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  Chapter 1


Alan anxiously glanced at the clock. He’d been having biweekly sessions with his therapist for a few months, though he still thought of Dr. Ling as his friend Jessie’s therapist, who he happened to be seeing sometimes. He couldn’t fault her, she’d done everything in her power to make him more comfortable. In the most glaring example of the concessions she’d made, the lights in the office were kept so dim it probably made it difficult for her to take notes. But still, Alan was anxious. And if the doctor could hear what Alan heard, she wouldn’t have to ask why. For that matter, if the doctor could see what Alan could see, she’d probably be a bit more anxious herself. Because right now an inky silhouette of living shadow stretched across the floor between them, up the wall behind her, and onto the ceiling to peer down at her notebook. Squinted white eyes scanned the page, the sharp line of her mouth turned down in a disapproving scowl. 
“She wrote ‘evasive’ again, and underlined it twice. Stop being evasive,” Blot hissed.
Alan resisted the urge to glance at the Shade. For other people undergoing therapy, figuring out how to silence the voice in their head or to stop seeing things was probably their goal. Alan’s primary focus had been to treat his steadily more debilitating levels of stress without letting the therapist know about the voice and vision that had been complicating his life for the better part of a year at this point.
“That’s enough about your career for today,” the therapist said. “How have things been going in your personal life?”
“Oh, you know. Pretty good. I’ve been hanging out with Jessie a lot more.”
“That’s good to hear. I think you would be well served by increasing your support structure. Have you been spending your visits at her house? At yours? In public?”
“What does she care? Don’t tell her. She’s being nosy. But also don’t be evasive,” Blot said. “Tell her that you’re not going to tell her out of respect for Jessie’s privacy. That way it’s not you being evasive, it’s—”
“Mostly her place,” Alan said steadily.
“Good, good,” the doctor said, nodding.
“Why is that good? Ask her why that’s good,” Blot said. “She always gets happy whenever you talk about doing things with Jessie. Maybe she is in cahoots with Jessie, hmm? Jessie started seeing her first, after all.”
“How do you spend your time, when the two of you are together?” the therapist asked.
“Specifically?” he asked.
“As specific or general as you like.”
“Tell her you volunteer at a soup kitchen,” Blot said. “No… wait… Jessie talks to her too. We need to find out what Jessie says so we don’t contradict it. Tell her—”
“We’ve taken a mutual interest in some ongoing projects,” Alan said.

      [image: image-placeholder]A few days earlier…
Alan’s and Jessie’s peculiar schedules at the police station meant about once a week they completed their shifts at the same time. Over the course of a few weeks, a routine had developed where they would head back to her apartment at the end of the day. It was always ostensibly to unwind but seldom took long to devolve into one or more of three activities. One was discussing what was to be done about the Shades, the Glints, and everything else that the rest of the world was blissfully unaware of. One was allowing Blot to indulge in one of her burgeoning hobbies. And one was for Jessie and Blot to swap notes on the newest additions to their growing circles.
Today, it was all three.
“Okay, Frightful… you know what to do…” Jessie said, gazing at the shadow stretched across the floor at her feet.
The black form gazed up at her, one white eye unblinking. The figure was broadly that of a bird, though according to Blot it was more accurately called a rikt. Judging its size from the shadow was tricky, as it was distorted by the light that cast it. But in comparison to her own shadow, it was quite large, approaching that of an eagle’s. Its head was cocked and hunched a bit. A poof of feathers rendered its outline ragged and fuzzy. Jessie held out her arm like a falconer and pointed at the coatrack beside the door.
“Go!” she said with authority in her voice.
Frightful hesitated in a way that suggested it was less out of fear or confusion and more out of a desire to make it clear she wasn’t eager in her obedience. Then she coiled herself and hopped free of Jessie’s arm. Jessie’s eyeline quickly became inaccurate as Frightful reduced herself to an adorable little ribbon of a sprite, flitting about the walls, jumping from picture frame to picture frame, causing them to rock.
