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CHAPTER ONE 
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THE FIRST TIME I met Anders, I killed him. I didn't do it on purpose. That was the problem, I really do try to only kill people on purpose. Some of my family thinks this is a huge character flaw, but to hell with them. 

I'd been chasing some Quantum Butterfly Hybrids who'd learned to fold space a bit. They'd started opening portals and charging through them, making me give the stupidest of chases. I landed on a roof in some suburban neighborhood, obvious from the overpowering smell of freshly cut grass and emotional despair, and caught sight of them, hop-fluttering to another house. 

As I landed, I saw Anders out of the corner of my eye. Ten years old, the kid reeled on the edge of the roof, set off-balance by the appearance of the QBHs. He'd managed to just start recovering when I showed up. My foot came down too close to his and he took a step back, annoyingly, right off the roof.

I watched the stupid, beautifully winged idiots start to call up another fold portal as they spotted me and knew I had to make a choice: see how the kid was, or keep up with these flapping jerks.

I leapt off the roof, like a damned professional, and landed near the kid. He'd fallen backwards and hadn't even bothered to right himself, or roll, or anything, just like a ten-year old. The broken tree branch against his neck on the ground told me everything. Kid had maybe a few minutes left.

“Hey, hey kid,” I said, kneeling next to him.

“Chris Anders,” he replied, having the stupid presence of mind to introduce himself as he died.

“Yeah, sure, Anders — you're gonna be all right,” I lied.

“Where's my mom?” he asked.

I sighed and looked around, but didn't see, or hear, anyone coming to see what the source of the noise was. I mean, it isn't like a kid falling off a three-story roof didn't make a noise. 

Humans. 

“She's on her—” I stopped talking when I realized he'd already died.

Above me, I heard the fold portal snap shut. Great. I had a dead kid in front of me and had managed to lose the trail. Tuesdays sucked. But Anders. I felt bad. Who wouldn't, right? So I considered my options. 

I had, in my jacket, a single charge Reversal Capsule. Now, just to be clear, a Reversal Capsule wasn't some sort of cure-all for death. They just bent hypotheticals enough to undo some localized mistake. Expensive and almost impossible to get, I had exactly one, which I'd carried with me for the last ten years. You know those little things that you think you'll need but never want to use because the minute you do, you'll find a better use for them? 

Exactly. 

So I hadn't used it. Shit, I hadn't even paid for it. 

But I got the damn thing out and broke the shiny seal along its middle. A burst of vapor fizzed out and tickled my nose, making me sneeze even as I tried to inhale it. Save me from cutesy effects layered over helpful devices. 

Forming the idea in my mind, I touched Anders' neck and undid the break, then stood and waited. He coughed, the break never having happened, and started to cry as we both realized one of his legs had also been broken. But hey, that would heal.

“Hey, Anders,” I said, “nice to meet you.” I smoothed down my burnt orange suit jacket and looked back toward the roof. “I gotta go, though.”

I did. I couldn't manage a fold portal myself but I had the WarBoots on so at the least I could FastWalk and, if I was lucky, find the Butterfly Hybrids, Quantum realized or not.

Spoiler: I didn't find them, got lost somewhere around Spokane, I think it was, and ended up tangled in a totally different problem. I did forget about Anders, though. The kid was fine, if once dead, after all.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE SECOND TIME I met Anders, he thought I was dead. I get why, but still, annoying. The whole thing started, as too many things do, I think, with a knock at the door. I ignored it. No choice, really — I couldn't have moved just then if I’d wanted to. 

He knocked again, not that I knew Anders owned the fist banging against the cheap wood and flaking paint of the door to my apartment. Anders swears here that he said something, called out or whatever, and I guess I'm inclined to accept that. From my end of things, I sat in a chair and kept dying, the way I’d intended to. 

The door smashed open, the shitty doorjamb not bothering to do its job. I opened one eye, just enough to see a gummy, hazy version of a human standing there, light spilling in from the hallway behind him. I thought about cursing, about telling the stranger to leave, but my lips didn't work right. 

He came in, rushing to my side, and even through the miasma that clouded my vision I could see the concern in the motion. His distress, which I could almost physically sense, served to make me angrier yet. Grabbing my hand, he took my pulse, and I weakly moved my arm away from him. 

Other shapes came in behind him, and he turned to call out to them, waving them over to help him. I could feel my anger fighting the chemical cocktail that drifted through my veins. My body started to fight back, just out of a primal need to tell someone off. To tell a whole room of someones off. Pettiness is a hell of an anti-drug, it turns out. 

