toward his car.

“Bring a salad dressing!” Blot called back to her.


      [image: ]Blot squinted until Alan adjusted the sun visor after getting back into the car. Paperwork at the police station used to be one of the slowest parts of doing a gig for the police. They still did a bunch of the paperwork on paper, despite the technological advances of the last fifty years. One didn’t realize just how reliant one had become on copy/paste, autocomplete, and spellcheck until they were no longer an option. Fortunately he’d made two fairly recent discoveries that had made the bureaucracy downright tolerable. The first was that there was a second break room in the southeast corner of the building, which had a broken fluorescent fixture that building maintenance had just given up on. That left the room dim and deserted, the better for him to work with Blot. Also, Blot’s nearly infallible memory and endless supply of purloined pens meant she was a whiz at paperwork. Working together, they got through things nearly as fast as a computer would have facilitated.

After a quick shower, a change of clothes, and the obligatory stop at the local coffee shop, they were pulling into the parking lot of Alan’s therapist’s office.

“They’re doing better and better with their custom roast,” Blot said, her inky form easing out of the shadows to sniff at the rising steam from her cup. “Why do people even go to Starbucks?”

“Not everyone’s lucky enough to have a neighborhood coffee shop like ours,” Alan said distractedly. He put the car in park and shut off the engine, then turned to her as she sipped again. “Now what are we going to do in there?”

She rolled her eyes and answered with all the enthusiasm of a preschooler agreeing to clean up. “Be open and frank about our feelings…”

“And what are we not going to do?”

“Steal yellow legal pads and ballpoint pens.”

“Steal any stationery. I don’t need you emptying out her cabinet on a technicality because she uses gel pens instead of ballpoints.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re getting too clever, you know that?”

“Yeah, well, fool me once, shame on you; fool me fifteen times, shame on me.”

Blot vanished the thermos and braced herself for the sun. When he opened the door, the morning light forced her into the “proper” position for a shadow and restricted her movement to roughly match his. Immobility like this was unpleasant, but to be expected. Learning how to deal with it and perform tasks in spite of it was one of the first things that Shades were taught in preparation for crossing over to this world. But the force of the sun felt different lately. Probably because it was so rare. Alan had become something of a master of finding streets to drive on and paths to walk on that spared them direct sunlight, and more than a bit of effort had been put into making any flexible schedules favor the night. But Dr. Ling didn’t have office hours that allowed for non-daylight visits, and the parking was in full sun at this time of year. Two things on a towering list of points against her.

As if she had somehow heard Blot’s negative thoughts and was trying to curry favor, when they stepped into the office, the lights were dimmed and the blinds were drawn. It was still brighter than Alan’s apartment, but probably as dim as an office was ever going to get without taping paper over things.

“Alan, right on time, as always.” Dr. Ling stood to shut the door behind them, then cast her eyes to the ground. Blot slid aside to purposely ensure she was looking in the wrong place when she said, “And Blot. Glad to have you.”

“Not like you have a choice,” Blot muttered.

Alan sat on the couch, with the side away from the window free for Blot to cast herself. Unlike Jessie, Dr. Ling lacked a pet rikt to give her the ability to see the Shades. There had been talk of trying to get Chu-chu to serve the same purpose during sessions with Dr. Ling, but Blot had eliminated that as an option right away. Chu-chu was a pet, not a multitool. This meant that the only way that Blot could make herself seen and heard by the therapist was to assert herself physically in the world. It was a hassle, and about as taxing as a portly man sucking in his gut for an hour straight, so that all went on the list of marks against Dr. Ling as well.

“Now, I believe during our last session I’d mentioned that I was hoping to find a way to have individual sessions. Often in situations like this, members of a partnership may not feel free to discuss something while the other is able to hear. This is less of an issue when I’m capable of having independent sessions, but I may have found an option.”

“Now she’s an expert in Shades…” Blot rumbled.

The doctor leaned aside to open the cabinet attached to her desk. “These are sound-isolation headphones. Some of my younger clients have sensory issues. These should completely filter out any conversation if you wear them, Alan. So at least you won’t hear me talk.”

“I know Blot can keep herself from being heard by me if she wants to,” Alan said.

“Excellent. Then if you are both willing, I would like this session to be focused exclusively on Blot.”

Alan looked to the couch beside him. “Well?”