“Is she doing it?” Jessie asked, eyes darting to catch the phantom motions a moment after each happened.
Because Jessie lacked a Shade of her own, she could only see Blot and those of her world when Frightful was perched upon her. It made measuring the success of any bit of training that sent Frightful on her way a bit of a collaborative effort between herself and Alan.
“If she is, she’s taking the long way around,” Alan said, eyes on the sprite as it looped across to jostle the salt and pepper shakers individually.
“Frightful, if you want treats, you have to do the trick,” Jessie said firmly.
The bowl of potpourri on the entry table wobbled in place as Frightful coiled into its shadow. Then, after a calculated delay, the rikt burst from the bowl and wrapped around the shadow of the coatrack.
Jessie saw the motion and stifled a gleeful squeal. She cleared her throat and held her arm out again, keeping it perfectly still. “… Well?” she asked after a moment.
“Still hiding behind the coatrack,” Alan said.
“She’s never going to do it,” Blot muttered from the other room.
“I imagine Blot is making snide comments right about now,” Jessie said, arm held firm.
Frightful’s clutch was necessary for Jessie to actually see Blot and those like her, but her intuition had always been sharper than her vision. 
Blot’s form darted into the room and glared at Jessie, then at Alan. “Don’t you dare tell her she’s right,” she said.
“No comment,” Alan said.
“I thought so,” Jessie said with a wry grin.
“It was a lucky guess. I’m not that predictable,” Blot said, drifting back into the kitchen.
Jessie slapped her arm. “Come,” she said.
Another pause, this one seemingly calculated to the fraction of a second to appear as though the command had been ignored. Then the coatrack rattled in place and the sprite launched toward her, swirling back to full size and alighting on the shadow of her arm. After a brief wince, a giggle of excitement burst from Jessie.
“Such a good girl! Such a good girl, Frightful!” she said, reaching into her pocket to produce a handful of kibble.
The shadow creature pecked at the shadow of the kibble, and bit by bit it vanished. Once the treat was delivered, Jessie eyed her shadow and guided her hand as near to the rikt’s head as she could manage. It glared at her hand with its unblinking white eye, then leaned toward her and rubbed its ruffling feathers on the offered shadow.
“I wish I could feel it. I bet she’s so fluffy…” Jessie said. “As it is, all I can feel is when her claws sink in. And I sort of wish I didn’t.”
“It beats the alternative,” Alan said.
“And just what’s that supposed to mean?” Blot shouted from the kitchen.
“Not that these last few months haven’t been delightful, Blot, but I think you’ll agree that from the human perspective having a tingly sensation in your arm is a less disruptive way to gain insight into the world of Shades than having your shadow torn off.”
“I try not to see things from the human perspective. Dinner’s almost done. What kind of cheese does everyone want? She has Pepper Jack and American,” Blot said.
“Pepper Jack,” Alan and Jessie said at the same time.
Alan craned his neck to see what was going on in the kitchen. Of all the utterly bizarre things that had happened since Blot entered his life, her growing interest in cooking might have been the most inexplicable. And that was an achievement, considering the list also contained fighting a shape-shifting drunk and doing business with beings that may or may not have been angels. If one didn’t know to watch the shadows, it would have looked like the house was haunted. Slices of bread rose into the air to be smeared with mayonnaise and mustard. They plopped down on the skillet and were layered with cheese. As they sizzled and spat, the spoon in the simmering pot behind them rattled and stirred. Before long, a pair of grilled cheese sandwiches lifted off the skillet and onto plates. Cabinets opened and shut until the bowls could be found. Blot ladled them full of steaming soup, then splashed something into a second frying pan, causing a rush of steam.
“Have you tried training Chu-chu at all?” Jessie asked.
“Chu-chu is my pet, not his,” Blot said. “Supper’s done.”
Alan and Jessie stood, marching out into the kitchen.
“Grilled cheese, homemade tomato soup, and…” Blot set down ramekins and drizzled them full of drippings from the pan. “Red-eye gravy.”
