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Chapter 1 Dori Jackson
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Maxton City SAFE Research Institute is right next to the university town, just ten minutes from downtown and the Maxton City Police Department. SAFE—Special Attack Force for Emergency—is an independent agency under the Department of Homeland Security, with its own investigative arm, like the CIA or FBI. The name sounds broad, but everyone, voter or not, knows it exists for one purpose: to manage genetic Vitiosan. SAFE has its own facilities in every city. In Maxton City, it's a six-story white building. From the left-hand windows, you can take in the scenic view of Modo Lake.

“Your vitals are normal,” the doctor said, setting her tablet on the desk and filling in the form with a stylus, occasionally hitting Enter. “Dorian Gabriel Jackson, Class F, no violations on record. E16 and E29 mutations appeared at sixteen, and this year marks ten years... That's good news. It means starting next year, you only need to come in for a checkup every five years.”

Dori tossed the cotton ball from his blood draw into the trash. He'd queued up since nine in the morning and was only now getting his results. “So my mutation has stabilized?” Generally, a Class F Vitiosan's superpower can't affect society or be used for profit, so the government barely monitors them at all—the annual physical is just to catch any health problems early.

The doctor nodded, pecking at the keyboard with two fingers. “Yes. Don't move; we're not done. Now, show me your superpower.”

Dori went through this routine every year; he had the steps down by heart. He extended his hand over the desk, palm up. Slowly, a goofy cartoon figure appeared above it. The doctor nodded and recorded: Can simulate a yellow square...

“No, that's SpongeBob,” Dori cut in. “It should be in the records. My superpower is visual and auditory hallucinations, but only cartoonish effects. Want to see Peppa Pig?”

The middle-aged doctor nodded thoughtfully and said, “No need, but it's rather amusing. If you wanted to become a performance artist, you'd have to file for an upgrade to Class E. Otherwise you can't make money from it. You're clear on the rules, yes?”

“I'm a baker. I like my job,” Dori said, scratching his head sheepishly. This superpower was just too childish; plenty of upperclassmen had mocked him for it back in high school. “Besides, Class E and above all have to wear collars...”

The doctor looked up. “Class F requires them, too.” Locators and Suppression Hubs were distributed nationwide to keep these Vitiosan from committing crimes. They were only allowed to use their powers in approved settings—all dressed up, of course, as “health protection,” since many Vitiosan really did develop linked genetic disorders after awakening, like vision loss or rickets.

“But ours are necklaces. At least nobody can tell,” Dori pulled the chain out from under his shirt. Dangling at the end was a tiny ring, the size of a dime, with a chip embedded in a transparent film across its center. “I saw in the pamphlet that a new model's coming out?”

The last one barely lasted two years before they scrapped it for some “technical reason.” You can just imagine how much SAFE rakes in every year.

“Yes, you can pick from different styles. The base model goes for 299 dollars,” the doctor said, pulling a white box from the drawer. Inside was an assortment of little rings, complete with the matching necklaces, of course. “This one fits into a watch—waterproof, fireproof. And this one’s designed for body implantation. Well, you know...” Dori knew all too well. Society wasn’t kind to ordinary Vitiosans like himself. Anyone rated E or higher had to bare their necks, wrapped in that dark red collar, enduring the judgmental stares of strangers.

“Does insurance cover this?” Dori tried. At the negative reply, he sighed. “I’ll just take the cheapest one, then.”

Dori walked out of the SAFE Research Institute, wallet flat, silently vowing he wouldn’t come back until his next checkup in five years. Unless, of course, they rolled out yet another generation of collars. He pulled out the necklace he’d just bought, glanced at it, then shoved it back in—definitely not worth three days’ pay. Summer in Maxton City wasn’t as stifling as down south, but the blazing sun still scorched the earth. He still had enough time to hit the supermarket, grab a coffee, pick up pizza, and then head home to crash on the sofa for a solid sleep.

But his day didn’t go as smoothly as he’d hoped. Case in point: a call from his mother, and the little sliver of good mood he’d mustered was instantly gone.

“Oh, my poor Dori. How can a necklace cost that much? I really need to have a word with your brother,” his mother Lauren rambled on the other end of the line, happily watching her shows while chatting away, completely oblivious that her poor child was standing in line under the blazing sun just to get a coffee. “But the good news is everything’s fine with you. You have no idea how nervous I was ten years ago, terrified you’d end up like other Vitiosans in the neighborhood—either with leukemia or a speech impediment... Lucky for us you’re only F-class. If you were B or above, the government would’ve forced you to enlist.”

Dori held the phone a little away from his ear, ordered an iced Americano—skim milk, sugar substitute—grabbed his receipt, and stepped aside to wait. Finally, he could respond. “It’s fine, Mom. You don’t need to worry about me. It’s not like B-class and above have to enlist, they just have to work for the government. They might even become researchers, you know.”

“Now that you mention it, I nearly forgot—you majored in chemistry back in college. You should’ve gone to grad school, become a professor. My friend Carla is a professor. Her salary is so high she can support seven kids,” his mother veered off for half a minute before circling back. “Anyway, I haven’t been to the city lately. How’s your baking class going? Do you really enjoy that job?”

Dori took his coffee from the barista and finally got that first, refreshing sip. He released a small sigh of relief. “I’m teaching extension classes at Maxton University now. Paid daily, and they’re trying to convince the department to keep me on permanently—something about giving back to the community. Don’t worry, I really do love making cakes.”

“Well, as long as you truly love it. Don’t fret over money. You can always come back home. Dori, I’m so glad you’ve moved on from what happened two years ago,” Lauren said, her voice catching. “But I’m not sure you’ve truly moved on. You seem happy, but, Dori—tell me the truth. Have you actually started making new friends?”

Dori pressed his lips together into a forced smile. “Of course, Mom. Everybody in my class adores me, from the middle school kids to the grandmas. We even go out to bars together, grab a margarita or two.”