The other shapes drew closer and lifted me out of my chair. One of many hands on me left and returned quickly, jabbing a flat disc of metal against my neck. I felt a pinch as the disc extended a thin needle into me. Chilled liquid flooded into me. Well, all right, it dribbled into me, a few drops of bullshit entering my system. The taste of lemons coated my tongue and I sighed, audibly. 

First of all, the genuine concern of the first guy to rush over to me was misplaced for good. He'd meant it, I knew that, but the people with him sure as fuck didn't. That little bit of liquid, the taste coating my throat now like slime, I knew that poison. I also knew it would interact with the drugs in my system in exactly the wrong way.

If I'd been annoyed before by the interruption of my slow demise, I found myself flat-out angry now. Not at the attempt on my life, that sort of thing happened. No, they’d done it stupidly, that was the source of my anger. They hadn’t bothered checking what I had in me already, and they’d rushed the job, and now I would have to make them regret all of it, from breaking in straight to waking me the hell up. 

Because that's what the drug combination did. The liquid, a blend of several animal-based neurotoxins and two poisons developed from the blood of plants that didn't occur naturally, destroyed most of the drugs already in my system, burning them out quickly. Knowing that wouldn't have been hard to work around if these idiots had done their homework. Because they also should have known that the combination of what drugs remained plus their own poison would in no way kill me. 

If I felt like being generous, and I so very much did not, but if I did, I would give them partial credit, because that leftover chemical sludge could easily stop a human's heart in a few minutes. But anyone coming for me also knew I wasn't human, not really. Human-adjacent. Human-ish. But not, strictly speaking, human. 

No, the resulting crapfest in my veins didn't kill me. It woke me up. It pissed me off. It gave me a headache the size of a yeti. But it didn't kill me. I looked at the five people in my space. One of them, the one who had rushed toward me, wore a blue button-down shirt and slacks, paired with generic sneakers, with a satchel hung across his body. The other four all wore the same outfit: green slacks, black blazer, black turtleneck. They also had the same haircut, the sort of cheap bowl cut your mother gives you to save time and money, and because she probably couldn't care less about what your head looks like.

“You stupid fucks,” I slurred, my voice still wobbly from a month or so of non-use, “just messed this all up.” They dropped me then, in surprise, and I hit the floor with all the grace of a wet kitten fired from an air cannon. I propped myself up on my elbows, feeling new aches, and shook my head at the five surprised people around me. “Did they decide to send the C Team out today? Is that what happened? Do you need me to write a letter to your bosses explaining what went wrong here for your report cards? It's the sort of mistake that,” I continued, my voice growing in strength and speed until I was spitting words out faster than my brain could keep up with, as I too often did, “a porcupine makes when it decides, 'Hey that puppy wants to cuddle and be friends,' because, oh no, it doesn't want to be friends with you, you dumb spiny loofa on legs. Which, wait, where was...oh come on,” I said as my brain caught up and I remembered the only people to use that particular poison. “Don't the Subtle Knives of the Endless Blossom have anything better to do than try to kill...no wait, hold on.”

I stood up and smiled darkly at the five faces looking back at me. None of them had moved an inch, captured by the sheer Noah-esque flood of words coming from my mouth. Why did they think I let myself run at the mouth that way? 

“The Subtle Knives couldn't have found me. So,” I pointed a long finger at the oddly familiar face in the room. The one who came in with honest concern for my well-being. “You led them to me. You're...” my brain struggled, still not fully online, to place the face. I got it and felt a single bark of laughter escape my throat. “Anders! Holy shit. Well that makes less and less sense. Anders,” I asked him, my finger still aimed directly at his face, “why did you lead a shabby, badly planned kill team of Subtle Knives soldiers to my...no, how did you find me? Then, why did you lead them here?”

Anders just stared at me. 

“Oh, stupid dead Anders,” I said, warmly, “you didn't mean to, you didn't know who they...all right so just...how did you find me?”

“I've been looking for you,” he said, smally, nervously. “And then I got here and you were dead...”

“No,” I corrected, “you were dead, well, what was it fifteen years ago? Fourteen? Something like that. You were dead, stupid dead Anders, but then you weren't and I never have been, and now we're here and these guys,” I lowered my hand, gesturing in an arc at the other four as I did, “are about to realize they have a big problem on their hands and try to kill us for real — not,” I shook my head, annoyed, “with a shitty poison that, I just have to point out, wouldn't have worked anyway, and you guys should have known that, you flaming amateurs. That just gets to me, you know what I mean?” I asked Anders. “It's insulting. Show some respect if you want to kill someone, bring your A game, rise to their level.”

