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Birdie 

“Where are you heading?”

I stopped, managing not to flinch at Halloran's mild but pointed tone. “Got some errands to run. Gonna check on some of the folks on your list.” I patted my pocket, like I kept it tucked away in there or something. “Might be a day or two.” He was technically my boss, but he was also kind of a friend and way too insightful for his own good. I hated lying to him but it was a needs musts situation. Telling him what I was up to wouldn’t help anyone.

“Going to Houston?”

Okay, I did flinch at that. “Do you need me to?”

He hummed thoughtfully. “Come have some tea with me before you head out.” He didn't wait for me to reply, just turned and padded into the farmhouse's kitchen in his mismatched socks and baggy yoga pants, leaving me to follow. Tempted to ignore the implied order, I hesitated but finally growled to myself and shuffled after him. “It's early,” he said, filling the electric kettle, “but I suppose that's what caffeine is for. Green, gunpowder, orange spice, ginger lemon.” He listed off the choices from his little tea chest. When I didn't reply, he hummed again and plucked out a bag wrapped in white-and-red paper. “It's a long drive today, I'm sure, so let's go with the Rise and Shine blend. Go on, grab a seat.”

At this point, I knew better than to drag ass and sat in the seat nearest the door, doing my best not to flop like a sulking teenager. It was already half past six, and I had a laundry list of stops to make before going to see my latest addition to the rogues, but I held my complaints. Halloran would want to talk, and he would talk slow, teasing out answers I didn't want to give in his soft, interested way. 

The way making me feel way more seen and attended to than I was comfortable with. 

Singing under his breath, Halloran prepared two cups of tea and set them down on the table between us before grabbing a plastic tub of sugar and a small can of evaporated milk. “Out of creamer.” He shrugged. I grunted and set to making my tea a light-beige-colored dental nightmare.  Finally, he pounced as I was taking my first sip. “How's Royce doing?”

I didn't choke—I wasn't in a sitcom, for fuck's sake. But I did have to swallow my tea down way harder than it deserved. “Er, fine I guess. Orrin would know better.” I took another sip, letting the heat from the tea warm my face in hopes of a reasonable excuse for the flush creeping up from my throat. “Last time I saw Royce was whenever he came up to visit Orrin and Drew.”

Halloran nodded, staring off into the middle distance somewhere, lost in happy fuzzy memories, I was sure. “Right, back in... April, was it?”

I took another sip of my tea.

“Hm, Anyway. He hasn't visited in a while so I was curious. Hoping he's doing well. I know Orrin's been trying to convince him to move up here, but he's dead set on staying in Houston for work.”

He was dead set on staying in Houston to hide out of Orrin and Drew's way as they figured out the whole relationship thing, I wanted to say. I know that was the case because I saw it in his face when he visited—yes, in April—and did his best not to be a third wheel. Orrin hadn't been treating him like one, but Royce was a stubborn jackass and a proud one to boot. Despite the pair being joined at the hip since they were practically babies, he wanted to prove he didn't have to be stuck to Orrin like glue.  “Well,” I said after the quiet got too weird between us, “Orrin could fill you in better than I could.”

He nodded, taking a deep sip. “And you think you're going to be gone a day or two? Who are you tracking down this time?”

Shit... “Just the folks on your list, Doc. Those twins in Austin who were reportedly telekinetic but unregistered, the pyrosynthesizer in Concan...” I shrugged. “Not a whole lot this trip since they're so far apart, but I wanted to get 'em in the system, and they refuse to answer emails or calls.” Not that I blamed 'em. I mean, a huge part of my job was hacking into those services to track down information and find the little liars who wanted to hurt rogue, unregistered magicals before I could find 'em. 

Speaking of phone calls, I itched to check the voicemail message currently vibrating against my hip. At that hour of the morning, it was only one person, and he was likely just waking up himself. Getting ready to head out for the day. 

Casually.

Halloran finished his tea and eyeballed my own half-drunk cup. “I'm glad I caught you before you headed out,” he said finally. “We don't get to talk very often these days, since you're always coming and going. I didn't think we'd put that much work on you. If you need us to shift some of the responsibilities onto Orrin and Drew—”

“No! I mean, I'm good. It's not too much.”

“I'm not saying you're not good at your job, Birdie. I just want to be sure you're not stressing yourself.” His gaze was way too keen for not even eight a.m. 

I drained my tea and winced when I hit the sugar slurry at the bottom. Pushing away from the table, I went to rinse my cup at the sink and keep my back to Halloran when I replied. “It's fine. I don't mind. You know I like to keep moving. Keeps me young.”

“You're barely twenty-seven,” he pointed out. “Hardly an old man.”