“Alright, alright... Hey, sweetie, it’s been two years. Why not start a new chapter? Maybe you can’t date your own students, but you could ask that middle schooler if she has an older sister, or that grandma if she has a granddaughter...”

“I have a girlfriend. I’ll definitely bring her home next Christmas,” Dori said, catching sight of two teenagers who looked like high school students stepping out of a jewelry store. Their faces were tense, yet tinged with a covert delight, and their body language made it obvious that they had something stashed under their unseasonably heavy jackets. “The bus is here—gotta go, Mom. Talk later.”

Don’t get involved, the little devil inside Dori kept screaming. He should just turn around and walk away—take his half-finished Americano, head to the supermarket for next week’s groceries, maybe grab some discounted vegetables and beef. But he couldn’t bring himself to ignore the jewelry store clerk standing helplessly at the door, scanning the street with no idea where the two lowlifes who could cost her job had vanished to.

“Check this out,” one of the lowlifes crowed, crouched behind a dumpster, proudly showing off their loot to his partner. Then his hand came up empty, his face freezing. “Where’s the gold chain? Did you steal it?!”

“You’re the one who hid it!” the other shot back without missing a beat, grabbing at his jacket and frantically rifling through—no, tearing apart—every pocket, trying to find the jewelry that had just been stolen and then, impossibly, vanished.

Dori walked right past them, unnoticed. That was Dori’s true superpower: vivid visions and auditory hallucinations that could even scramble a person’s memory, making these two sorry dupes genuinely believe the other was trying to keep the haul for himself. Ten years ago, all he could produce was something like a cheap cartoon effect. But what no one else knew was that he had undergone a second awakening.

SAFE never ordered another round of genetic testing on him. At every routine checkup, Dori simply made the doctors see whatever they were supposed to see. Human eyes were easy to deceive—that was the loophole an illusion-type superpower could exploit from within the system. The best part about hiding his real strength? The collar designed for an F-level user never once detected him using his ability. Besides, Dori just wanted to live a quiet, ordinary life. Only when he couldn’t stomach the wrongdoing did he play the role of a vigilante—and even that was only occasional. He had zero respect for the government-packaged city heroes.

The gold jewelry lay right there on the ground. Dori walked over, picked it up, and didn’t cancel the illusion until he reached the intersection.

“You really didn’t take it?” “Dammit, what the hell just happened?” “How should I know? Did we see a ghost or something?”

Dori returned the jewelry to the store and politely declined when the young clerk offered to buy him dinner. Maybe his mother was right—he still hadn’t fully recovered normal social skills. But life was comfortable. He had no desire to find strands of another person’s hair—or any other kind of hair—in his apartment.

The supermarket was packed. A middle-aged man tried to cut in line, so Dori made him believe his son was lost; the man burst into panicked tears in front of everyone, utterly humiliated. Then there was a kid trying to peel off an anti-theft tag. Dori subtly extended his hand, and a second later the kid screamed, convinced he’d seen his own finger sliced open by the tag.

These little tricks were damn satisfying. Dori admitted he had selfish reasons—he had no intention of being regulated. Even an E-level Vitiosan had their superpower restricted. How boring would that be? “Next!”

Checkout went smoothly. Dori peered into his paper bag at the steak marked 70% off and the buy-one-get-one-free fries, already plotting a decent dinner. Hugging the bag, he headed out, planning to take a shortcut back to his apartment. But as luck would have it, he ran into yet another scene of social decay: what looked like a group of thugs bullying an innocent passerby.

And the thugs had a gun.
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Chapter 2 Lysander
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Lysander walked out of the base with a box of Belgian chocolates. At the stairwell, he greeted the organization’s young hacker: “Hey Jake, back from your milk run?”

"Go to hell, Lysander," said the kid, a redhead with a dusting of freckles that made him look even younger than he was. He'd long since stopped flinching at the top operative's daily jabs. "What are you today—mercenary, bounty hunter, private eye, or trainee babysitter? Since when does AKMS run daycare?"

"It's called bodyguard. The underworld knows we're the best, and when the client pays, we deliver," Lysander shot back, stepping in to mess up his hair. "I'm off to snatch someone. Let's hope it stays clean. Be good—don't wreck the AKMS base while I'm gone, you got that?"

"It's just a basement with two computers!"

Out in the sunlight, Lysander stretched and patted his pocket—empty. "Son of a bitch," he muttered. That light-fingered punk must have swiped his chocolate. Only fifteen, and he didn't even like anything below fifty percent cacao—he just loved the lift.

No time to stew over it. Lysander had just taken the job, and the clock was ticking.

The target was a white male, around thirty, brown hair, medium build—the standard face in the crowd up here in the state capital. Lysander had spent ages zeroing in on his location, learning he'd be heading to Maxton University today to meet some so-called old friend.

Three... two... one—the target strolled into view. Lysander tailed him like any other passerby, only closing the gap once he slipped into an alley. At a fork, he grabbed the man by the collar and hauled him into a deeper cut between the walls. The poor bastard was on the phone; it hit the ground, screen blinking twice before dying black.

"Don't move." Lysander didn't even rack the slide, but the threat was enough. He ripped the briefcase from the target's hand and tore it open. "The files. Where?"

"What files?" The man's voice shook. After a beat, he dropped the innocent-act and cut straight to it: "Who sent you? Maxton City PD? SAFE? Or some rebel outfit... the Anti-Hero League?"

"None of your damn business."

The target let out a sharp, incredulous laugh—hard to believe with a gun in his face. "You're robbing me! That makes it my business! And I don't have what you want."

Wrong. He had it. Lysander found a hidden pocket in the briefcase, just needing the right trick to open it—then everything went black. A sudden storm, thunder and lightning, the air heavy and wet. In that split-second haze, the target twisted and drove an uppercut into his jaw. The guy was trained, no question—soldier, operative, something. Then he snatched the briefcase and ran.