Blot grumbled, then reached her shadowy hands out to the arm of the couch. With a somewhat exaggerated bit of effort, she hauled herself out, effectively providing something approaching three-dimensionality to what had once been a silhouette. With the exception of her eyes and mouth, the form was featureless and black, like a void cut out of reality, but the eyes and mouth were stark white. Right now both of those features were sculpted into an irritated scowl. Her lips almost curled into a grin when she saw that Dr. Ling remained unsettled by her arrival even after a few sessions since she’d revealed herself.

Alan slipped the headphones on. Blot clapped her hands a few times, causing Ling to flinch, but not Alan.

“Looks like it works,” Blot said.

“Excellent. Excellent. Are you well? I know you were having difficulty after… well, whatever events pushed Alan into seeking help for the two of you.”

“I’m fine.” She waggled her head haughtily. “I’m a very strong Shade.”

“Excellent. And you should be very proud,” Dr. Ling said.

“I am,” she said sharply.

“Now, when we last spoke, the topic was balance. Alan has been trying his best to balance your needs with his own, and his feelings of obligation with his feelings of being overwhelmed.”

Blot flopped her hand and her coffee emerged. This brought another uncomfortable jolt of nerves from the therapist. Blot’s smile widened.

“Alan’s balance,” Blot said, sipping her coffee thoughtfully. “As if he knew what that word meant.”

“What do you mean by that exactly?” the doctor said.

“He wants to balance doing right by me, doing right by his parents, doing right by Jessie. He wants to balance work at the police station, work for Cox, work for all the people we can’t tell you about. Balance. Feh. You ever see an actual balance? A scale? It’s got two sides. Not a side for this friend and that family member and this boss and that and this and that and this and that. Two sides. That means one for him and one for everyone else. So when he tries to balance, that just means he’s taking away from his side and putting it on the other side. And that’s supposed to be balance?”

“I’m hearing that you feel he gives himself the short end of the stick.”

“I’m not feeling that. I’m observing it. It’s what’s happening. And by my training? I’m not supposed to care. That’s his problem. But the issue is, I’m stuck with him. That means I’m on his side of it. So when he screws himself over, it means he screws us over. Which means he screws me over. And that I care about. That I am both trained to care about, and also I care about naturally.”

The doctor took some notes.

“What are you writing down?” Blot said suspiciously.

“Let’s focus on discussion, Blot.”

Blot glared at her. “When I’m out here like this you know I can’t look over your shoulder and see what you’re writing. It drives me nuts, not knowing.”

“On the list of obligations that Alan is giving too much of himself to, you list Jessie. Jessie is a frequent subject for you during these sessions.”

“Yeah…” Blot grumbled.

“Care to talk about it?”

“Does it sound like I care to talk about it?”

“Very well. We can move on to something el—”

“It’s just that he’s spending every. Little. Moment. He can with her. Which means I’m spending every little moment I can with her. She’s got a key to his place now. And he’s got a key to hers. It’s… better, I guess, now that she can see me and knows I’m there. Before that, Alan basically had to pretend I didn’t exist. But I still may as well not be there when Jessie’s there.” She sipped her coffee. “Eventually they’re going to end up hooking up. And I’m just going to… be there…”

“I am hearing that you feel as though you are competing with Jessie.”

“Stop hearing that I’m feeling things. I am competing with Jessie. There are twenty-four hours in a day, and any moment about her isn’t a moment about me. I’m not greedy.” She paused. “I am greedy. But this particular thing isn’t about greed. It’s about… it’s about… I don’t know what it’s about…”

“Are you worried that he might abandon you?”

She snorted. “For reasons you can’t possibly understand, he literally can’t abandon me. If anything, he should be worried about me abandoning him.”

Dr. Ling jotted something else down. “You haven’t spoken about family,” she said.

“We’ve spoken about his mom and dad,” Blot said.

“No. Your family.”

“I don’t have one. Raised by my grandmother. Parents were gone. Probably fodder in a war like… in a war.”

“Did that hurt you? Losing them?”

“It’s what’s supposed to happen. Shades like me? We don’t… we don’t matter. There’s Shades who matter, and they get strong and… various things you’re not supposed to know about. And then there’s Shades like me, who are just numbers.”

“So you see yourself as lacking value.”

“I don’t see myself as lacking value. I lack value. Born too low to have value.”