“I found a gray hair the other day.” I pointed to the bright pink mop on my head, changed from blue just two days before. “It was horrifying. I'm ancient, I tell you. Gotta keep moving, or time will catch up, and,” I snapped my fingers, “no more Birdie Monroe.”

He huffed and rolled his eyes, but rose to join me as I hurried back to the door. Before turning to face him, I grabbed my duffle bag and shouldered it. He towered over me by at least one head's height. “Seriously, you okay Doc? You're being weird this morning.”

“As opposed to other mornings?” he teased. “I'm fine. Like I said, just wanted to make sure you're not being overworked.”

“And check on Royce?”

“Mmm. I thought you might've heard something.”

“Haven't seen him since his visit,” I repeated. Which wasn't a lie at all. 

“Of course, of course. And you're only seeing the Austin and Concan rogues then? Did you get the key cards to the new safehouses?”

I nodded, patting my pocket again. The keys to Halloran's safehouses in one pocket, the keys to the others in my bag. “Good to go. If all goes well, they'll be contacting you via burner phones tonight.”

Halloran nodded again, stepping back as I opened the door and headed out onto the porch. He followed me a few paces behind, watching as I slung my bag into the beater I'd been babying along for two years now and slid behind the front seat. “Birdie,” he called before I shut the car door, “be careful. With what you're doing... It's risky. Dangerous.” 

“It'll be fine. We've been doing this for a while now, and it's been fine,” I called back. 

He hesitated, then nodded. “Right. Be safe, though, Birdie. Just... be safe. Don't take unnecessary risks.”

He went back inside as I started the car, the poor thing rattling and heaving to life as I begged it under my breath. I focused on the thrum and jump of the janky engine, the hiss and squeal of protesting belts, and not the fact Halloran seemed to have guessed what I was doing behind his back.

*** 
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THE GUY SAT DIRECTLY in front of the plate glass window, sipping on something green and foamy and allegedly coffee-adjacent, looking like he hadn't a care in the world. 

And maybe he didn't. Sometimes I ran into rogues who enjoyed living rough, liked being off the radar. They thrived. I'd heard more than a few credible rumors of similar rogues making little communities out in the boonies or Denver and Sacramento or back east in Bangor and down the coast in some of the Florida towns. They had whole communes going, staying out of the way of nonmagicals and non-rogues, living in refurbished buses or hand-built shacks. Sometimes, they sounded idyllic. But this guy, he wasn't one of the 'let’s weave our own clothes out of wheat and use our magic to create a Utopian tiny town' types.

For one thing, he had a death grip on a high-end cell phone, and for another, he was dressed way too nicely for those clothes to be made out of wheat.

“Sean?” I asked as I approached the table. The drive from Austin to Concan, then Concan to Houston, left me feeling like a wrung-out sweat rag thanks to my car's anemic AC finally dying about forty-five minutes into the day. It was well past eight in the evening now, and I was ridiculously behind my self-imposed schedule, but Sean had waited on me.

“Birdie.” He rose, holding out a hand to shake mine. “I was worried something happened.”

“Traffic,” I sighed, sliding into the booth across from him. It felt good to sit for a minute, but we couldn't stay there. It was too in the open. “Can you get your drink to go? I can take you wherever you're staying, and we can talk—”

“No, I'm good,” he said mildly before taking a slurping sip of his green matcha latte/foaming brain blaster/whatever that was in the glass. “Want one? It's on me.”

I was tempted—a cold drink sounded damn near orgasmic—but it would only drag things out, and we needed to keep moving. Sean simply didn't seem to twig to the idea yet. “No, let's get this show on the road. You contacted me last week, said you need help.”

He nodded slowly, young, almost childlike, under the bright glow of the café's hipster lighting. “I got your contact info from a friend. You helped them once.” He shrugged. “Said to keep your info in case I ever needed it and.... And I think I do,” he admitted like the words physically hurt. “I lost my grant funding at Bellwether College because they said my bloodwork came back,” he glanced around and lowered his voice, “positive. Thing is, I never did the blood test. Like, ever.”

I grunted, eyeballing the case of cold, bright-colored fruit sodas at the counter, letting my mind wander. “And you contested the claims? They have to let you take another blood test. It's federal law and—” 

Sighing, he plucked his glasses off his face from where they'd slid to the tip of his pointed nose. “I'm not ignorant, Mr. Monroe. I know what's happening. I've been off their grid for my entire life. Someone knows, though. Someone's twigged to me. My research—” He stopped short as the café door opened, and a cluster of teenagers streamed in, loud and laughing and a lot.

“You sure you don't want a ride somewhere?” I asked quietly. “Somewhere with less chance of being seen?”