“You’re spoiling us, Blot. This is truly appreciated,” Jessie said, sitting down and breathing in a savory whiff of the steaming soup.
“I figure if I do a good enough job in your kitchen, maybe Alan will quit being so stingy with the kitchen utensils at home,” Blot said.
The shadow poured out a cup of coffee for herself from a French press, then flitted over to linger beside Alan. “Chu-chu!” she trilled.
The garbage bin beside the counter rattled and rustled, then a sprite whisked out and swirled to nestle into the shadow of the napkin holder. He peered out and accepted some pats and scratches from Blot far more readily than Frightful had.
“You don’t think maybe you’d get some value from teaching him some commands?” Jessie said.
“He already knows everything he needs to know.” Blot turned to the inky companion. “Isn’t that right, Chu-chu?”
The smaller rikt tipped its head, then hacked. Something wet and gnawed-upon emerged into reality and flew across the room into the garbage can.
“Was that part of a shoe?” Alan asked.
“Yep! And he got it right in the garbage can,” Blot said proudly. “That’s a good Chu-chu. Have some bacon, Chu-chu.”
Blot plucked a raw strip of bacon from the counter and tossed it in the air. It hung above the table as Chu-chu caught one end and Frightful caught the other, then split and vanished as they ate their share.
“You didn’t earn that,” Blot said, glaring at Frightful.
The larger rikt seemed unconcerned.
“Why is there raw bacon?” Alan said.
“For treats! And because I fried the rest up for the drippings for the gravy.”
“Where’d the fried bacon go?” Jessie peered at the bowl. “Did you crumble it up into the soup?”
“Yes. They do it with pea soup, and I thought, why not?” Blot said. “Now eat, we have work to do before we call it a night. I think I’m almost done with the spell.”
Though the bulk of the time during these evening visits had been spent kibitzing and playing with/training the rikts, ostensibly the true purpose was a much more important one.
Their last adventure had put Alan and Blot in touch with an elderly woman named Gladys, who had a Shade of her own. The two of them were simultaneously the wisest and least hostile host and Shade that Alan had encountered. They weren’t strictly altruistic, though. Their lessons came at a price, mostly in the form of information and resources. But in exchange, Blot had earned a great deal of the education she probably should have gotten before she’d come to this world. She was learning magic, and though she was exceedingly amateur at the moment, she was thrilled to finally be building herself into something more than her superiors had intended her to be.
The first official spell she’d been taught was a stealth spell of sorts, one of a wide variety of spells that would prevent other magic-users from tracking or spying upon herself and Alan. The actual mechanism of the spell required things Alan couldn’t begin to understand, but if the relative peace and safety of the weeks since they’d learned it were any indication, it was highly effective. However, that spell was the result of direct tutorial, and was designed specifically for Alan and Blot. In order to offer Jessie and others in Alan’s circle a similar level of protection, it would have to be adapted. Blot had been fully committed to the task, slow though the progress had been.
“I’m sure I’ve got the spell figured out,” she said, flicking a stack of pages into reality and leafing through them. “I won’t bore you with stuff you won’t understand. But the tricky bits were here and here. These shapes here on the paper? On the spell I was taught, they were completely different. They’re the target part of the spell. I couldn’t just make another copy of the spell I’d been given and cast it in the same way, because it’d just be protecting me and Alan again. I had to change it to protect Jessie and Frightful.”
“That looked like just one word though. How can just one word refer to specifically you and Alan?” Jessie asked.
“Shows what you know,” Blot said. “It’s not a word. It’s a compound runic confluence. A collection of shapes, which, when combined, carries a much more complex and specific meaning than its individual components.”
Alan paused. “That sounds like a word.”
“Well it’s different,” Blot said simply.
“Different how?” Jessie said.
“It just is,” Blot snapped. “Do you have the thing?”
“The silver pendant?” Jessie asked. “It’s in the box under my bed. I’ll get it.” She got up, having not had a chance to sample her meal, and trotted off to the bedroom.
