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Chapter 1 The Applicant
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Kate Jullator tore the letter in half, balled it up and threw it into the wire trash can beside her desk. Another rejected job application, the tenth one this month. She polished off her cup of coffee and rubbed her eyes, forcing herself back to look at her résumé. Perhaps she needed to tweak it again.

She was twenty-five with a decent work history, a bachelor’s in business and a minor in computer science. She knew how to dress for success, professional and well-groomed. Her profile picture displayed her shoulder-length locks of sleek brunette hair, carefully arranged to set off her sparkling blue eyes. 

What was wrong with people? Didn’t they need employees in Boston? Every day she saw articles about local companies screaming that nobody wanted to work anymore.

“Hey! I’m right here!” she shouted at her laptop. 

Kate suspected the rumors were true. Half the companies in Boston were said to be downsizing while posting jobs they had no intention of filling, and the rest wanted impossible experience for entry-level pay.

Something slapped against the apartment door.

Kate frowned and went to see. A white envelope had been shoved under the door. She picked it up, saw the return address, and felt her stomach tighten before she opened it.

A notice from the landlord.

She read it once, then again more slowly. Past due. Cure or quit. She would have to pay by the end of next month or get out.

“Well,” Kate muttered, tossing it on the desk beside her laptop, “that’s motivation.”

As though in response, a ding from her computer stopped her. She looked at the flashing message. It was probably another rejection. Frustrated at the delay, she couldn’t resist opening the email. Might as well get the bad news over with.

“Greetings Kate, I represent Phenor Associates. Our company excels in matching unique employers with ambitious individuals seeking a rewarding career that matches their skills and promises a challenging future. It has come to my attention you are actively seeking employment. Salaries start at six digits. Travel and relocation fees are covered. All necessities including room and board are provided. Follow the link below to apply. Welcome, Vek Raphid, Director of Accretion.”

“What kind of joke is this?” Kate asked herself. “If it sounds too good to be true...”

She tossed on a faded fleece jacket against the nippy late December air and went out for her morning run. The sunlight felt warm on her face, but the wind was biting against her skin. She pushed herself harder than usual, trying to outrun the notice waiting on her desk. By the time she got back, her lungs burned and her thoughts had settled into the same ugly truth. She was running out of money, out of time, and nearly out of options.

The laptop flashed. Another email waiting. Her phone showed she had missed a call from her mom. Kate stared at the familiar face for a moment, then hit call.

Her mother answered on the second ring. “Katie?”

“Hey, Mom.”

“I worry about you, honey. You never call. Are you okay?” 

Kate looked at the eviction notice on the desk. “I’m fine.”

“Katie.”

There was the tone. The one that meant her mother heard the lie and meant to let it sit there between them.

“I’m still job hunting,” Kate said. “Nobody’s hiring.”

I wish you would come home for Christmas at least.”

Kate sighed and sat down. “Mom... I can’t.”

“You mean you won’t.”

A tense pause lingered between them.

“If things are bad,” her mother said more gently, “you can come home. You know that.”

Kate glanced at the notice again. She was not going to admit defeat. “I’ve got it handled.”

“Sweetie...” There was a loud sigh. “We love you, Katie.”

“Love you too, Mom. I have to go.” 

Kate ended the call and opened her new email.

The message was curt and scolding. “Why haven’t you responded, Kate? Click the link! We’re waiting on you.” The link was in red, all caps and blinking.

Kate huffed. “Seriously?”

She glanced from the email to the eviction notice and back again. Six digits. Travel. Room and board. It read less like a job offer and more like the opening move in a kidnapping scheme.

A horn outside her apartment window honked. Not the sharp tinny horns of the typical economy car seen in the neighborhood, but a harmonic trumpeting sound, low and throaty. There was a brief pause, and it blasted twice again.

She looked out the window to see a black limousine parked on the curb. It was attended by a chauffeur in formal attire. He tipped his hat at her as she pulled back the curtain.

She pointed to herself and cocked her head quizzically.

The man nodded and smiled. He held up both his hands in front of him and mimicked typing on a keyboard. He clearly wanted her to get this show on the road.

“What the hell?” Kate laughed at the absurdity of it all.

She let the curtain fall halfway and stood there thinking. This was insane. A woman did not get into a strange limo because of a bizarre email and a honking horn. 

Then she looked back at the notice on her desk.

“Okay,” she muttered. “You know what? I’m doing this.”

She went to her laptop and clicked the link.