Lysander knew the map cold before coming, but when he charged after the man, a wall materialized right in front of him. Interesting. Twelve years in the game, and he recognized the play: a mental-manipulation Vitiosan, off the grid, unregistered, free to wield their superpower however they pleased.

He reached out and pressed his palm to the wall. The illusion shattered—he'd found the crack. Lucky break: he caught the last flicker of the target's shadow.

He ran flat out, swearing he'd never pushed harder, tracking the escape path until he burst into a dead-end back lot. Ahead, it looked like a FedEx dock and a chicken-wing joint. The air hit him: ink, cardboard, and that sharp New Orleans-style seasoning.

Round that bend was the FedEx loading alley—the only dead end for the target. The bounty was right there. Lysander couldn't help a grin, palms itching—then a gunshot cracked the air.

"No—fuck, no!" Lysander tore around the corner. Nothing but the target sprawled in a pool of blood. "Stay with me! Don't you die, don't you close your eyes!"

He shrugged off his jacket—a three-hundred-dollar leather coat, a decent brand—and pressed it against the target’s wound, trying to dredge up his name. “Wake up, Ricardo—or Russell? Can you hear me? Hang in there, I haven’t gotten the file yet, you can’t fucking die!” The anonymous client hadn’t wanted him dead, just the encrypted file returned. But Lysander saw that the briefcase had been ripped apart, its contents scattered everywhere. Whoever had killed him must have taken the real prize. “Bastards! Fucking bastards!”

“This...” Ricardo or Russell had blood bubbling from his mouth. With a trembling hand he placed a bloodstained scrap of paper into Lysander’s palm—a corner of the file he had fought desperately to shield from the killer. For some reason, as his life ebbed away, he chose to trust Lysander. He used the last of his strength for this gesture, then his eyes stayed open as his head lolled to the side.

Sirens wailed nearby. Some good Samaritan must have called after hearing the gunshots.

Lysander ignored the paper and kept pressing down on the target’s chest until he truly felt no more rise and fall. A bullet to the heart—no surviving that. He slipped the paper into his pocket, then spun around, grabbing the man behind him by the collar and hauling him into the loading dock.

“How did you know I was there?!” Dori couldn’t believe he’d been spotted. He had clearly used his superpower to hide—even a SAFE operative would’ve been fooled. He’d been trying to stop this tragedy ever since Lysander had aimed his gun at the poor man now lying in his own blood. But it was already too late. When Dori saw the pool of blood, he froze for a full half-minute, then started to feel sick.

And he still couldn’t understand why this man could see through his illusion.

Lysander shoved him against the wall—thanks to the height difference, Dori was still looking down at him, which made Lysander deeply uncomfortable. “Your lousy sensory tricks don’t work on me! Foggy skies, dead ends,” Lysander said, noticing the necklace at his collar and yanking it out. “F-class Vitiosan... looks like we’ve both got something on each other.”

The government or the corporations hadn’t bothered to install surveillance at the back entrance, but ballistics tests or dashcam footage from passing cars could still prove Lysander arrived after the shots were fired. And that would mean endless interrogation while they searched for proof—twenty-four hours, maybe forty-eight. The police would force him to give fingerprints, maybe even DNA, and the government would keep it on file. How could he keep working as a mercenary after that? With everything else piling up, Lysander absolutely could not fall into police hands.

“I won’t tell anyone you hid your superpower level, and you pretend you didn’t see any of this. Deal?”

Dori swallowed nervously. Through the mirror, he saw the police car pulling in. “Do you trust me?”

“What?” Lysander swore his bewildered expression had lasted no more than two milliseconds. He was still gearing up to threaten the man, about to strong-arm him into cooperating, when this human telephone pole just blurted out that question.

Then Dori grabbed his hand and pulled him outside. Together they crouched beside the body, and Dori placed his hand onto the leather jacket. “What’s your name? Your real name—has to be your real name.”

“Uh... Lysander.”

“Pretend you’re still trying to save him,” Dori said, hearing the police car brakes screech. Then he whirled around and shouted, “Hurry! Someone’s been shot! Over here!” He saw the dark-uniformed officers running toward them and stood up quickly. “Hey, Gene. My friend and I found him like this when we arrived. We didn’t see the killer,” Dori patted the officer on the arm—they clearly knew each other. “We only got here two minutes ago. Sorry, we should’ve come sooner...”

Lysander was taken aback. He saw no flicker of doubt on the officer’s face—only a reassuring softness. "It’s okay, Dorian," the officer murmured. "Sorry you have to go through all this again. It’s gotta be rough..." At the same time, a sorrow tinged with genuine regret spread across Dori’s features, and Lysander knew—it wasn’t an act. "Take your friend and head home. You can come back tomorrow to give your statement."

"Thanks, Gene," Dori said, forcing a bitter smile. He grabbed Lysander’s arm and pulled him to his feet, and his voice carried the easy familiarity of an old friend. "Come on, Lysander, let’s get out of here first."

"Oh, okay," Lysander answered, playing the part of a docile companion and letting himself be steered away. Once they were clear of the police’s line of sight, he added, "You’re a very strange guy." Dori had already steadied himself; he tilted his head slightly, still with a hint of confusion. "Most people would peg me as the murderer."

"I saw the whole thing. I noticed you didn’t take that paper the second it was offered."

"So you just assumed I’m innocent? You also saw me threaten him."

"And you threatened me too... Alright, fine," Dori shrugged. "Your piece is a nine-millimeter Zev semi-auto, but that gunshot we heard was a thirty-eight full-auto Glock. So I’m damn sure you’re not the killer. Even if you are pretty intimidating—if you look close, you can make out the scar." Lysander was half Latino, his genes dominating whatever Italian and Chinese heritage was left, and the world’s stereotype of South Americans boiled down to weed, guns, and gang wars. Maybe people had a point.