“What?” Anders asked. “What is...you were dead, I mean, almost at least, and I...”

“Anders, keep up. Come over here,” I curled my fingers and urged him to leave the pack. He did, confusion on his face, and I nodded, “there we go. Now, in about two seconds these guys are going to realize they've let me get to my feet and they've just stood there, and this is going to get bloody, unless I do...” I reached for my inner jacket pocket and then laughed. “That move,” I said over my shoulder to Anders, “works better if I'm wearing a suit, and not,” I looked down at myself, realizing I had no clue what I was wearing, “a tank-top and sweatpants.” I shrugged. “We'll do this the hard way, then.” I clapped my hands in front of me, feeling the energy start to grow.

All eyes were on me, as no one knew what would happen next. I drew my hands apart slowly, leaving trails of light hanging in the air. Light dripped from my fingertips, allowing me to form complex sigils in the room. 

The Subtle Knife nearest me took a half-step back. He waited — they all did — for some sort of explosion, maybe, or a burst of energy, some sort of big effect to come. Suckers. I had nothing on me, not even sleeves. Sure, I could fold enough spare energy to draw pretty shapes in the air that would last — I wasn't sure, maybe another thirty seconds at best. That's all they were though — light.

I glanced behind me at Anders and smiled. Then I mouthed “Door“ and turned away without thinking to make sure he’d understood me. One deep breath in, hold it for two seconds, then exhale, and I ran the other way, right into the Subtle Knives. 

I heard Anders’s footsteps moving away from me, good. He got that, at least. The Subtle Knives startled as I charged, moving into some sort of fancy fighting stance or another, I couldn't tell you. I had zero intention of fighting them. Instead I barreled through them and to the closet. 

Yanking the door open, I stood with it between me and the Subtle Knives who were, I'm sure, recovering and turning to get to me. In front of me, however, hung a dark orange suit, torn to shreds. Like someone with a knife had had a very personal, and lengthy, conversion with it that ended the way a soulful talk with a tiger ends.

Me. The suit had had a talk with me. 

I didn't care about that, though — I reached down and grabbed the WarBoots sitting below. Boots in hands, I dropped to the floor in a squat and turned as I did, causing the Subtle Knives reaching for me to grab nothing but air.

Standing again, I took off at a run, heading for the door, chasing Anders, making sure they saw the Boots in my hand. The Subtle Knives followed, after a few beats. Anders had worked his way down the four flights to the street, and I gained on him easily. 

“Right at the door,” I said as softly as I could while still making sure he heard me. He didn't reply but managed to turn the correct direction as he left the building. I could've grabbed his shoulder by then, but didn't want to slow either of us down. I still almost grabbed the strap of the bag crossing his back, wanting to make sure.

This, right then, the running, the being chased and having to think of four alternate plans because you always know the first few would fall flat, this was what I had been trying to put behind me. I was done with it. Having the whole mess of that life find me made me want to claw the eyes out of the world. 

Instead I just said, “Duck into the next building,” and followed Anders as he did as asked. I held an arm across his chest, pushing him further into the shadows in the lobby of the building we'd entered. I set the Boots down softly.

White, they came up a good eight inches, looking, mostly, like any other pair of beaten-to-crap boots in the world. Cracked and scuffed, the WarBoots were unique on Earth. Small black boxes dotted the outside near the top, each one about an inch square. They sat open, their fasteners split down the middle. I stepped into them, slowly, almost reverently. I fought, the entire time, the urge to curse really loudly.

I should've destroyed them when I turned away, when I did my suit in. I know I should've, but destroying WarBoots isn't easy and even if I could've just tossed them into a fire and walked away I don't think I would've. We'd been through too much together, these Boots and I.

My feet fit perfectly, the fasteners hanging open. Waiting. I closed my eyes and lifted my heels inside the boots, bringing each down in a quick pattern — tap, taptap, tap. The boxes on the side of each WarBoot glowed softly and the fasteners snapped shut by themselves. 

I shoved Anders back harder as the Knives ran by, not even glancing toward the building we stood in. They went by, and I waited. Sure enough, they came back, looking around and talking to each other. Frustrated, they headed off. I stood there, arm against Ander's chest, breathing slow and deep, feeling the strange, constant background hum of the WarBoots in my bones. 