A website opened with “Thank you, Kate. Now just look over these brief questions. We have already accessed your credentials on LinkedIn to save time.”

A short list followed. Pick which characteristics best describe your temperament.

A) Rigid like a rock or B) Flexible but spring back or C) Malleable as putty
W) Calculating and thorough or X) Flighty and fanciful
Y) Hot tempered & passionate or Z) Secretive & seductive
You score yourself in the following manner for your code name:

AWY BWY CWY
AWZ BWZ CWZ
AXY BXY CXY
AXZ BXZ CXZ
Don’t overthink this. Please click on your result field and try to remember your letter score. It will be your permanent code name. Pack a light bag and get in the car. You are working on being late.

Kate looked over the choices. “I’m not believing this. What a crock of rubbish.”

Still, it was the best offer in a long while, her only offer at present. Having cashed in her last CD, she was waiting on the funds to clear. Even when they did, she wouldn’t be able to afford her rent for more than a few months, much less the lifestyle she enjoyed. Kate sorted herself as a BWZ type, whatever that meant.

She changed into jeans and sweater, then tossed an extra set of clothes and toiletries in her oversized bag along with her phone, credit cards and DL. After a moment’s thought, she folded the eviction notice and shoved it into the outside pocket. Kate slipped back into her jacket and buckled on her smartwatch, her last purchase before losing her job during the 2020 fiasco. The laptop dinged again.

She opened the message with a little growl of irritation. “What now?”

“Judging by your recent behavior, I had you pegged for an AWY.”

“Whatever,” she mouthed silently.

“Do you have a passport?”

“No! I’m on my way. WYSIWYG. Out.”

Kate hurried down the stairs to the limo waiting below. The chauffeur had opened the back door of the vehicle and stood at attention as she got inside. She paused with one hand on the door frame.

“Before I do something incredibly stupid,” she said, looking at him, “should I be worried?”

The man looked almost amused. “About?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Organ theft. Human trafficking. The usual.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the man said. “Vek said you might prove difficult.”

Kate scowled. “Your name?”

“Feranso.”

The whole thing felt surreal as she settled into the seat. The windows were tinted so dark she could hardly see the street names. They drove to the freeway and headed across the Charles River to the downtown.

The limo hummed along the Zakim Bridge, the river below a slate-gray ribbon under the December sky, flecked with the last defiant leaves skittering across its surface. Kate pressed her forehead against the cool glass, watching the world outside go past in a blur of bricks and signage. Downtown Boston unfolded in glimpses: the TD Garden’s hulking silhouette and the spire of Faneuil Hall piercing the stark sky. It was a familiar cityscape.

Feranso drove with the precision of a man who’d mapped every pothole, his gloved hands steady on the wheel. No small talk, just the sound of the engine and the occasional ding of her smartwatch, syncing futilely to some invisible network.

She fiddled with the door handle, half-expecting it to be child-locked, but it gave with a soft click. Freedom, if she wanted it. Yet here she was, riding in a limo with some weirdo, chasing a six-figure promise from an online recruiter named Vek Raphid. The name sounded like a rejected Star Trek villain.

“Accretion,” the email had said. Like gathering mass, or devourer of worlds. Her business sense whispered phishing scheme, her common sense screamed scam. But unemployment had a way of rewriting your risk assessment.

They pulled up to a nondescript glass tower, its façade a seamless mirror reflecting the harbor’s restless waves. No signage, no doorman with a clipboard. Just Feranso killing the engine and turning with that same tipped-hat smile.

“Phenor Associates,” he said simply, as if announcing a perfectly normal destination. “Elevator to the twenty-third floor. Vek is expecting you.”

She stepped out, the cold wind off the water whipping at her sweater like a warning. The lobby was a sterile cathedral: marble floors echoing her footsteps, walls lined with holographic projections of swirling galaxies.

A single elevator waited, its doors hissing open at her approach. No buttons inside, just a retinal scanner that hummed to life, bathing her face in cool blue light.

“Welcome, candidate BWZ,” a smooth artificial voice purred from hidden speakers. “State your intent.”

Kate swallowed. “I’m here for a job interview with Vek Raphid.”

The doors slid shut. The ascent was silent and stomach-lurching. When they opened again, it wasn’t an office so much as a vista. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the Charles snaking toward the horizon; MIT’s dome a distant crown on Cambridge’s shore.

The space itself was sparse: a low glass table with a single tablet and a few ergonomic chairs that looked expensive enough to file taxes on their own.