Lysander let out a soft laugh. Here was a guy who looked so mild-mannered and spoke so gently, yet knew his way around firearms. And everything Dori had just done seemed to confirm one thing: "You used to be a cop."

"Two years back."

"So we’re even now, right?" Lysander stopped at the street corner and watched Dori retrieve two paper bags from under a tree—they looked like newly picked-up necessities. "You helped me out of guilt, didn’t you? You’re thinking, if you hadn’t stopped me from hassling that man, the real killer wouldn’t have gotten him." Dori stood speechless. In barely fifteen minutes this stranger had pierced right into the thoughts he’d been desperate to hide. Lysander suddenly grinned, but with a full measure of roguish swagger. "Do yourself a favor and take up yoga. This line of work really ain’t for you."

"What line of work?"

"Vigilante, superhero, antihero—whatever you plan to do with that hidden superpower of yours..." Lysander shifted gears. He decided this lamppost of a man was different from anyone he had ever met—downright foolish and naive. "Here’s my card. Leave professional matters to the professionals."

Dori took the small card and glanced down. "AKMS Security Group? You’re in..." He started to ask, raising his head—but there was not a trace of the other man anywhere.

Lysander headed back to base. The red-haired young hacker Jake was squatting on his chair, deep into a brand-new game, a half-eaten chocolate bar lying in the trash. If Lysander’s guess was right, the game had dropped at noon. It was now two in the afternoon, and Jake had already beaten it. Hearing movement, Jake pulled off his headphones and spun his chair to face the newcomer. "Hey, no luck?"

"Guy’s dead, and I didn’t get the package. Where is everybody?"

"Vet isn’t off shift yet. Field agents are all out. The rest? Who the hell knows where. It shouldn’t have come to a kill. You didn’t use your superpower?"

Lysander shot him a glare, trying to blot the bloodstains from his shirt. The harder he rubbed, the bigger the stain grew, fraying his patience to shreds. "Fuck... You know what happens every time I cut loose with my superpower. You wanna see me tear the whole base apart? It’s not coming out! Send a request upstairs—I need a new shirt!"

"Oh."

“Doesn’t the big guy from Group B have an assignment he hasn’t gotten around to yet?” No sooner had Lysander spoken than Jake tracked down the file, swiveled his chair over, and dropped it in front of him. “Dorian Jackson... that’s him.” Jake’s face took on a gossipy look, his lips pressed together as if chewing on some half-formed thought. Lysander cut in: “I’ll take this one. If the big guy asks, tell him... to fuck off.”

Jake laughed. “Have you fallen in love, Lysander? Right now, you look exactly like Eggsy when he spotted Harry through the glass!”

“No. I don’t get your strange, tedious references. And they’re not a couple.”

“But Eggsy did breathe out that ‘fuck me’ with genuine feeling...”

“Fuck yourself,” Lysander said, eyes on the file photo. Dori, just out of college in his early twenties, freshly assigned to the force — he looked almost no different from now, the same goofy grin on his face, though back then there was a real sunlight to it. “He’s just a target that needs taking care of.”
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Chapter 3 Baking Class
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“If the statement checks out, sign here,” the capable female detective said, sliding the record toward Dori before letting out a soft sigh. “Dorian, are you all right?”

Dori shrugged, signing as he answered: “Why wouldn’t I be? Did Gene say something to you? Don’t worry, Bethany — I just got shaken up. A young man flat on the ground with a gunshot wound to the chest would shake anyone up.” He finished signing, but never once lifted his eyes to his old partner. For a moment, Bethany couldn’t tell whether he was putting on a show of normality, so she simply took the notebook in silence. “Any leads on the killer?”

“Not yet. You two are the only witnesses. If he managed to slip out of your line of sight, I’d guess he’s probably an unregistered Vitiosan,” Bethany said, stealing a glance at his expression. To her, Dori was like a younger brother. “Listen to me — let this go.”

“If only I’d been a little sooner...” Dori broke off, then smiled. “Just thinking out loud. I won’t go down that road anymore.” The captain and the department psychologist had both long agreed Dori’s mental state was compromised, and he’d seen it himself. Two years ago, he’d voluntarily handed in his resignation to spare everyone the awkwardness. Bethany patted his back and murmured a few words of comfort. Dori rose to his feet: “We should grab a drink sometime. I’m making my own wine now; next month I crack open the first bottles, and I’ll need a few guinea pigs.”

“I’ll make sure to tell Gene.”

“He’ll love it.”

“Hey, Dori,” Bethany called out as he pulled open the iron door of the interrogation room. “If you need someone to talk to — about this latest business, or anything at all — you know my address. My daughter’s cookies and your wine might be a perfect match.”

“I will. If I get the time.”

“And if you ever want to come back,” Bethany had noticed Dori’s gaze drifting more than once to the badge on her chest, “I’m sure the captain — or the chief — would be happy to see you wearing the shield again. From the day you graduated the academy and stepped through that glass door at the precinct for the first time, I knew you were the kind of kid who runs toward danger.”

Dori pressed his lips together and smiled. “The psychologist wouldn’t sign off on it... Besides, I really do love making cakes.”

He walked out of the station and caught the bus to the Maxton University community center. At six in the evening, he had an extension course to teach. The sign-ups were all stay-at-home wives or kids looking to apply to culinary schools — one session of twenty classes, two a week. The community center paid Dori a salary of seventeen thousand dollars, plus he had to serve as head chef for every major event they held. Enough to scrape by, but not enough to keep a car, so Dori was deeply grateful for the city’s solid transit and the free bus pass for teachers.

Before entering the classroom, he went to the locker room to change out of his round-neck navy trench coat and shirt—summers in Maxton City can get as cold as Canada whenever it rains—then pulled a slightly ridiculous orange-yellow apron from the cabinet. A white T-shirt paired with an apron, the kind of uniform seduction that wouldn’t get a single click on certain websites.