“They didn't even look?” Anders whispered.

I turned, letting my arm drop away from him, and gave him a grin I hated even as I did it. The grin came from the old me, the one that enjoyed this sort of thing, and I'd be damned if I would let it get a toehold in me again. “I made sure they saw the WarBoots,” I said, pointing down at them, “and knew they would assume I’d put them on during the run and use them. This group, they're low-level, the sort of team you send to deal with a kitten up a tree when you need to set fire to the tree. They're not bright enough to track a FastWalk.”

“You mean running?”

“No, you can track running, you just sort of...well, you look and see where someone went, because people don't tend to run so fast they vanish from sight in a second or two. FastWalking — well, shit, you're about to find out.” I pushed open the door and stepped out into the cool Regina afternoon at a perfectly leisurely pace. “What I need you to do is hold my arm tight. Do not let go,” I told him, holding out my right arm for him to grab. “Now,” I thought about it a second, “you've walked before. I mean that isn't a question, I'm just telling you. You've taken steps. This will be the same thing. Watch my feet, don't watch where we're going. It'll be easier. When you see my foot start to swing forward, match my step. Bring your step down as I do, and repeat. That's all you need to do, match my stride, all right?”

“Sure,” he said casually, and I could see the thought race across his face as he considered that I might have some sort of problem causing me to need to explain walking.

“This will be exactly like walking, just put one foot in front of the other, ten miles away,” I said.

“Wait, what?”

“Simple,” I said, and started to swing my foot forward, “just match my steps.” I knew if I gave him too long to consider, to ask questions, we'd be stuck there for days, and though I didn't see anyone around looking for us, frankly that meant less than nothing considering how the day'd gone so far. 

The world around us jumped into fast forward. The WarBoots hummed louder, the vibrations traveling up my legs to my spine. I put my foot down, looking to make sure Anders kept up. He did fine and I lifted my back leg, watching him copy me quick enough that the step continued smoothly. We walked like that, carefully so Anders could get used to the ride as much as anyone with absolutely no idea what was going on could. 

Back leg swinging forward, we took another step together. The WarBoots did their job perfectly, undamaged by sitting in a closet for a month or two. Not a surprise — they were the one thing left I could trust with my life. 

Also, let me be clear here, the drugs I had flowing through my system when Anders and his “friends“ broke in wouldn't have killed me. I wasn't suicidal. Not really. At worst, if I let it, the chemicals could've put me in a coma. Some people play chicken in strange ways. You have to test your limits. That's all it was. 

Which is, of course, a lie. I could've died. I probably wouldn't have. Let's be realistic and pin it down at a seventy-five percent survival rate. That twenty-five percent, though — I could tell you I didn't root for it, but if I didn't, at least on some level, want the drugs to win why play the game, right? 

It's complicated. That's what I told myself as I kept walking. We'd walked in a basically straight line so far, heading south. We needed to turn a bit, and turning while FastWalking can be tricky if you don't know what you're doing. It's worse when you have a passenger. I warned Anders, best I could, and turned, feeling the skid try and pull me off course to the side. I fought it, yelling, “Lean into the turn!” to Anders, who did as he was told well enough. We only almost skidded out. 

No one wants to find themselves moving sideways and dropping back fully into regular space like that. You don't tend to limp away. We held course, though, and kept walking. I glanced over at Anders and saw he was studiously watching my feet and not looking up. 

I guessed he had looked up at least once and realized why I’d warned him. The world flashed by, a giant Technicolor blur that hurt to stare at. You needed to learn to, and wearing the WarBoots helped some, but I wore them and Anders didn't, plus I wasn't new to this ride. Which was as it should be. There wasn't anything special about it, I just owned the damned things. 

We took a few more steps, around seventy in total since we'd started, and I told Anders to stop as I stopped, no sooner, and gave him a countdown on how many more steps we had. We stopped, and I looked around, pretending to ignore the sound of Anders throwing up. The sun was already on its slow descent and the air was fresh as I took a big, deep gulp of it. FastWalks always leave you breathing stale air — you get wisps that are slow enough to breathe caught up in your wake, but it's like breathing twelve-hour-old airplane air. 

Anders recovered enough to stand up straight and look around. “Where are we?” he asked, and I grunted at him in mild surprise. Most people would ask how before where, after something like that. He was proving to be an interesting one. 