At the center of the room stood a man, tall and angular, leaning against the window. His skin gleamed like polished obsidian, his eyes flickering like faulty holograms from deep, bony orbits.

“Vek Raphid, Director of Accretion,” he said, his voice carrying that same email timbre, now laced with amusement.

Kate fixed him with her steeliest stare. It usually did the job. Not today. “I’m here. Now what?”

He did not offer a hand. Instead, he gestured to a door behind him. “Pleased to meet you, BWZ. Flexible resilience and veiled intensity. I hope you’re the type who adapts well to the unknown and can venture off the beaten path.”

“I’ve adapted well enough to your arcane recruitment process so far.”

Vek smiled. “Yes, haven’t you just? I was beginning to wonder whether you really wanted a job with our firm or were simply playing hard to get.”

“I’m not the one playing games here. Show me what you have to offer.”

“My employers need people who can fill voids, help customers bridge gaps, and navigate between their world and ours. Phenor isn’t hiring for spreadsheets and number crunchers. We’re recruiting for jobs in the Fold. You’re a risk taker, are you not?”

“I can be,” Kate said, her voice steadier than she felt. “What’s the Fold?”

Vek’s expression went thoughtful, as if looking through her rather than at her. “The seam between here and there. It will become clearer as time goes on.”

“I certainly hope so. At the moment this is beginning to look like a hoax.”

“You’ll need to sign an NDA before going through the next door.”

“Of course I will.” Kate sat and looked over the tablet. The contract opened with standard legal language. The entire body of the document had been redacted. She looked up. “I can hardly agree to something I can’t read.”

“You’ll receive an unredacted copy in an encrypted email after you sign.”

She let out a short laugh. “Surely that won’t stand up in a court of law.”

The tablet beside her elbow chimed. Its screen bloomed with her LinkedIn profile, her rejected résumés, even a heatmap of her morning run along the Esplanade with the word ‘passed’ flashing red.

Kate jerked back. “You’ve been spying on me.”

“Merely verifying that you are as physically fit as your social media posts claim,” Vek said with cool condescension. “Not everyone is as truthful as you, Kate.”

The image vanished and the contract returned. Redacted page after redacted page scrolled past, interrupted only by a brief mention of relocation to “off-grid coordinates” and a salary line that seemed to blur into seven digits before it, too, disappeared.

Kate blinked. “Did that say—”

“It’s for both our protection,” Vek said, his tone warming. “Read the final paragraph.”

The document advanced to the bottom of the last page.

“Either party may cancel without cause and or advance notice. Employee will be immediately transported to their home base and relieved of all further duties. Compensation will be pro-rated for time and services rendered up to that point.”

Kate read it twice. “I don’t see any health insurance or employee benefits program mentioned anywhere.”

“Redacted.”

“Right.”

A flicker of irritation crossed Vek’s face. “All of your health needs will be met by the company. Rest assured, it is in our mutual best interest to keep you functional and capable of performing on the job.”

“These are standard questions, Vek. I’m asking for basic information.”

“You can trust Phenor Associates. We have an impeccable reputation.”

“Well, excuse me, but I’ve never heard of them.”

The room fell quiet.

Kate looked down at the stylus. At the glossy black tablet. At her own reflection ghosting across the screen.

A redacted contract. A stranger’s limo. A company that tracked her morning run. Every instinct she possessed said get up and leave.

Then another instinct answered back: and go where?

Back to the apartment. Back to the notice in her bag. Back to job boards full of fake openings and polite rejections. Or worse, back to her mom’s house.

Vek’s laser-like gaze was boring into her skull. “Phenor is an elite organization catering to a select clientele, requiring the utmost privacy.” 

She took a breath.

“I’m going to regret this,” she said, and signed before she could talk herself out of it.

Vek’s expression brightened. “If you will just add your letters after your signature?”

“My letters. Right. BWZ.”

“Yes. BWZ, if you please.” He gestured toward the large, imposing door on the far wall. “Then we may get started.”

Kate added the code letters and slapped the stylus down a little harder than necessary. The sound snapped through the quiet office. Vek raised an eyebrow in reproach but said nothing.

Her heart had started pounding. The real kind now. Not annoyance. Not adrenaline. Fear.

She rose and walked to the door on rubbery legs, staring at its gleaming steel surface.

“Trust is not my strong suit, Vek.”
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Chapter 2 Through the Door
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Kate didn’t know what to expect as Vek activated the heavy door. It was perfectly balanced on its frame, the opening mechanism silent and butter smooth.