“You’re being a little abrasive, don’t you think?” Alan whispered.
“Yeah, well, she’s being a little nosy,” Blot said.
“She’s trying to educate herself. Ever since college, that’s how she deals with things when they are feeling out of control for her. She finds the protocol and sticks to it. It’s probably why she became a cop. Tons of protocol.”
“Here it is!” Jessie said, marching out of the bedroom.
She held up a silver pendant. It had seen better days and was heavily tarnished and pitted like it had been dragged through gravel. The pendant was standard equipment for members of the Dawn, a group dedicated to the defeat of Shades like Blot. Alan and Blot had gotten it from Gladys in order to serve as a troubleshooting aid in Blot’s quest to learn stealth magic. Since it came from a Shade-bearer, there was likely a very good reason for its poor state of repair. But it still served its purpose, because the angular piece had a clear and defined front, and presently that front was facing Blot regardless of how she or the hand holding the pendant moved.
“Should it be pointing at you?” Jessie said. “I thought you were hiding.”
“The stealth doesn’t work flawlessly at close range unless we’re shadow diving. So let’s test that part first.”
“Better now than after dinner,” Alan said, pushing his chair back. “I get the feeling if we did that on a full stomach, I might lose my lunch afterward.”
“I’ll make it quick,” Blot said.
Blot slid up behind Alan. She eased her hands up out of the shadow, clutching him under his arms. With a sharp, sudden tug, she yanked him into the shadows with her. Alan had lost count of how many times he’d experienced this, but he’d yet to get comfortable with it. Sliding into the shadows was like being plunged into ice water, except the water felt like it was flowing through him, penetrating his whole body. His view of the world lost perspective and became more washed out. An unplaceable feeling, like the phantom weakness in one’s knees when one walks over a grave, trembled through him. He held his breath and watched from the shadows. Jessie shook a little bit when she witnessed the maneuver. From her point of view, Alan was falling into his shadow like it was a pool of water. To her credit, she kept a steady expression in the face of the supernatural.
Once Alan and Blot were fully immersed in the shadows, the pendant lazily turned to face Frightful. Unlike with Blot, it was a much more wishy-washy sort of indication, but even an untrained eye could work out that it was trending in a single direction, and where the shadow creature could be found.
Blot released her grip. Alan surfaced like a life preserver slipping free from a sunken ship, bouncing into three dimensions again, now on the floor underneath the chair. The pendant oscillated back in their direction, with a brief hesitation as it swept past Chu-chu.
“All right,” Blot said. “Still effective when we’re in the shadow. Which means I hope the long-range effectiveness lasts as well.” She flicked two of the thin sheets of paper, written in her own hand, out into the world again. “Jessie, this one’s yours. You may not need it, because you still have your shadow, but it couldn’t hurt. Just keep it on you.”
“Can I leave it in my wallet?” Jessie said.
“Whatever. Probably. And this one, I have to put on Frightful.”
Blot yanked it back into the shadows and approached the rikt. The silhouette creature seemed to stiffen as Blot got close.
“Steady, Frightful,” Jessie said. “Be good. Treats if you’re good.”
The feathery edge of the shadow bristled. Blot flicked the little rectangle of paper and gingerly inched closer. Frightful produced a low, churring squawk. Blot froze in place, then suddenly whipped around the room, streaking across all four walls to appear behind Frightful in a dizzying blur. Before Frightful could react, Blot slapped the slip onto the back of the rikt’s neck.
In retrospect, it perhaps wasn’t the wisest way to go about it. Frightful released something between a caw and a screech, a sound that managed to transcend language by being at once entirely animal in nature and yet a perfectly articulated “How dare you?” The bird launched from Jessie’s shoulder and started chasing Blot around the room, bouncing from cabinet to “Live, Laugh, Love” frame to kitty-cat clock. Despite being ostensibly pursued by a predator, Blot giggled as she wove tight circles around the walls, staying just ahead. Not to be left out, Chu-chu zipped along after them, bouncing off Frightful and retreating to the shadow of a metal bowl fast enough to send it clanging to the ground.