“Cheyenne, Wyoming,” I told him, turning around on the spot. “Do you see a cheap hotel, maybe?”

“You need to rest after,” he waved his hands in search of a description for what we'd just done and came up empty, “...that?”

“No,” I told him, only kind of lying. “But I do want a shower.”

“Oh,” he said, “well I don't know the area...”

“It's fine,” I said, and took off walking, “most towns are basically the same. There's a main strip, right?” I gestured around us at the sparse shops. “We're obviously not really on it, but probably close. So we go a bit and find the center then work our way out. Someone will be trying to let people take a nap near the action, just so they can get back to it and spend more money.” I turned a corner, Anders a step behind me. “And I know that sounds mercenary and you're thinking, 'Well a lot of towns aren't just trying to take tourists’ money,' but really of course they are, that's the job of a small local hotel like that. Anyway, we'll find it, and you can explain some stuff, then you can leave and I can have that shower.”

“Uhm, all right,” he said, hesitant. I ignored the tone and kept looking for a hotel. Whatever his reasons for being around, I'd find out soon enough. What I didn't want to happen was me finding out that the reason landed me in a bad spot, something that I might have to deal with, while standing in the middle of a street. For the next few I'd play along, and use it to get us somewhere enclosed, in case. 

Then, after dealing with him, I could go back to working out if I wanted to be here, or anywhere, anymore. What good was it? I needed to figure it out, and I wouldn't do that while running around.

About fifteen minutes later, which was passed with mostly silence, we found a place. Anders didn't seem inclined to talk, or at least all he wanted was answers I wouldn't give him yet. Maybe he realized I needed my own answers first. Whatever the reason, I didn't really care. I led us into the small, four-story hotel and past the aggressively beige walls and chrome door accents to the front desk. 

The desk clerk looked as bored as a human could get without dissolving into a puddle of goo. I shrugged at him and he nodded. “Anders,” I said, not even looking at him, “pay the nice hotel for a room.”

“Me?” he asked, fishing out his wallet anyway.

“Stupid dead Anders, you're why I had to leave in a hurry wearing just this. Do I look,” I gestured at myself, “like I have a wallet on me?”

Desk Clerk didn't even raise an eyebrow at that. Couldn't have been the third strangest thing said around him this week, though. He traded us some keys for a swipe of Anders's credit card and we rode up to the third floor in a rickety elevator that seemed old enough to be the building’s original one. I leaned against the back wall of it, while we rode up for what seemed like...elevators are supposed to be faster than stairs, is all I mean. 

The room itself, when we got there, was so tiny the double bed in it took up over half the floorspace. We could get around each other, if we needed to, but would have to work at not touching when we did. The paint, that special off-white that hotels love, had just started to fade, and the single bare bulb light in the ceiling did the place no favors. I pulled the curtains shut and sat down in the single chair next to a tiny round side table. Anders sat on the edge of the bed and just looked at me as he took his bag off and set it on the bed.

I picked up the phone that sat on the end table and called downstairs. Reluctantly the desk clerk agreed to order a pizza to our room and have the guy deliver right to us. I thanked him and set the phone down, looking at Anders. “What?”

“I thought you just wanted a shower,” he said, perched on the edge of the bed and nervously still.

“And then I realized I was hungry,” I said, “and that you probably are, too. What's the problem, outside of you having to pay for it?”

“I just...no, nothing,” Anders said, looking away from me to stare at the floor.

“Out with it,” I said. “I mean think of it this way, you could tell me or I could sit here and ask you a whole lot more questions. Because there's something going on here that doesn't add up. You're obviously not with the Subtle Knives of the Endless Blossom.”

“I don't even know what that is,” he said.

“I believe you,” I told him, “which is part of my problem here. So what the hell, Anders? What's your problem? Right this second, what is it?”

“All right!” he yelled, standing. “You're just...” he waved his hands about in as loss for words, pacing in a tight formation around the end of the bed, “...less than I thought you would be.”

“And what,” I asked, leaning as far back in my crappy chair as I could, “is that supposed to mean?” I also worked to ignore the smell of the cheap carpet wafting up toward me. A small gag felt appropriate but right then I felt Anders would take it the wrong way, and I wasn't sure yet why I would even care. 

“You clearly remember who I am,” he said.

“Clearly.”