He stuck his chin out again and shook his head. “I... I don't want to be afraid of them, Mr. Monroe. Not now. I've worked too hard. I'm on the verge of plucking apart what makes us us!” He scooted closer to the table, so close it bit into his ribs as he leaned towards me, but he didn't seem to notice. His gaze was wild and hot, something I'd seen before on obsessed people when they could just taste their prize, so close it had be a win soon. “People like us—like me, that is, we're... we're overlooked by the magical community, by the ones with the big powers.”

Oh, hello. The Universe was smiling on me in the form of a twitchy scientist with a green drink mustache. “Can you show me what you've found?”

He shook his head again. I swear to god, that thing was gonna pop right off his shoulders if he kept that up. “It's not that easy. It's massive. It's... it's world-changing!” He raked his fingers through his stick-straight hair, letting it fall into a shaggy disarray, making him look even younger. Maybe that was his power—age regression, I thought with a hint of desperation. 

I wanted to get this moving, get him on the road and out of sight. If he was suggesting what I thought he was suggesting, he was gonna be in so much trouble soon, if he wasn't already. “Sean, you need to listen to me and listen good. I'm not here to chat over drinks and wax rhapsodic about our abilities, got it? I'm here to help you, and if you're not gonna tell me what's going on, I can't. And now, you look scared as shit, Sean. You're afraid of something big, and yet you still called me, someone you only know through a friend—who I'm willing to bet is more of an acquaintance, if you're a rogue like you said you were.” I didn't want to hurt his feelings—I'm not that big of an asshole—but most rogues didn't keep friends close. We moved around too much, trusted too little. 

“So you hung on to my name because you heard I help rogue magicals with nowhere else to go. And you called my private number, not the one connected to Halloran and Reynard. You're scared, you want to stay hidden, and you are going to tell me why. Now.”

Sean stared at me for a long, long moment, then nodded. “Follow me. I'm in the silver Honda.”

*** 
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SEAN LED US THROUGH downtown Houston and further until we reached Wordsworth, a very old, expensive neighborhood by the fine arts museum. Tucked away behind tall brick walls, the place was easy to mistake as part of the university unless you noticed the residential gates. 

He had access and let us both through, my car creeping on his bumper to avoid getting caught in the swinging gate as it closed. The entire neighborhood sat on a few acres, less than a dozen houses—mansions, really—spread out over the heavily landscaped space. It was like slipping back a hundred years, the old oil baron homes all curving cupolas and pale brick, totally out of place among the chrome-shining buildings looming from over the privacy walls.

Sean's little silver car looked only slightly more at home than my heap of junk, but no one came running out of the houses to point and scream the poors are invading, so I forced myself to breathe normally as he wound deeper into the neighborhood. Finally, he swung into the shadows under a heavy-limbed oak, a hidden drive. My headlights picked out the edge of a herringbone-brick drive. 

Sean waited at the far end, the doors to a carriage house turned garage open and waiting for me. “Park inside, and I'll shut the door,” he said as I stopped, my window down to let in the marginally cool night air. “We need to get inside before the neighbors get nosy.”

Inside was as grand as outside, maybe more so. Sean led me from the garage into a mudroom the size of the tiny house I stayed in on Halloran's property. We kicked off our shoes, and he slipped into a pair of fuzzy black slippers, snicking softly on wood floors polished to a glass shine. We went through a massive, restaurant-sized kitchen with shining appliances and an honest-to-god fireplace at one end, down a narrow corridor with a thick rug so expensive I was afraid to walk on it. Then we headed up a long and curving staircase with more slick wood, making me fear for my life as the steps grew higher and more narrow. 

Finally, we were at the top floor, and Sean stopped to fiddle with an old-fashioned lock on a heavy wood door. “The attic,” he murmured. “It used to be a nursery and a schoolroom for the original owners, but the current owner uses it for an office.”  He stepped inside, and I followed, thrilled to be off the terrifying stairs. Flipping on a light, he stood back and motioned for me to go ahead.

“You said current owner,” I noted, staring at the massive office space around us. Thick red carpeting, cream-colored walls, a state-of-the-art computer setup, and so many beaten-up books stamped Discard, Return-Destroy, and Do Not Shelve, like a library had come there to die. “I'm guessing it's not you.”

He snorted. “Nope. They're in Bimini for another week. Then they'll be home until July, then off to the Maldives.” Rolling his eyes, he hurried to the desk to flip on the computer. “My... my friend told me this place was empty.” He cut a glance my way and then ducked his face so I couldn't see. “He does yardwork for the neighborhood and knows I needed a place to stay. The alarms are super cheap for a place like this, really easy to bypass if you know, like, the first thing about electronics.” 

Shit. I nodded, careful not to show him how much the idea stressed me out. The more people who knew he needed a place to stay, who knew he was on the run, the harder helping him was going to be. “What about the school? You're not logging into your old email or anything, are you?”