“Would you say that Alan values you more than you’d been, in your words, trained to expect?”

“A lot more,” Blot conceded.

“And when you see him giving time and attention to Jessie, does this feel like a betrayal? Does it make you feel devalued?”

Blot’s eyes darted aside. “No, I… Alan wouldn’t. He’s… I know that he worries about…” Her expression hardened. “There’s no doubt he values me. But there’s value and there’s—”

“Affection?”

“Don’t start with that!” Blot snapped. “Everyone thinks I’m sweet on this guy. You think it, Jessie thinks it. It’s not that, okay! It’s not that! I’m done with this.” She snatched the headphones off Alan. “I’m done. You talk to her.”

With that, she slid back into the shadows with her coffee and pouted on the couch.

“That lasted longer than I expected, honestly,” Alan said. “So what’s next?”


      [image: ]After the remainder of the hour-long session, Alan was back in the car with an unusually quiet Blot.

“I guess it got awkward?” Alan said, after it was clear that she would not be breaking the silence.

“She’s nosy and… infers things,” Blot said. “I’ve got to prepare for the next session. Gotta be ready for her games. I’m not going to let her win the mind games.”

“See, I think maybe you’re not engaging with therapy in the way you’re intended to.”

“Maybe you just fail to see the psychological battlefield with the same clarity that I do.”

Alan’s phone rang. Blot pulled it from his pocket to check it.

“It’s your mom,” she said. “She always calls right after your therapy session.”

“Let it go to voicemail, then text her to call me in a little bit, when I’m home.”

She was already doing so. “Why’s she so interested in your therapy?”

“She’s using me as a test case to see if Dad should be going to therapy,” Alan said.

“See, that’s properly sneaky. You could learn a lot from your mom.”

He pulled into the parking lot for his building. “So are you cooking lunch?” he asked once they were parked.

“Of course I’m cooking. You think I’m going to let a guest come over to our house and let you cook for them?” Blot said, sliding to the floor as the lights of the parking structure and hallway nudged her to and fro. “I hope she’s bringing that green goddess dressing she makes.”

“If that’s what you wanted, you could have asked her to bring it.”

“And have me owe her? Have her know she’s scored some points? No way!” Blot said.

“Right, right. Therapy is a psychological battlefield, house guests are a culinary battlefield,” Alan said.

“Now you’re getting it.”

They stepped into the elevator. Alan released a long, contented sigh. Blot looked up at him from below.

“That sounded almost happy,” she said.

He shrugged. “Money’s tight, but other than that, things are going pretty okay. We haven’t gotten attacked in a while. I’m getting better at the forensic gig. Therapy’s wringing out some of the stains on my soul. Got a friend coming over for lunch. You’re cooking. Things are looking up.”

“Well don’t say it out loud,” she hissed. “You’re tempting fate.”

The elevator doors slid open. Alan and Blot both froze as they saw who was standing outside their apartment.

“See…” Blot rumbled.

A rather frazzled-looking person in a rumpled white jumpsuit turned to see them stepping off the elevator. They knew this person as Angel. They were one of the Glints, thus a representative of one of the more worrisome factions on the many fronts of the war they found themselves embroiled in, off and on.

“Alan!” Angel said, looking vaguely at his shadow. “Blot! I realize I’m not an entirely welcome sight.”

“Your absence was pretty darn welcome,” Alan said, hurrying toward his door.

“I assure you, I wouldn’t be here if I had any other options. You’re, um… you’re not the safest person to be around,” Angel said.

“Says the person who’s always sending me into dangerous situations,” Alan said.

“Kick them in the knee and run inside,” Blot said.

Angel held up a finger. “Now, I’ll have you know it is never my decision to send you into harm’s way. That’s the decision of…” They looked around nervously. “The others.”

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t shoot the messenger, right?” he said.

“I have a favor to ask,” Angel said, as Alan slipped by and fiddled with his key in the door.

“Kick them in both knees and shove them over,” Blot recommended.

“I’m through doing favors for you and yours,” Alan said.

“I just want you to let me in your apartment,” Angel said, their tone oddly urgent.

“No,” Alan said, opening the door and stepping inside.

“Slam the door in their face!” Blot said.

Alan did slam the door, though Angel had the sense not to be in range of it.

“I didn’t want to do this, but…” Angel began.

“Fingers in ears!” Blot shouted.