“Thirteen years ago,” he said, “I died, because you startled me off a roof. Then you brought me back. I remember it. My parents said I imagined it but I knew. So as soon as I was old enough to leave home, I started looking for you. Asking around, after an impossible woman, teleporting around rooftops. It didn't go well, at first.” He shrugged.

“I imagine not,” I agreed. 

“But I kept at it. That was all I did. I heard rumors, other people who had run into you, forums with strange cases — a lot of people making stuff up, sure, but just enough truth to keep me moving. Across states, whenever a sighting happened close enough for me to get to.”

He stopped and took a breath before sitting back down on the edge of the bed. He clearly wasn't used to speaking this much, never mind all in a rush. He stared down at his feet and started talking again, softer now. “I've been washing dishes, stocking bookshelves, waiting tables, whatever I could to keep going, just to find you. Just to find the magic person who saved my life and made it all look like such fun. And instead I find...” he looked up then, letting his glance take me in, all of me in my disheveled state. “I find you.”

“I sort of — I'll be honest here, Anders — I sort of wish I was offended, but,” I looked down at myself, “no, I get it.”

“I had a lead, quit my last job, and started up into Canada. Nothing. My visa had run out, I was going to have to deal with that on either side of the boarder, but there was utter silence. No sightings in a few years. I explored Canada, went back to older sightings in the area, everything. No luck. I was about to give up when these guys approached me, looking for you. They sounded just like the other people I knew who hunted down references to you, except they all kept dressing the same. Like a uniform. But some people have strange religions I'm not privy to, so...” He waved his hands again. 

“All right, but come on. Why were you looking for me at all?” I asked. “You had a whole new life to live and not spend falling off rooftops. And you spend half of it wandering around looking for me?”

“I wanted to be like you,” he said, hurt.

“So why weren't you?” I asked. “I mean, let's say — fine, let's say I get it. You had an idea of what I am, who I am, from a ten-second interaction, and wanted that thing for yourself. So why not just do it? Instead you chase down a fiction in search of, I'll assume, meaning — and come on, Anders, I didn't save you so you could just waste yourself like this.”

“It wasn't a waste,” he insisted. He kept his voice small in the room, still looking at his feet, though I suppose he could have been studying the rug and wondering why it smelled as strongly as it did.

A knock as the door made him jump, but I just raised an eyebrow. “Pizza,” I told him. 

“Couldn't it be those — whatever they were? They found us already?”

“Then they better have pizza with them,” I told him. “Go get the door and let's see.” I didn't want Anders hurt, but I figured if the Knives found me that fast they really wanted me dead and I could use that to trade for Anders’s life. Or I could give in and think of something else fast. Either way, I didn't care. I couldn't work up the energy to. 

The pizza guy was just a pizza guy and Anders paid him and set the pizza on the table near my chair, shifting it so it sat nearer the bed before he sat back down and took a piece. “It wasn't,” he said as he chewed, “a waste of my life. I saw a lot of two countries, and met a lot of people, and—”

“And helped people when you could?” I asked.

“Of course,” he said. 

“Then what the hell do you need me for? Go on,” I waved him away with a piece of pizza, “get back to it.”

“What happened to you?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I lied. “Like you would even know. Anders, you don't know me. Seriously.”

“I spent years looking into you. Paige Never, the woman who shows up when you need her the most and expect it the least. The person who will save you, and leave the unexplained behind, so no one will ever even believe you if you tell them about her.”

“So you know some press clippings, and obviously people do believe you if you tell them or you wouldn't be here. So there's that whole argument put to bed. Sure, sometimes I helped people, but that was then. You don't know me, Anders. Just go on, live an actual full life, and leave me to it.”

Anders sat there, finishing another slice, thinking. After a minute or so of silence, when I was almost sure I'd figured out what chemicals were being misused to make the rug smell terrible, he smiled. “Aren't you at least interested in why they were after you?”

“Trying to stoke curiosity to get me to do what you want?” I asked. “Lame, Anders. And who cares why? I've made a lot of people angry over the years. Most folks don't need much more reason than that.”

“You seemed confused, though,” he said, pressing the matter.

“Well, sure,” I said, my mouth running away with me before I manage to stop it, “the Subtle Knives of the Endless Blossom don't normally hunt like that, much less have a reason to try for me, I'm way above their pay grade.”

“So then why did they?” Anders smiled as he asked his question and I considered punching him. I didn't care. He was so seemingly invested in making me be the thing he thought I should be that he was ignoring the reality of the situation. Alternatively, reverse all that and blame me, I guess. 