“Frightful! Frightful, you come back here this instant. That’s a bad rikt,” Jessie scolded and held her arm up again. “Come!”
The larger of the rikts landed on the shadow of the chair, teetering it backward. Blot nudged it to keep it from tumbling over. The motion gave Jessie something to scowl at.
“Now, Missy,” she said.
The rikt blinked her eye once, then hopped over to the offered arm to perch.
“Good. That’s better. We play nice in this house,” Jessie said, scooping out more kibble from her pocket. “Now, do we do the amulet again?”
“Yep? You ready, Alan?” Blot said.
“As I’ll ever be.”
She hugged him into the shadows once more. Jessie held up the amulet and gave it a spin. It ignored Blot, and this time ignored Frightful as well. The only unnatural motion to suggest it was anything but a standard piece of jewelry was when it slowed its rotation slightly each time it spun past Chu-chu.
Blot eased Alan and herself to be cast upon the chair, then allowed him to pop back into the world.
“That’s a success!” Blot said. “I just have to make one for Chu-chu and we’ll be as well-hidden as we’re ever likely to get.”
“Congratulations on learning magic!” Jessie said.
“Yeah. Shows what my teachers know. Back home they said I wasn’t ‘adequate’ to ‘waste resources’ on trying to teach me.” She crossed her arms. “I could have been a proper soldier if they’d given me the chance. I could’ve learned all sorts of magic. Rumor has it the most powerful Shade mystics had ways of temporarily blotting out the sun. That should have been my job. Blot is my name.”
“Look at the bright side,” Jessie said. “If you’d been a soldier, we probably wouldn’t have joined forces. Things would have been much different. And if you ask me, much worse.”
“Yeah,” Blot muttered under her breath. “The bright side.”
“Pardon?” Jessie said.
“The food’s getting cold, and so’s my coffee,” Blot said. “Eat up. I’ll get working on the spell for Chu-chu.”
Blot drifted out of the kitchen and lurked in the living room. After a moment, she clucked her tongue and Chu-chu darted after her. Jessie picked up the gooey cheese sandwich and pulled it apart.
“Oooh… Look at that stretch…” She dunked it in the gravy and gave it a nibble. “So good… but I can feel my arteries hardening.”
“She does like to make food that sticks to the ribs,” Alan said.
He sipped the soup. It wasn’t like any tomato soup he’d ever tasted. It was rich and intensely smoky, both from the bacon and from some sort of intentional char. The flavor was, to put it lightly, experimental. But not bad. The gravy was a little potent too. But the sandwich was divine.
“Blot!” Alan called over his shoulder. “My compliments to the chef!”
Blot made a noncommittal half sound in reply, though she failed to hide the dash of pride in her tone.
“Good for her. Learning new skills. Picking up new hobbies. You could learn a thing or two from her,” Jessie said.
“I’m learning new skills. I’m doing that forensic photography elevated certification on Tuesday, remember?”
“I meant about the hobby.”
“I have my photography,” he said.
“That’s your job. That’s two of your jobs.”
“My two jobs are photography of scandalous things and criminal things. My hobby is photography of beautiful things.”
“I guess if you’re going to be a one-trick pony, you picked a good trick.”
Frightful blinked, then half lidded her eye. With a huff of a sigh, she stooped down and curled into Jessie’s shadow.
“Oooh,” Jessie said with a shiver. “It tickles when she does that. Makes me feel good that she’s cuddling up like that more and more. Like she feels at home with me. A relief, too. If she felt like moving on, I’d be left without a way to see the stuff that’s been going on. And a cuddle sure beats having her pinch my arm with those talons. Oh! Drinks!”
She stood and paced to the fridge. “Cider okay?” she asked over her shoulder.
“Fine by me,” Alan said.
“We sure are lucky Frightful decided to pair up with me,” Jessie said. “And that she’s such a good little birdy.”
“Something tells me it wasn’t luck.”