“Good evening,” Dori said, tying his apron strings as he walked into the classroom—which was really the community center’s back kitchen, plus two big round tables for group discussion. “Today we’re going to learn tiramisu—what are you doing here?”

The handsome young man, surrounded by elderly ladies and middle school students, waved at the instructor, then shrugged as if to prove that disrupting the class with his sheer charm was purely unintentional. Lysander had barely walked in before he got mobbed. He had to admit he shouldn’t have worn this fitted, short biker jacket or the leather boots. But they were his cheapest clothes; if they got stained with cocoa powder or raw egg, he could just toss them.

“The receptionist at the door said any interested student is welcome to sit in on a trial class.” Lysander swiveled slightly on the rolling chair, an elbow on the table and his head propped on his fist as he tilted to look at Dori. Then he realized he shouldn’t slouch like that, so he adjusted to a proper sitting posture. Dori muttered “unbelievable” under his breath and handed out the printed step-by-step instructions to all the students. Watching the man turn to write on the blackboard, Lysander quietly asked the classmate beside him, “Is he always this cold?”

The woman who seemed like a housewife slowly shook her head. “Dorian is usually so gentle, at least with ladies—oh my god, he might be a closet case.”

“Huh?”

This class was tough. Lysander knew nothing about cooking and was strongly averse to getting his hands dirty—or any activity that might soil his clothes, for that matter; he avoided those like the plague. Dori had no choice but to personally help him soak the ladyfingers and arrange them in the pan.

“Is this even edible?” Lysander stared at the cake base now sitting in the freezer. “It hasn’t even been pasteurized.”

“We use pasteurized eggs,” Dori quickly clarified, also soothing the startled housewives. Then he walked over to Lysander, lowered his voice, and tried hard to sound like a stern kindergarten teacher. “If you don’t like this class, you’d better switch your interest to yoga.”

Lysander suddenly reached out and flicked Dori’s chin. Dori jumped back instantly, stammering something about needing to check if the cocoa powder was ready. This was just too good, a scene Lysander could replay twenty times in his head. Grinning, he turned to the housewife he had been chatting with earlier and said, “You’re right, dear Brittany. He’s definitely a closet case.”

“Told you,” Brittany said with a look of regret, tinged with a hint of cynicism—at least Lysander couldn’t tell from her face that she also cared deeply about current affairs. “I always said the government passing the same-sex marriage bill wouldn’t fix the root of the problem, not unless they stop blacklisting actors who come out of the closet!”

“Uh...”

“Darling, you don’t mind signing this paper, do you? We’re protesting the city’s reduction of green spaces.”

“Oh, sure.” Lysander wrote down “Eggsy Unwin” on the paper.

An interesting class, interesting classmates—it was just the part with sprinkling cocoa powder that Lysander couldn’t stand.

“But without cocoa powder, it wouldn’t be tiramisu.” Unable to bear Lysander’s innocent, pitiful deer-eyed gaze any longer, Dori reluctantly took the sieve. But when he turned around, the deer man had already vanished. He’d slipped away again without a sound. So what did he come for? To see if Dori had told the police the truth? Or just for that chin flick earlier? Dori helped all the students pack up the cakes they were taking home, announced the next class’s theme—chocolate truffles—then returned to the locker room and took off the apron.

The lockers in the changing room were public property, but you had to bring your own lock. Dori had bought the cheapest one from Walmart, the kind that needed a key. But as he reached for the key at his waist while holding his apron, he groped at nothing. Not just the key—the access card, the free bus pass, and the electronic fob for his apartment door, all of them gone.

“God damn Lysander...” In an instant, Dori knew exactly what that little Latino bastard had come for. If he didn’t want the cold-eyed landlady to seize his deposit, he had to get those things back. “God damn.”

Lysander had already forced open the community center basement door, but reaching the second underground level—sealed for decades—meant prying through an iron door hidden in the deepest corner. The frame was rusted solid; nothing could shift it an inch. The lock cylinder had been melted out with strong acid. Nobody goes to that kind of trouble unless they’ve got something to hide. The signal was weak down here, but good enough to call Jake: “Hey kid, take a look at this door. Wot Brothers, 1980. Serial S08819802122.”

“Looking it up,” Jake said, munching a beef stick and hammering at his keyboard. “You sure you want to go wrestling rats, roaches, and maybe a crocodile in the sewer? I mean, we blew it last time—files weren’t retrieved, the target ended up dead, the mystery client stiffed us on the final payment, and we’re dead last in performance. You ought to spend your limited time on jobs that actually pay.”

“But the target gave me a corner of the map before he died. It has to be part of those files. The map leads here. Aren’t you curious?”

“If there really is a crocodile down there, I will be... By the way, Team B’s been silent for three days. If SAFE’s picked them up and they’ve turned on us, I should start packing right now and get ready to run.”

Lysander glanced at the date on his watch. He didn’t much care what other operatives were up to, just as he couldn’t be bothered to remember their names. “Before you run, open this door. Or I’ll come back and crack your skull open—Hey!”

“What happened?” Jake heard the sound of a left hook—or maybe a right hook—but whoever took it, it almost certainly wasn’t Lysander. That was the sound of someone tapping him on the shoulder and him spinning around and letting fly on reflex. Poor victim of a friendly tap.

The poor victim, Dori, was crouched on the ground clutching his nose, letting out a couple of pained grunts. Once he’d made sure his nose wasn’t bleeding, he slowly straightened up. Lysander, now recognizing him, had pulled the punch; otherwise Dori would already be flat on the floor. “Why are you following me?”

“My keys.”

“Here.” Lysander had no intention of apologizing. Sure, he had stolen the things, and yes, he had used stolen property to break the rules, and true, he had just punched Dori—but he was utterly unapologetic. He tossed the keyring back with a flick of his wrist. “Now, goodbye.”