Beyond it stretched a long sloping hallway leading off to the left. It dipped sharply downward and curved out of sight. Doors marched down the hall as far as she could see, no two alike, each pulsing with a distinct personality.

“You may choose from one of the first three,” Vek explained. “You’ll need a passport for the others.”

“Uh huh. Okay...” Kate stared at the one directly in front of her. It was a blue frosted slab covered in gnarly vines, cold fog curling around the edges like breath on a winter window. “That one doesn’t look very inviting.”

Vek grimaced. “You’re looking for a job, not a good time.”

She moved to the next door. This one was dressed in red and black with a heraldic coat of arms on the front. Flames flickered across its surface, giving off a distinct, toasty warmth that chased away the hallway’s chill. Its frame was carved wood, ornate with coiled serpents and thorny roses.

“I hope it’s fire resistant.”

“Not your problem,” Vek said through his teeth. “I knew you’d be picky. Just choose one.”

“I don’t know what I’m getting into. I can be picky if I want.”

“Prickly is what you are, Kate.”

She made a face at him, then laughed at the offended pinch of his brows. Regaining her composure, she moved to the third door. It was putting on quite the show, covered in computer circuitry, twinkling LED lights undulating in electric blue and virulent green.

“Well, that one’s a little trippy.”

Vek clasped his hands, fingers drumming as he fought for patience. “You can change jobs after a trial period if there are unresolvable problems.”

“What sort of problems should I anticipate?”

“Compatibility is a two-way street, my dear. Not everyone will find you as charming as I do.”

Kate huffed in response. “The hot door. I’ll take the warmest one I can find with winter coming on.”

Vek’s smile was genuine, his voice full of relief. “Good choice for your temperament.”

He tapped an icon on his phone and the door shuddered. Then it swung inward with a groan and creak, as though the hinges hadn’t moved in decades.

“Sounds like they haven’t been oiled in a while,” Kate remarked.

Vek gave her the expected look of disdain. “Well, this is where I take my leave.” He held out his phone and shared his number. “You may call me anytime. Good luck and all that.”

Kate looked past him into the short entrance hall beyond. It stretched toward an inner room, dark except for the golden flicker of candles in wrought-iron sconces along the walls.

“Thanks, Vek.”

She turned back and found him gone, vanished like a glitch in the matrix.

“Okay,” she muttered. “I guess this is it.”

She squared her shoulders and walked toward the gaping darkness ahead. As she neared the inner room, something shimmered across the stone archway. At first she thought it was a curtain catching candlelight, but it wasn’t fabric at all. It was an energy barrier, humming faintly like a force field.

“Hello?” Kate called into the room beyond. “I’ve come to inquire about a job.”

A tinkling sound answered her, like a thousand bells chiming in discord. The barrier dissolved in a shimmer of sparks, revealing a well-lit chamber beyond.

Tapestries in rich jewel tones draped the walls, depicting medieval scenes of knights and beasts amid verdant woods and sun-dappled fields. At the far end loomed a throne gilded in gold and swathed in burgundy velvet, its arms carved into snarling griffins.

Perched atop it sat a creature dressed in a tailored suit, almost human save for the scaled countenance that gleamed like burnished copper and the spikes protruding from a tail curled lazily around large, clawed toes.

Kate stared at her potential employer, too stunned to speak. The silence stretched long enough that she was forced to fill it.

“I’m Kate Jullator. Vek brought me here. And you are?”

The dragon lady let out a soft, vibrant laugh, smoke curling from her lips like incense from a censer. “I am Zara the Eternal. Identify yourself by your code name, human.”

“BWZ,” Kate replied. She hated those damn letters. “I prefer Kate.”

“No! Not a BWZ!” Zara’s voice graveled into a rumble, her snake-like eyes narrowing to amber slits. “I specifically asked for a CXY.”

Kate said nothing, her mind already working through exit strategies.

Zara growled under her breath, smoke blowing from her nostrils as she rose from the throne and began to stalk the room.

“Perhaps I should just leave,” Kate ventured, turning toward the entrance.

“Don’t you dare walk out that door,” Zara hissed, flames licking at the edges of her words. “You’ll have to do. There’s no time to find another.”

“Okay,” Kate said carefully. “What does the job involve?”

“Something you will find most challenging, BWZ...” Zara coughed as though choking on the letters. “I shall have to call you Kate. I can’t bear to say your real name.”

“Kate is my real name.”