“Alan Fontaine, you will permit me sanctuary within your home,” Angel instructed.

Alan braced himself. The white-suited Glints, among powers he could only begin to imagine, had the ability to compel obedience with only the sound of their voice. Any request or command was an imperative, utterly bypassing the will of those who heard it.

His hand darted forward and grasped the knob… then relaxed. He released it and stepped back.

“No,” Alan said.

“You resisted an order,” Blot said in hushed awe. “Never mind! Let them in! I’ve got things I want to do to them.”

Alan fastened the chain for the door, then opened it a crack. “What’s going on?” he said.

“Mr. Fontaine, I can’t get into my laboratory. I can’t… I can feel the… I’m not myself right now. I’m tired. I can’t do the things I need to do… Please, I’m begging you, let me inside. I’m worried what might happen to me out here.”

Blot rubbed her hands together. “Oh yeah. You hear that? That’s fear. That’s begging. This is going to be good…”










  
  Chapter 2





Alan paced back and forth in his kitchen as Angel, previously someone they’d feared running into, sat at the kitchen table with a glass of iced tea and a look on their face like a lost, wet puppy. 

“I think we should tie them up,” Blot said. “Just to be on the safe side.”

“We’re not going to tie Angel up,” Alan said. “… Unless we have to.”

“I assure you, binding me will not be necessary,” Angel said.

“Then right now it’s your job to convince me of that,” Alan said.

“Start making demands. Tell them you want all the Shards of Shadow. Even the ‘spent’ ones,” Blot said.

“We’ll start making requests once we learn what’s going on,” Alan said. “So what’s going on?”

“Right. Of course. That’s entirely reasonable. Um… All right, we’ll begin with a confession. I have deceived you. Contrary to my repeated assertions, I am not, in fact, a typical human being.”

Alan stared blankly at them. “I’d gathered that much, Angel.”

“They are so bad at lying!” Blot raved. “They can command people to do and believe everything they want them to do and believe, and the best they could come up with to disguise themselves as human was to just say that they were human over and over. I’d almost laugh about it if I didn’t want to kill them so much.”

“Let’s just continue, shall we?” Alan said.

“Right. Not so long ago, you were in a clash with, er, Mr. Brink of the Dawn, who had become host to a Shade by the name of Dun,” Angel said.

“‘Clash’ is a generous word for it. He was in the process of killing us,” Alan said.

“Yes. As it happens, the threat to your life is salient to contemporary and subsequent events.”

“I don’t like the way they’re talking. Who talks like that?” Blot jabbed.

“I don’t take direct action. As a rule, none of us do. I in particular am more on the theory side than the practice side. I’d gotten my hands on some materials from the Dawn and had worked through a link I’d found between their research and some Shade magics. In particular, the Burning Light.”

Blot froze, then reached her hands out and grasped the doorway. She dragged herself into three dimensions, though this time she didn’t use her “true” and somewhat unassuming form. She contorted herself into the hulking, claw-fingered “battle” form that only got use when something had to die.

“Oh dear,” Angel said, eyes widening at the sight.

“You are confirming that you are the one who used the Burning Light?” Blot growled.

“Absolutely not! Absolutely not!” Angel said, backing away. “Theory, not practice. I figured out how it could be done. Fueled by a Shard of Shadow. Then I informed the others. I didn’t perform the magic. No one was supposed to perform the magic. I didn’t even know it had been done until Officer Hearst came along and urged me to look into it. When I did, I saw that something had happened in Buffalo, and that one of the charged Shards of Shadow was missing. I also saw that you were on the verge of death. We had contingencies for your death, and again, I wasn’t supposed to take direct action. But Officer Hearst can be very… insistent.”

“Yeah, she’s got a way of wearing you down,” Alan said.

“So she coaxed me into intervening on your behalf. The, um. The bolt of lightning. That was me.”

The battle-ready Blot retreated slightly. “You guys can throw bolts of lightning around?” she said, not disguising her wavering confidence as much as she hoped she was.

“Yes and no. A little yes and a lot of no, actually. The storm that was raging was summoned by the Shades. It was mystical in origin. We are able to… utilize mystic potential to our own aims, given enough knowledge and understanding,” Angel explained. “Gosh, I really shouldn’t be telling you this.”