Jake sent through a plan for the door. After hanging up, Lysander dug a Swiss Army knife from his pocket, pulled out the thinnest metal file, and began scraping the rust from the crack. Dori clamped a hand around his wrist. Meeting that terrifying glare, he flinched but didn’t let go. “This is a violation.”

“Then pretend you didn’t see it, F-class Vitiosan.”

Dori was struck dumb. If before they’d each had something on the other, then after their statements were recorded, he was the one who’d come out worse—after all, he couldn’t now retract his own words. He truly hadn’t thought of that. He must have been out of his mind to help this mercenary, bounty hunter, private eye, whatever the hell he was, skirting through the gray zone. “Fine. At least tell me why you’re here—or what’s behind that door.”

“I don’t know.” Lysander had sprung the old lock on the iron door, but he wasn’t in any rush to push it open. Maybe there really was a crocodile behind it. “Can your superpower block an attack?”

“No, as soon as any object touches the illusion, or someone realizes it's an illusion, it collapses. It doesn't last long either—ten minutes, tops.”

“Useless.”

“I can put on Peppa Pig for you; that can run for two hours.”

“Do I need to?” Lysander opened the door. Inside, it was pitch-black and dead silent, as terrifying as a man-eating abyss, reeking of some small creature's putrid death. But the next instant, the entire passage flooded with light. Lysander turned; Dori had opened his right hand—he'd conjured a light, or rather, he'd cranked up the brightness and contrast of the world as Lysander saw it.

Now, Lysander thought his shoulder-length, curly silver hair and blue eyes didn't look so effeminate. “Alright, you can come in with me.”

“I'm supposed to be here to catch you and haul you back.”

“Stop bullshitting. Don't you want to know what's behind all this? A scrap of paper that man gave me pointed to this spot. You have to be interested—you still carry guilt in your heart. This is your chance to ease your conscience.” Lysander felt like the serpent tempting Eve with the apple, coaxing a model citizen who just wanted to bake cakes into breaking the law with him—and damn, did it feel good. “Dori, come on. I know there's still a fire smoldering inside you.”

“No, you don't know me...” Dori's first instinct wasn't to refuse; he was making excuses for himself. He was genuinely intrigued. And, as Lysander had said, this was his chance. Not just to soothe himself, but to restart his journey. He'd been waiting for an opportunity. Even without his gun and badge, even with his lingering psychological scars, he could never resist the pull of adventure. Dori stared at the passage built of stone bricks, racking his brain but utterly failing to find a reason not to go in. Finally, he blurted out, “Don't call me Dori. Only my mom calls me that.”

“Great, Dori baby. Let's go catch some jellyfish.”
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Chapter 4 Roommate
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“So, Dori-jah, what got you kicked out of the police department?” Lysander noticed the light seemed to dim and nudged the man beside him, signaling him to rekindle the illusory torch in his palm.

“Because people like you run wild outside the law and never give me a solid reason to arrest you,” Dori followed behind him, mentally rehearsing the combat techniques he'd once mastered, along with escape routes. “The smell in here is off—kind of like over-fermented German sauerkraut.”

Lysander laughed softly, the corner of his mouth curling up. “I'd let you catch me, put me in handcuffs, throw me on the bed, rip my clothes off, and torture a confession out of me. Usually I'd pay for that, but considering our relationship, maybe you'd give me a discount?”

“First, I'm not gay. Second, I have a girlfriend. And finally, soliciting prostitution is illegal in our state.”

“You really suck all the fun out of everything, don't you?” Lysander's flirtation fell flat. He turned back to see only Dori, solemnly sustaining his superpower, beads of sweat on his forehead from the physical strain. He'd assumed anyone who could fool SAFE had to be some S-class deity—but what deity breaks out in a full sweat after just ten minutes? Unless there was more to the story. But Lysander was more concerned with other matters now: “Come on, smile. I'm just joking. I'm not gay either.”

“Got it.” Dori answered halfheartedly, then managed a smile. He couldn't fathom how this guy could chat so lightheartedly in such a situation. Shouldn't he be on edge, watching for some ancient mechanism to trigger? Like arrows tipped with snake venom, or blades dropping from the ceiling?

Lysander suddenly halted, turned to Dori, and shushed him, then reached for Dori's hand to kill the light. Dori raised his hand and shook his head, indicating that the world only appeared at one-hundred-fifty percent brightness in their eyes. Whoever the approaching footsteps belonged to would see nothing but pitch darkness.

“He can’t see or hear us, but I can’t hold it for much longer,” Dori said, shaking his head as he tried to gather his unraveling thoughts. “I think I know what that fermented cabbage smell is—expired agar plates.” Lysander, an eleventh-grade dropout, raised a confused eyebrow. “They’re for growing microbes, but there’s definitely a special reagent in there. Could be BPA—you add red blood cells to detect bacterial invasion. Normally, this stuff should be disposed of as biological waste, not just lying around in a basement like this.”

Lysander’s face lit up with sudden understanding. “Oh, so it’s a convenient dumping ground for scientists to toss their junk?”

“A dump wouldn’t need armed guards,” Dori said, pointing behind Lysander. “That guy with the flashlight—I spotted him standing guard at the community center entrance a few times.”

The guard was slowly closing in. Maybe Dori had been holding his superpower too long, and the illusion was starting to fray, especially since Lysander could no longer see any light. The guard was frowning in their direction, both hands gripping a pistol with the safety off. The basement was relatively dry, but the floor was coated with a layer of slimy residue from dried-up wastewater. As he trudged forward in his rubber boots, each step produced a faint, sticky squelch that echoed through the space—eerie and unsettling. Lysander reached for the knife at his back, but Dori grabbed his hand. A knife you could bring into a university wouldn’t have a safety lock—it could easily be snatched away.

So Lysander pulled out a collapsible baton instead, only to have Dori stop him once more. Frustrated, he snapped, “Then what exactly do you want me to do?”

“Who’s there?!”