“What do you mean?”
“I get the feeling the rikts are a lot smarter than we give them credit for. And Gladys keeps a bunch of them around like the Shade-equivalent of a crazy cat lady.”
“You think she told one to come find me?”
“I think maybe she’s taught them to find the people that are worth finding.”
“Nice to be considered worth finding, then,” she said. “I notice Chu-chu doesn’t pay you much mind.”
“I’m either a perch or something that happens to be holding meat sometimes,” Alan said.
“Why do you suppose that is?” Jessie said.
“Because he’s my little rikt, that’s why,” Blot said, drifting through the room to start working on another coffee. “Plus, Alan doesn’t have a shadow of his own. From Chu-chu’s point of view, Alan basically doesn’t exist. It’s a little weird that he can perch on him. I think maybe Chu-chu is perching on the false shadow that the non-Shade-enhanced folks see. Which is surreal even for me.”
Alan crunched at the wonderfully spicy cheese sandwich and balanced the flavors of the soup and gravy with sips of cider. As he ate, he watched Jessie shut her eyes and savor the meal. Behind her, Blot prepared a cup of coffee and happily cradled its shadow.
Another step had been taken to keep himself and his friends safe. Jessie was becoming a more adept keeper of the beast that just might prevent her from falling prey to evil Shades. No one had tried to kill them in weeks.
“Heh,” Alan remarked.
“What’s funny?”
“I don’t have a knot of anxiety in my gut.”
“Could be that things are actually looking up, huh?” Jessie said.
“They’ve certainly been worse,” Blot said. “I could almost get used to this.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“… a nice dinner. We talked about hobbies. Got some work done,” Alan said, completing the carefully edited account of the evening. In his telling, there were considerably fewer mildly obedient shadow birds and a few more jigsaw puzzles.
“Good, good!” the doctor said, scribbling something into her pad.
“She finished by underlining ‘evasive’ again,” Blot said. “You need to get better at lying.”
“I’d like to talk about your feelings of obligation. Your need to protect your family, your friends.”
“I think—” Alan began.
“Tell her no. Tell her you’re fine now.”
“—I still struggle with them. The world feels so dangerous now—”
“No it doesn’t. You’re making good progress. Say that. Say you’re making good progress.”
“—I can’t help but feel like there are things out there waiting to hurt them. I know it’s silly—”
“We’re trying to convince her we’re sane, Alan. Quit actually telling the truth,” Blot reprimanded.
“—but it feels very real to me,” Alan said.
The doctor scribbled something again.
“And quit pausing suddenly like that. She’s noticing,” Blot said. “You’ve got to learn to listen and talk at the same time.”
The doctor turned to a new page. “I’d like to talk about your coping mechanism. I think we should both be comfortable calling it that by now,” she said.
“If she’s talking about me…” Blot rumbled.
“Coping mechanism?” Alan said.
“You seem to have a schism in your thinking,” she said. “It’s not uncommon. We all have rival trains of thought vying for attention. But I’ve noticed you’ve taken to addressing yours on occasions.”
“Not in two whole sessions,” Blot countered. “You haven’t slipped and said something to me since that first time.”
“So what’s up,” Alan said. “Do you think I have multiple personality disorder? Schizophrenia or whatever?”
“That’s not what schizophrenia is. These days we’d use the term ‘dissociative personality disorder,’ and no, I’m not suggesting you suffer from it. You don’t exhibit distinct personalities. As I’ve said, this is what I’d call a coping mechanism. You’ve assigned certain invasive thoughts—what you likely consider the darker side of your personality—to a separate part of yourself. By separating those thoughts, you seek to create distance between yourself and the notions you wish didn’t exist. Again, a perfectly common psychological mechanism. But most do not elevate it to the point that one speaks aloud to the keeper of those thoughts. And there is a pronounced verbal and physical tic when the subject turns to stresses in your life that I feel are a connected phenomenon.”
“I now feel justified in stealing her legal pads,” Blot said, stretching across the room to vanish through the crack of a locked cabinet.