“So that’s why you’re after Shards of Shadow and shard magic. You’re mystical scavengers. And to think I was scared of you…” Blot said, sliding back into the shadows to spare herself the exertion.

“Oh, we have considerable mystical capabilities of our own. The power to compel, the power to, er… I suppose ‘navigate’ is the proper term? We can arrive and depart as we choose, barring certain intervening factors. But our way is to utilize extant power and resources preferentially over our own.”

“Like I said, scavengers,” Blot said, now unheard from the shadows.

“In addition to interrupting the assault and, to my great relief, helping to preserve your life, I also gave Officer Hearst the remaining Shard of Shadow I’d been given access to.”

“Is that all you had?” Alan asked.

“I don’t know. Contrary to what you might think, I’m not kept in the circle for most of their decisions. I’ve only just started working as a field operative. Research and development are my actual skills. It’s possible they may have one more shard, though I’m not certain of that. And they have the expended one.”

“They might have another shard. So they might have the ability to wipe out all the Shades, and hosts, in a city at their whim…” Blot said.

“A few days ago, I was attempting to enter my laboratory, which had previously had its temporary entrance moved to the door across the way, and found that it no longer led to the laboratory. It’s just an empty apartment now. Every attempt I’ve made to return to it or any other place has been unsuccessful. They’ve… cast me out.”

“Boohoo,” Blot said.

“I can only assume they’ve done so as punishment for handing over the shard, and/or intervening on your behalf. It is a violation of our credo to take direct action. But I’ve never had to exist down here, in your world, for so long. Being cut off has stripped me of the bulk of my power. I’m… tired. And I feel exposed. I’ve always been able to simply step away if anything became too much for me to handle. Now I’m stuck here. This is a dangerous place, Alan.”

“Tell me about it,” Alan said.

“The spell we gave you, protecting you from hostility, is still in place. This is one of the only places I know I can be safe. Or safer, I suppose. The construction of the spell is meant to protect from people who mean you harm, not people who mean me harm.” They glanced aside. “And it is not built to protect you from others like me. So if Gabriel and Dina come… Oh dear… They shouldn’t. That would be direct action, and again, that’s against our credo. Locking me out and letting the world take care of me is much more aligned with our ethics.”

“Ethics.” Blot snorted.

“… But if they were willing to use the Burning Light, they could easily come for me directly… Oh dear, oh dear…” Angel fretted. “But at least if I’m here, I’m safe from anyone who also hates you, which accounts for most Shades. And that does reflect the bulk of my concerns.”

“Oh, well, as long as they’re comfortable,” Blot said.

The Shade reached up and pulled Alan roughly into the shadows, whisking him under the door to the bedroom to pop back up in relative privacy. “We need to talk,” she hissed in a whisper.

“Would you warn me when you’re going to do that? I need to take a deep breath first or it feels like I’m suffocating the whole time!” he said.

“Okay, sorry. But we’ve got an enemy in our midst and I want to make sure we’re on the same page about that. Now what are we going to do about Angel? My vote is ditching them on the side of the road. Let the world sort them out. That’s the Glint way, after all.”

“We have a rare opportunity here to learn as much as possible about the Glints. We shouldn’t throw that away.” He crossed his arms. “Also, we should be nice.”

“Why should we be nice? Were they ever nice?”

“Angel saved our lives,” Alan said.

“After getting hectored by Jessie. And they didn’t so much save our lives as almost kill us and almost kill the person we were fighting at the same time,” Blot said.

“The intent and effect are the same,” he said.

“I’ve still got bruises that say different, Alan,” Blot said.

Alan released a frustrated sigh. “We can’t afford to pass up the opportunity to make an ally right now. Things are quiet, but they won’t stay that way. And if this Burning Light thing is something to worry about, then we need to know everything there is to know, and we’re only going to get that chance from Angel.”

Blot stroked her chin. “Yeah… yeah… You’re right. We have one of them right here, and more or less helpless. We need to manipulate them. Get them to reveal their weaknesses, drill them for information, use them up, and then discard them.”

“That’s not exactly what I meant, but—” Alan said.

There was a knock at the bedroom door. Blot growled in anger and surged up again in her battle form, yanking the door open and getting no small amount of enjoyment at seeing Angel cower away from her.

“Are you spying on us?!” Blot barked.

“N-no. But there is someone at the front door,” Angel said.

Alan slapped his head. “It’s Jessie.”