He stiffened, then shook his head. “Of course not.”

Liar. Fuck. Before I could explode from stress, he motioned me closer. “Come look.” 

Onscreen was...was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen in my life. A magnificent tree of information stretching back centuries. Historical data coupled with genomic information I could barely understand, just recognize for what it was. “Did you make this?”

Sean chuffed happily. “Yep. It's been my entire graduate career. Hell, it's been my entire life. Starting back in high school when I found this.” He ducked under the desk and came back with a bookbag. Digging one arm inside, he came out with a battered, falling-apart textbook with a very familiar name on the front. 

“My friend, Doctor Halloran, wrote that,” I sighed. “Shit. Sean—”

“No. No, I'm not gonna go with you to him. This.” He jabbed a finger at the spill of data on the screen. “He turned his back on this. I'm not gonna just hand it to him. This is mine, Mr. Monroe. No one is going to take it from me!”

“Someone definitely is, and it's not gonna be Halloran,” I snapped, my head throbbing. “You said you think someone's following you?” He nodded slowly. “And why do you think that is? You didn't get that blood test they're saying came back positive, so why are they wanting you, Sean? It's because of this, and you know it.”

He started to shake his head, then froze, the motion changing to a nod. “I... Okay. Look, I know I'm gonna sound paranoid, but...”

“At the risk of sounding like a dudebro and quoting Catch-22, 'Just because you're paranoid doesn't mean they're not after you.’” I looked at the mess around us and closed my eyes, counting to thirty before finding a center and breathing through it. “Here's what we're gonna do. I can't convince you to come to Halloran with me, but you're not gonna stay here, got me? I help people like you—like us—who want to stay out of sight. But no one knows, okay? Not even Halloran. Not even my, er, my friends. It's just me doing this. It's not the best digs I can find, but it's safe. Safer than here, anyway. Get your shit together, and we're getting gone in the next twenty minutes. Is that your car downstairs?” 

“Um, no. It belongs to my friend. He said I could use it.”

“How long have you known him? Your friend's sounding too good to be true, Sean.”

He shrugged, shuffling his books together sheepishly. “I met him a few weeks ago. He was at the lab when I got let go.”

“Fucking Hell! You don't have the sense god gave a goose! Fuck!”

“Joseph wouldn't betray me—”

“Joseph would and probably is, so let's get your shit together. I'm guessing that's not your computer.”

“It's the homeowner's, but I can wipe it. They'll never know I was on it. Just think it crashed or something.”

“No, I got it. You get those books and your clothes and whatever else you need out to my car. And just sit there. Do not touch a damn thing.”

“Can I get some water in the kitchen?” 

“Fucking hell. Fine. Get two.”

Clearing traces of him from the computer took me fifteen minutes, another ten to make sure everything was wiped down as best I could—I wasn't worried about my prints since I didn't exist, but his were probably all over the place in databases he had no idea were real. By the time we got going again, it was nearing dawn. 

“Where are you taking me?”

“A super-shitty neighborhood outside of Austin. It's a safehouse I use for rogues that's never been popped by the authorities yet, so keep your head down and don't do something stupid, okay? You need anything, you call me. I can get you just about whatever you need, so long as it's not a fucking Ferrari or something.”

“I need access to my research. I have it on a drive and—”

“And this would be a lot easier if you'd just fucking come with me,” I muttered. “I'll see what I can do. I might could dig up a laptop or something for the time being, till we get you to another place with Wi-Fi or something.”

He nodded, settling in stiffly beside me. He didn't talk again until we got to the safe house, parking some distance away. He schlepped his bags of books through the shadows of overgrown trees to the abandoned house at the back of the old VA neighborhood near Bee Cave. 

“This place is going to give me some disease,” he muttered, taking in the ruined carpet and suspicious stains on the floors and walls. “Fuck.”

“The mattress is good. I hauled it down here myself. And this is just age, not black mold.” Still, the place was rank and terrifying in the daylight. I hoped he didn't linger here long at all. “This is fucking important, okay? Do not contact anyone you know. No friends, no coworkers, nobody. If someone is after you, it's because they are after you. They will be watching, listening. If they're who I think they are—”

“Who do you think they are?”

“Someone who could do a hell of a lot with what you're putting together. Someone who wants people like us,” I gestured to him, then me, “to keep our heads down and shut up so they can use us to get ahead.” 

A slithering, cold touch raced down the back of my neck and settled into my belly, squeezing tight. A flash of memory—cold words, sharp fingers, alone in the dark, knowing what I did was wrong but being afraid to die, afraid to just let it happen so everything would stop and I wouldn't have to hurt someone else—made me choke on my words. 

Finally, I forced them through the knot in my throat. “Listen, I'm gonna be calling you in a few hours
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