“Who knows, or cares, Anders?” We'd eaten most of the pizza by then, and the last slice hung out in the box all alone. 

“I care,” he said, sharper than I expected. “Don't you get it? They used me to get to you. I spent years trying to find you, wanting to be like you — do you really not get it?”

I held up a hand palm out in supplication. I did get it. He felt he had somehow betrayed me — me, the goal of his life. And even though, wow, I shouldn't have been, I still was that goal for him and finding out you’d been used to almost kill the thing you wanted more than anything — that hurt. I did understand. So why couldn't I just tell him that? 

And there it was. If I didn't understand him, I could push away any sense of responsibility. Admitting it, though, knowing exactly why he cared, that made me complicit, at least in my own head. Personally, I didn't care why the Knives were coming for me. Hell, if they managed to do me in then they did. I wouldn't just roll over for them, of course not, but if they pulled it off, then they did. I could accept that. 

But they’d done Anders wrong, and he just wanted to help. To help other people, of course, in some broken sense of following in what he’d decided were my footprints. More than that, though, Anders wanted to help me now. Partly to make up for what he felt was his part in me almost getting killed, as if that was a rare occurrence, and partly because that was simply who he was.

That did get to me. His desire to help on a few different levels, most of them utterly, consciously unselfish, spoke to me. I didn't want to snuff it out, even if I no longer wanted to partake myself. Which left only one answer. I took the last slice of pizza and dropped the empty box on the floor, near my feet.

“Let's say, for the sake of argument,” I said, after I swallowed, “I do get it. And fun fact,” I added, “if you consider all the times pizza has brokered understanding, I mean it stopped a war once. Not some ancient Roman war, I know you're thinking it, but no, this wasn't some old-timey people sitting around a fire going 'Let me show you what we invented' and sharing one of the first pizzas as a way to bring about peace. That would have been great, I agree, but I've never heard of it. Back in the 1960's, though,” I said, gesturing with the last quarter of the slice in my hand, “there was a group who created a Slide Dimension. One of those stupid things people think is a great idea, they can create a section of their own reality and rule it and to hell with everyone else.” I laughed and took another bite. “Anyway, they always — and I mean always here, I've never seen someone create a Slide Dimension who does the math correctly before they whip the stupid thing into existence — they always leave a drain hole, because you have to. Slide Dimensions don't function well by themselves, there's an entropy leak, so they keep sucking on the nipple of the actual universe like the milk is free. 

“Milk,” I said,” is never free, Anders. Not for the cow, or goat, or I don't know whatever it is you like to milk. Rattlesnake. The damn rattlesnake milk isn't free for everyone, even if you can force it from the snake, see? So they forget this and a small war breaks out right on the border.”

“What does this...” Anders started to ask, but I shrugged and gnawed on some crust.

“Short war, though, because the drainage hole was even bigger than normal, and once you create a Slide Dimension for yourself you're not going to be the type of person inclined to just break it down because you messed up. But a bigger drain meant everyone noticed, and when I say everyone, I mean the Ascension noticed, The Collective Twitch started asking questions, hell, the Subtle Knives probably noticed, but fuck them. So yeah, war, and fast. But we...” I stopped, closed my eyes and corrected myself, “but I came by, delivered some pizza. Exactly like you don't, to the border of a growing war. It stopped everything, though, partly because who does that, but also because the energy drain, the entropic flow, really sped up near the border given how badly things were constructed, and people were seriously, deathly hungry because the various factions hadn't thought to take that into account even.

“Yeah, so while people gobbled pizza like starved hamsters, peace broke out and we were able to refold the Slide Dimension back harmlessly. Without it there, and with the idiots who'd tried to create it in the first place also so hungry they'd lost most of their body mass in only a few hours, they realized the problem and had to stare at it, too. So no more war, just pizza and some light incarceration.

“Which is why,” I said, finishing the slice and looking at Anders, “pizza is a really good idea to help you settle some shit.” I nodded and looked down at myself. “I still need that shower, and I'll need to change.”

“Wait, I'm still...”

“I'm going to go look into this, all right?” I took a few quick shallow breaths and looked at the pizza box, preparing.

“I'm coming with you,” he said, as I admit I knew he would. 

“Then you need to change, too,” I said, not fighting it yet. He'd earned this, to an extent. “But understand, we're just going to go talk to one friend, maybe raise a flag, and leave it there. This isn't a thing, and it won't become one.”