“It is now.”

Zara returned to her throne and flicked her tail in exasperation before curling it back around herself.

“What a diva,” Kate muttered.

“I heard that!”

“You know what? I don’t care. My career is on the line here and you are making a big fuss over nothing. I can do the damn job.”

Zara stared angrily at her, flames flickering about her face.

“Cool special effects,” Kate said. “Now can we get down to business?”

“Humph.” Zara exhaled a smoky huff that smelled faintly of brimstone and Chanel No. 5. “And this is why I wanted an X... oh, never mind. My ledger is missing and I need it back before the big lunar audit in three days.”

Kate breathed a sigh of relief. It appeared she might actually have a job with this creature after all. One and done. “Where do you think it might be?”

“I don’t know exactly. That’s your job, isn’t it?”

“I’ll need a few details.” Kate took out her phone and opened her notes. “Go ahead.”

Zara’s eyes glinted with mild curiosity. “It is an enchanted Excel sheet that tracks gold shipments. I... cannot balance my books without it.”

“When did it go missing?”

“I last saw it in the grimy little hands of someone from the merchant guild. He stole it. I suspect it’s been sold to the highest bidder by now.” Zara sniffed back a hot tear, the droplet hissing as it evaporated midair.

Kate swallowed her first instinct to ask about backups. “So, it’s a printout? You don’t have the file saved?”

“Enchanted documents do not live on a hard drive, Kate,” Zara snapped. “It’s the paper copy that holds the magic. Think wood pulp, not cyber trash.”

“Who do you suppose bought it?”

“Oh, there is only one who would dare cross me. My ex.” Smoke streamed from Zara’s nostrils, flames reigniting in her eyes. “Rykys. It had to be him.”

“I suppose there’s no point in asking if you reported this to the police.”

Zara snorted. “Like they could find it.”

Kate typed no police involvement on her phone with a question mark. “I didn’t sign up for anything illegal, Zara.”

“Oh, no?” Zara flicked a flake of ash from her suit. “Check your contract, dear.”

“Great. Redacted, no doubt.” Kate chewed her lower lip in frustration. “Where does your ex live?”

A myriad of emotions swirled through Zara’s eyes, from sentimental to murderous. “I’m not welcome there anymore. He threw me out of my home only a fortnight ago.” A few stray tears turned to steam as they ran down her face.

Kate nodded, the pieces clicking into place. “Sorry to hear that, but—”

“It’s worse than that.” Zara drew herself up. “I’m pregnant, Kate.”

“Pregnant?” Kate wasn’t sure how to respond to the bombshell and opted for flattery. “I would never have guessed. You look very trim, Zara.”

“They aren’t in my belly.” Zara rose in indignation, running a clawed nail over her taut abdomen. “My eggs are in the hatchery at present. I’m due any day now.”

She pointed to a clutch of eggs nestled in a far corner, dark and mottled like oversized polished stones, cradled in a nest of glowing coals.

Kate walked over to peer at them, warmth radiating up like a space heater. “Good to know. Now where does Rykys live?”

“Children are a blessing, you know,” Zara went on, ignoring the question. “My first offspring. And now they will never know their father. The tragedies of my life... too much... for...”

Her voice dissolved into blubbering nonsense.

“Snap out of it,” Kate said sharply, wondering if Zara was hamming it up for sympathy. “Do you want to find this thing or not?”

Zara blew her nose loudly on a huge handkerchief conjured from an invisible pocket. “Yes, yes, of course. You’ll have to forgive my hormonal rants, Kate. The ledger is most likely in the goblin vault for safekeeping.”

“Goblin vault. How very interesting,” Kate said in her best academic voice, striving to disguise her amazement at hidden world unfolding around her. “And why can’t you make them return it?”

“Because it is deposited in Rykys’s hoard account,” Zara said. “No, you will have to steal it from them. I may be many things, but I am no thief.”

Kate stared back at her. “Let me check my job qualifications... Neither am I!”

Zara ignored the protest. “It’s across the Fold.”

“What in creation is the Fold?” Kate asked. She crossed her arms returning Zara’s impassive glare. “I don’t think this has anything to do with some lunar audit. It’s valuable, isn’t it? Spill.”

Zara looked at her with unexpected approval. “You are a bright one, aren’t you? Vek said you would rise to the purpose.”

“I need to know what I’m dealing with, Zara, or no dice.”

“The ledger lies inside a cave system and is guarded by goblins,” Zara said. “You are correct that it is valuable
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