Yes—right as Lysander demanded, Dori’s superpower was almost drained. He couldn’t stop that last syllable from reaching the guard’s ears. Instinctively, Lysander flicked open his baton and took two steps forward, only to be halted by Dori, whose legs were a few inches longer, throwing an arm in front of him. “Detective David, MCPD. This is my partner. We received a report about a suspicious odor. Are you the person in charge?”

Lysander watched, wide-eyed, as Dori pulled a palm-sized badge shaped like a shield from his pocket and flashed it, just for an instant. Is he lying? My God, Lysander thought—the baker who never shuts up about principles, rules, and the law is lying for the second time.

“The MCPD handles this kind of thing?” The guard eyed them, half-skeptical. He switched on his flashlight, but Dori had already whisked the badge away, giving him no chance to catch any details—this was an old model left behind by Dori’s father, obsolete for ten years and long since replaced, brought home back then as a toy for the kids.

Dori nodded, fighting to stay composed. After all, this was his first time acting without a real license. “Do you know what’s in there?”

“It’s the sewer.”

“I don’t think so.” Dori forced himself back into the state of mind he’d had two years ago, planting his hands on his hips as he grilled the man. “Are you illegally dumping lab waste? Hiding a murder? Or running some shady experiment down here?”

The guard shook his head and snapped, “It’s just a sewer backup. We’ll deal with it. Now get out.”

“Sorry, but we’re responsible for the safety of every student and staff member here.”

“This is a Maxton University building. If you don’t have a search warrant, get the hell out—right now. I don’t want anyone’s boss hearing about this and getting somebody fired. Understood?” As he spoke, the guard aimed the flashlight directly into Dori’s eyes, forcing him to turn his head.

Lysander had had enough. He let out a cold, hard laugh. “Is that right? Are you threatening me?”

“You know I have the right to shoot any trespasser,” the guard shot back, just as unyielding. His attitude was so aggressive it practically proved he wasn’t just some bum killing time at a community center. “Now, hand over your badge. I need to verify your identity.”

Dori nodded, reaching for his waist—then threw a punch. “Run!”

"Hold on," Lysander said, seeing the beaten security guard trying to get to his feet. He immediately kicked him in the stomach, then grabbed him by the collar and helped his head have a painfully intimate encounter with the hard wall. Once the guard passed out, he slipped the key ring from his waist. "Give me some light!"

"Can't you wait for me to recharge!" Dori had run more than ten meters away and stood in the middle of a T-junction, waiting. Lysander came up and poked him in the chest with two fingers. Dori spread his hands helplessly. "How old are you, still playing such boring games?"

Whether he had rested enough or Lysander really was electric—though superpower was not actually a battery—Dori lit up the passage again. Even with the dim light, they could see a locked glass door at the end. "Maybe I was right," Dori said, touching the glass on the door, waiting for Lysander to find the key. "I know this product. The vacuum sealed between the two panes of glass—that was cutting-edge technology twenty years ago..."

"What did you guess?" Lysander took a high-grade mask from his pocket, handed it to Dori, and put on another one himself.

"This is a secret lab. It was built here to keep samples safe from air and light contamination. Or—and this is a total guess—maybe what they studied posed a risk to human health, like some new bacteria." Dori found the light switch on the wall and flicked it, flooding the room with light. The lab must have cost a fortune; the wiring from twenty years ago still worked. "Twenty years. This community center was only built twenty years ago. I just made burgers for the anniversary party," Dori said, an even more outlandish idea popping into his mind. "The whole community center was constructed to hide its existence."

Lysander spotted some papers on the floor and picked them up. Half the words he couldn't recognize—some experiment report, probably. He crumpled the pages, stuffed them into his pocket, and kept searching. "What a mess. They didn't even bother to clean up before they left. Were they running for their lives? It's filthy."

"You have a cleanliness obsession," Dori said, spinning around. "Lucky for me I'm not your roommate."

"Maybe you'd like me. Hey, help me figure something out—why was that guy, who died at someone's unknown hands that day, so nervous about this address?"

"Maybe he wanted to expose it to the media? Something happened twenty years ago that forced the school to demolish this lab and build a teaching building over it to cover things up. If I were a journalist or something, I'd do anything to uncover the truth... I mean, maybe I'd be willing to." Dori looked down at his intertwined fingers, unsure if he still had that kind of courage in him today.

Lysander scratched his ear, sore from the mask strap. "I'd only be willing if they paid enough. But now that I know the whole story, there's no need for me to get involved. The more trouble you stir up, the faster you die."

"True... maybe an anonymous letter to the government?" Dori shrugged. When Lysander didn't bite, he changed the subject. "The smell in this place is godawful."

"But there's something to be said for it," Lysander said, pulling out his phone. "It's got a signal." He saw over twenty texts from Jake. A sinking feeling washed over him, and he called immediately. "Hey, kid, what's wrong?"

Jake's end was a chaotic clatter, like he was frantically packing. "Big trouble! My guy at the Maxton City police says they picked up the tall guy from Group B. They couldn't crack him until this morning, when they brought in a telepathic superpower from SAFE—he cracked! He confessed to that bank job last year! There might be more! Maybe AKMS's cover is totally blown!"

"Fu—" Lysander caught himself, no swearing. "Contact the others and evacuate now. Forget about your computer, I'll buy you a new one. Move it!"

"The informant says MCPD just rolled out. We've still got some time. I have to torch all the paper files. Get back here fast—you seriously expect me to handle this alone? I'm a hacker, not some muscle-bound field op! Goddammit, why won't this lighter catch?"

"On my way." Lysander hung up and headed out at once, Dori right on his heels. They both caught the sound of another set of footsteps. Lysander cursed under his breath, turned, and pulled his gun. "Doesn't he know when to quit?"

Dori laid a hand on his shoulder. "Leave it to me." Lysander pressed his lips tight and said nothing. He could see Dori had already pushed himself past the limit again, but with AKMS's nest about to get raided, he couldn't waste a second. Dori conjured a wall in front of himself and another along the path Lysander was taking. Only illusions—the moment that pursuing guard touched one, it would shatter.