“I don’t know if I’m, um… ready to let go of that, Doc,” Alan said.
“I know. And I’m not asking you to. Coping strategies exist for a reason. We need them. They’re only a problem when they cause more stress than they relieve. If sticking a name tag on the chest of your darker thoughts helps you acknowledge and control them—”
“I wouldn’t say I’m controlling them very well,” Alan interjected, watching as three of the pens in the cup on her desk sank into their own shadows.
The doctor smiled. “Regardless. If embodying that part of yourself as something that can be called to task and reprimanded helps you sublimate feelings that you feel are unsuitable, then I don’t want to take that tool away from you. Instead, I suggest a two-pronged approach. In the long term, I want you to learn to embrace that part of you. Accept that those thoughts are valid, acknowledge them as your own. Know that thinking those things, feeling those feelings, doesn’t mean you’ll act on them. And I think you’ll find that over time you’ll feel less compelled to foster the divide. And if they are as tightly linked with these feelings of obligation to protect your loved ones as I think, simply being with your friends, being with your family, and seeing that they are just as savvy and capable of their own protection as you are will help ease the tension as well. And in the short term, do you keep a journal?”
“No I don’t,” Alan said.
“I think you should start. If I may suggest a structure I believe will help you, try addressing each entry as though you were talking to the keeper of your darkness. Have you picked a name for him?” she asked.
“Her, actually,” Alan said.
“Hey!” Blot said. “We’re pretending I’m not here, remember? I’m not really the ‘keeper of your darkness.’ As though that’s a bad thing.”
“So you probably do have a name picked out, then,” the doctor said. “Try it tonight. Open a file on your computer, or buy a dedicated pad and pen, and each evening, write out a message to her. Talk to her the way you’d talk to a friend. Someone who means well but who is causing you stress. Remember. She’s a part of you. You can’t hate her without hating yourself. And hating yourself will only deepen the scar. Accept that part of yourself, and I am quite sure you’ll find it misbehaves less and less.”
“Fat chance,” Blot said.
“I think that’s our time for today,” the doctor said. “You’re making good progress, Alan. Keep at it.”
“Thanks, Doc. I’ll try.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Alan got back into his car. Blot slid into the passenger seat and produced one of the pads and a pen.
“I’ll give her this,” Blot said. “She has good taste in pens. None of those stubborn blue ballpoints. A nice black rollerball.”
“I really wish you wouldn’t steal from her,” Alan said, starting the engine.
“And I really wish you’d ditch her. She’s going to keep on trying to put a mental bandage on me. And no matter how much she tries that nonsense, I’m not going away.”
“It’s complicated,” Alan said.
“It isn’t. The thing that’s wrong with you is me, and I’m intractable,” Blot said.
“You aren’t the thing that’s wrong with me,” Alan said.
“Mmhmm,” Blot said, scribbling on one of the stolen pads. “I need to find a legal-size clipboard. These pads are too floppy.”
“I can just buy you a clipboard.”
“Eh. I’m sure I’ll find one lying around.”
“That’s called stealing, Blot,” Alan rumbled.
“Only if I get caught.”
“It’s stealing even if you don’t get caught. Stop changing the subject.”
“Right, right. You were explaining how the human head doctor was somehow not going to label any evidence of my existence as a mental illness that needs to be corrected.”
“I’m not saying she wouldn’t say that. I’m saying it isn’t true.”
“Well if she’s going to say it, then what’s the point of going to her?”
“Because there are other things wrong with me.”
“You’re fine.”
“You’ve seen my dreams. They’re not the dreams of a man who is fine.”
“They’re the dreams of a man who is being either hunted by or recruited by arcane forces of at least two varieties, and arcane organizations of at least two varieties. While at the same time having to earn money to live.” She flipped a page and doodled a bit. “Capitalism was a bad idea.”