“Sure, sure,” he said, far too quickly. “But why do I need to change? I didn't see a store around here when we came in.”

“We don't need one,” I told him, and kicked the pizza box with intent. The kick wasn't hard, but the intent behind it helped refold the universe, so I had that going for me. Anders jumped at the kick, but I ignored him. 

Opening the box, I took out a suit and a pair of shoes. Black suit, green shirt, matching green tie, and a pair of simple black dress shoes with good, biting tread on them. Setting them down on the floor, I looked at Anders. “This should fit. Unless I'm seriously rusty, which I am, but still — should fit.” Closing the box, I kicked it again. I opened it and took out another set of clothes, this time for me. I didn't need shoes, since the WarBoots weren't the sort of footwear you replace.

“Wait, what?” Anders stared at the clothes in his hand, and then looked at the second set I set on the table, and then again at the box. He repeated the three-stage look a few times.

“It's nothing,” I reassured him.

“That wasn't nothing,” he insisted, “you just pulled two sets of clothes from nowhere.”

“No,” I said, “I pulled them from this box.” I nudged the still-open pizza box with my foot. 

“That's impossible.”

“Obviously it isn't,” I said. “It's a simple causality fold. Normally you do a thing and then something happens, you push a book off a table and it hits the floor. Simple universal rule. This just inverts it. The book is on the floor, and so now, at some point, it needs to be pushed off the table.”

“That doesn't help,” he said. “How does the book get back on the table if it was already pushed off?”

“It wasn't pushed off, that's my point,” I said.

“Then how can it be on the floor, and if it is on the floor, how can it also be on the table waiting to be pushed?”

I stood up, picking up the bundle of clothes. I tapped my feet inside the WarBoots in the right pattern and the connectors opened. I didn't take them off, which wasn't a sign that I didn't trust Anders so much as that I didn't like the idea of the Boots being out of my sight anymore. “So long as you close the loop, make sure you commit the cause eventually, it's all fine. The universe sorts itself out. So long as you close the loop,” I repeated with a shrug.

“So you can do magic. Show me again?” 

“It isn't magic, it's applied science, and before you say it, no, any science advanced enough doesn't look like magic. That's flat out wrong. It doesn't look like magic. The right way to say it is that advanced stuff makes people stop thinking and so they assign the magic label so they don't have to work out the logic behind it.”

“There's no logic behind...”

“Oh, fine,” I said. I snapped my fingers. “Look under the bed.”

Anders got off the bed, knelt on the floor, and pulled the pizza box out. He looked at the box in his hand and then at the identical box still on the floor. “But that's the same...it has the same grease stain and—”

I kicked the box still on the floor so it slid under the bed. “There, now it's under the bed where you found it.”

He set the box in his hand on the bed and looked under for the one I had kicked. There was, of course, nothing there. “Where'd it go?”

“You just pulled it out and put it on the bed,” I explained.

“No, but there were two boxes and then you—”

“And then I completed the loop. You grabbed the box from under the bed. So I put it under the bed. Once I completed the loop, the one I put under the bed became the one you had already pulled out, so it can't be in two places at once.”

“But it was in two places,” he insisted.

“Until I completed the loop. That's what I mean. You need to complete the loop,” I said, not sure how else to explain it. I stood up. “I need a shower, or I'll be forced to gnaw my own arm off just in protest. But go, you shower and change. I need to make a call first.” I herded him into the bathroom before he could protest about causality looping making no sense again.

I grabbed the phone and dialed. Wrong number. Right, it'd been a few years since I'd called Smythe. Just meant I'd have to show up unannounced, but it wouldn't be the first time for that. I heard water running from the bathroom and stood there, thinking. I considered leaving, just ditching Anders. I didn't really care about the Subtle Knives problem, outside of a spot of curiosity, and digging into it at all could put him at risk.

Of course, if I left him, there was a good chance they would, if they were serious about finding me, find Anders again instead. And this time they wouldn't use him to find me, they'd just kill him. 

Thanks to me, another person was in danger. Once again it all came down on my head. I needed to keep Anders safe now, at least safe enough to get him clear of this. Which led to the question of how safe I could make him. Let's say I found out why they wanted to kill me — I didn't intend to do anything about it, really, because to hell with them. But that didn't put Anders in the clear.

I started to get angry. This is how it happened, you tried to make sure someone was safe but you couldn't ever stop, could you? Being safe, like being happy, was a fleeting concept. I couldn't be
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