Blot grabbed Angel by the arm and heaved them aside, forcing them into the bathroom. “You hide in there, and don’t make a sound,” she said, slamming the door.

“What good is that going to do? We can’t hide this from Jessie,” Alan whispered as Blot slid back into the shadows.

“I know, but it was a chance to manhandle a Glint ‘for their own good.’ I wasn’t going to pass that up,” Blot said.


      [image: ]Jessie checked her watch as she stood in the hallway with a reusable shopping bag on the crook of her arm. Alan opened the door.

“Hi! Sorry to stop by a little early, but I thought I’d drop stuff off and maybe see if you needed anything. I brought green goddess dressing, plus some store-bought Catalina, and I didn’t know if you needed bread so I bought a nice baguette from the Amish place and something’s wrong what’s wrong.”

Jessie’s mind effortlessly shifted from hospitality to concern the moment she gave herself a moment to process the level of stress she saw on Alan’s face. A handy switch in her mind shifted from “looking forward to some Italian food tonight” to “identify and clear the threats.” She stepped inside, shut the door and locked it, then set down the bag and put a hand on Alan’s shoulder, sweeping the apartment with her eyes.

“It’s in the bathroom, isn’t it. The bathroom door is usually open. Is it a Shade and host? Something else? What can I do?” Jessie said, voice now hushed.

Perhaps having come to understand what that tone of voice meant, or perhaps just curious about what was going on, Frightful’s form rose up from Jessie’s shadow and ruffled her feathers. She released a low churr, which in turn caused a little ribbon of shadow to shoot out of Alan’s pocket and rattle a vase on an end table as Chu-chu latched onto its shadow.

“It’s all right. It’s nothing dangerous,” Alan said.

“Like hell it’s not,” Blot said. “We’ve got Angel holed up in our bathroom. But it’s fine. They’re hobbled. No force in their words anymore.”

“How did you do that?” Jessie said.

“It just happened,” Blot said. “Apparently when you got them to lend a hand, it got them kicked out.”

“Oh, my gosh, no…” Jessie said. “I didn’t mean for that to happen. Are they okay?”

“Don’t you go showing concern for that thing,” Blot said. “What is it with you people? The instant something comes limping in, you go and wrap it in a blanket and give it a treat, even if it was just trying to tear your throat out a minute ago.”

“We didn’t offer them a treat. Just a drink,” Alan said.

For a beat, Jessie and Alan were silent.

“Are they hungry, though? If they’ve been kicked out of their home…” Jessie said.

“See? I knew it,” Blot said.

“I can take care of it,” Alan said.

Blot reached out and grabbed the shadow of the shopping bag, hauling it into the air to rummage through it. “You stay out of the kitchen. If anyone’s cooking, it’s me.” She pulled out a plastic baggie. “You brought fresh grated cheese?”

“Yeah. If we were having pasta…” Jessie said, shakily transitioning briefly into hospitality mode again.

“I’m making french bread pizza then,” Blot said. “Pasta lunch is going to be pasta dinner and for now, french bread pizza. Sit your butts down in the kitchen and drag that thing out of the bathroom.”

“Do we know if Angel has any allergies?” Jessie asked.

“I sure hope so,” Blot said, stretching off into the apartment’s meager kitchen.

Jessie approached the bathroom as Alan followed Blot into the kitchen. She gave a knock. “Angel? Are you okay in there?” 

“I was told to hide,” Angel said shakily from within.

“Well, I’m the one you were being told to hide from, so you can come on out. Blot’s making lunch, and I think we’ve got some things to discuss.”

There was a brief silence.

“Maybe it’s best if I stay hidden?” Angel said.

“Why?”

“Both you and Blot are very intimidating and I’m not accustomed to being at anyone’s mercy.”

Jessie grinned. She wasn’t one to pat herself on the back, but apparently she’d been able to “cop voice” a supernatural entity. That was one for the list of achievements.

“We promise not to hurt you,” she said.

“Don’t speak for me!” Blot called from the kitchen.

“I promise not to hurt you, and we’ll try to persuade Blot to do likewise,” Jessie amended.

“What about your beast?” Angel said.

“Frightful’s a sweetheart. Now come on. I’m trying to be friendly but you and I weren’t exactly on great terms when last we spoke. We’ve got some dirty laundry to air out.”

The
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