There was a time, not so long ago, that Alan had never heard of, nor dreamed of, things called Shades or Glints. Likewise the words “Dawn” and “Dusk” hadn’t been the sort of things that required capital letters. But now he lived in a world where shadows had names, white-suited angels could compel him to act simply by speaking, and secret cabals aligned against each of them wanted a piece of Alan. It was a shame you seldom got a chance to enjoy your own ignorance until it was gone.
“We can agree about that much. But I think maybe it’s a good idea to iron out some of the other wrinkles in my head so I can be at my best for when a random stranger’s shadow starts hurling broken glass at me.”
“Mmm…” Blot said, not willing to entertain the possibility that he was correct, but no longer interested in contradicting him.
The pair drove in silence for a few minutes.
“How are you holding up?” Alan said.
“Better than you. I’m learning magic. I’m learning to cook. A Shade could get used to a life like this. Why?”
“Because I care about your well-being.”
“And?”
“And there doesn’t need to be another reason.”
“Yeah, but there is one,” Blot said. “I can tell. You were setting up something.”
Alan huffed.  “You’ve been a little… testy lately.”
“Was I ever not testy? It’s part of my charm.”
“More than the charming amount. Is something new bothering you?”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“See, this is something my mom does. You put me in a corner here. On one hand, if I want to be sure you’re okay, I have to pry. And on the other, if I pry, it might make you less okay.”
Blot held up the drawing she’d been working at. “Does this look like Chu-chu to you?” 
“You’re changing the subject.”
“And what’s that tell you about my opinion of the subject, Alan?” she said flatly.
“Fine. Just, you know. Speak up if you need me to do something.”
“You want to do something nice for me? Get a better kitchen. We don’t even have a broiler.”
“It’s not the sort of thing I can just add. We live in an apartment.”
“Jessie has a broiler.”
“Jessie had a better job when she got her apartment. I’m not going to be able to persuade my landlord to upgrade my oven.”
“Just tell him that you’re tired of producing inferior scalloped potatoes. That cauliflower au gratin I made last week was positively pale.”
“I’m not sure it will be as persuasive as you think.”
“Fine. … How about a brûlée torch?”
“That I can do,” he said, flipping the turn signal and plotting out the route to the home-goods store in his head.
“Great! Then stop and get some eggs and a bag of sugar, too. Something is getting caramelized tonight.”
She reached her shadowy hand into his pocket and fetched a smooth, flat river stone. To a normal observer, the stone was entirely mundane. To Alan, the top bore a dark symbol that looked like a shadow that wasn’t being cast by anything. Blot had smeared it there with her finger, and it had labeled the stone as Chu-chu’s preferred perch. She gave the stone a shake.
“Chu-chu-chu,” she trilled until the rikt uncoiled from it. “I drew you a picture!”
The single visible white eye blinked at the doodle. After a peck or two that convinced the rikt that the paper wasn’t food, he squawked quietly and transferred to the shadow of the headrest to gaze through the tinted window.
“Pick up something raw and meat, too,” she said. “Chu-chu needs his snacks.”
“Between coffee and sausages, you two are getting to be kind of expensive.”
“Either stop complaining about me stealing things or stop complaining about having to buy them,” Blot said.
“Fair enough,” Alan said.

      [image: image-placeholder]One trip to the fancy grocery store later, they had a brown bag filled with all the fixings to make something that one would need a French accent to pronounce correctly. Alan pulled into the parking deck and started to breathe a sigh of relief as he noticed his neighbor Mrs. Levitt hadn’t blocked his spot with her car today. The sigh caught in his throat when he spotted a figure standing squarely beneath the overhead light in front of the door to the apartment complex. The loitering man had small round glasses, a dark blue coat with silver buttons, a cane with a silver tip, and a long white beard. Alan wasn’t sure of his name, but he was sure of one thing—the man was bad news.
“Tell me that isn’t the old man from the Dawn,” Blot rumbled.
“Mr. Fontaine,” shouted the old man, his voice echoing through the parking structure.
“Hit him! Run him over!” Blot said.
“No. We’re still in a truce with them… I think. And even if we weren’t, I’m not going to just
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