Still, Dori stole a glance down the corridor.

The security guard posted at the T-junction swore he actually saw a crocodile in the basement. "Oh, God..." he muttered, and fired. They'd loaded the rounds with half the powder charge to reduce lethality, but it was more than enough to blast the phantom crocodile into splinters. Then he spotted a second one. "No, this can't be real..."

Gunfire cracked without letup. Dori had to spin up illusion after illusion, and it was only a matter of time before the guard figured out this was a Vitiosan trick. Dori braced himself against the wall; a faint sting ran through his arm—nothing serious—but he raised his wrist anyway to check his watch. Enough time for Lysander to get clear... Which meant it was time for him to pull out.

Dori barely had any strength left. The overexertion sent white starbursts swimming across his vision. Maybe—maybe he didn't need to retreat. He drew a deep breath. The only thing that kept him alive these days was the thought of not worrying his mother.

His head was a mess. The last thread of will to survive kept him staggering forward, but one step in he twisted an ankle and pitched straight ahead. He never hit the floor. Barely a fist's width from the ground, someone caught him. "What the hell were you thinking?"

"Lysander..."

"My bad. I forgot he had a gun," Lysander said, and without another word he grabbed Dori by the arm and hauled him onto his back. "Your arm's torn up. No tetanus shot, and I'll be at your funeral next month." Dori's vision swam. Nearly an hour had passed since the first flash of light, and his superpower hadn't let up for a second—every time an illusion got shattered on impact, it exacted an extra toll on him. On top of that, his left forearm ached fiercely: a brand-new souvenir for the day.

"What about your friend? He sounded pretty frantic on the phone."

"Too late..." Lysander ran a rough calculation as he hit the intersection. If he sprinted back to the AKMS base now, he'd likely walk straight into the MCPD clean-up crew. Better to show up half an hour late—all the more since he'd caught the sound of gunfire, and far more to the point, Dori was the mission target. That was a fat commission. No way he was letting him die before anything got dug out of him. "Relax, that kid's sharp."

Dori sat still in the school clinic, watching the doctor wrap gauze around the scrape on his arm—barely a few broken capillaries, and the corridor hadn't been all that filthy to begin with. Lysander was absolutely being paranoid. As for Lysander himself, when Dori looked up, the man had vanished again. He had things to do; that was understandable. Dori stared at the bandaged wound and told himself, this has to be the last time.

The last time he'd let a rush of impulse drag him into danger. That kind of life should've ended long ago, shouldn't it? He'd been a quiet, ordinary civilian for two years now. That was how he was supposed to live the rest of his life.

The last time he'd see Lysander—if he was lucky.

But hope is a lovely thing. After getting home and showering, Dori was just about to stretch out on the couch and put on a breezy comedy when the doorbell rang. He hauled himself up lazily, opened the door, and found himself face to face with Lysander, blood still smeared across his forehead. He slammed the door shut at once.

“Did I just use vision on myself?” He took a deep breath and pulled the door open again. Lysander was still at the doorstep, this time with two suitcases and a cylindrical object poking out of his backpack that looked like a tennis racket handle—was he moving in?

Noticing Dori hadn’t snapped out of it, Lysander spoke first. “Can I come in?”

“Oh, yes—wait, no! You can’t!” Polite to a fault, Dori almost got carried away before he caught himself. He reached out and shoved at Lysander’s chest. “Why are you coming to my place? Actually, first question: how do you even know where I live?”

Lysander wasn’t about to admit he’d read it in the files—that would send this good-natured guy running for sure. He’d just been through a brutal fight outside the AKMS base. He had anticipated the Maxton City Police Department’s moves, but he hadn’t counted on them bringing in a few enhanced Vitiosan heavies. In the end, he was left in complete disarray and lost his home, though luckily no one was hurt. “I was looking to move, saw the ad, and came over.”

“I’m not looking for a roommate. I live in a one-bedroom apartment, and the bedroom is just a platform bed with a big mattress. There’s no extra space.”

“But your landlord agreed. She even said your living room was originally supposed to have a study,” Lysander insisted, forcing his way inside—and he did force his way in, dragging both suitcases. “Oh, the study is right next to the living room—nice layout. I just need a single bed. I’ll buy one tomorrow. For today, the couch will do. Your stuff is way too messy. Why are peanuts and chocolates in the same bowl?”

“No, no—how could the landlady agree to this!” Dori was on the verge of losing it. He was completely unprepared for a roommate. And the landlady was an eccentric Hong Kong immigrant who’d divorced her husband after getting fed up with his laziness, then built her own career. The entire three-story building, eighteen units in all, was her retirement fund.

Lysander turned around. “Did you know I’m a quarter Chinese?”

“So what?”

“So we already made plans to have hot pot together this weekend! Be sure to pick up some tripe and scallops. I know a great Asian supermarket by Lake Monona.” Lysander went to the kitchen, tore off a paper towel, and wiped the blood from his face. The landlady, who had been knitting when he showed up at the front desk earlier, was startled by his appearance. But she reminded him of his grandmother—indulgent yet occasionally strict—and those carefree childhood days. Everything stopped when he was seven, but it was warm enough, heartfelt enough to make him pour out all that sweet talk and convince the landlady to let him stay.

Dori glanced at his phone. Great. The landlady had acted first and told him later that his rent would be halved starting next month. But that didn’t cheer him up at all. “But why does it have to be me? I remember the guy next door said he was looking for someone to split the rent.”

“That’s not what the landlady told me. Maybe she got the room number wrong?” Lysander lied without batting an eye. “She said your place feels empty. I told her we’ve known each other for a while and get along great—that dear Dorian would definitely be okay with it.”

“We know each other?”

Lysander wiped his face clean, washed his hands with soap, then pulled out his phone and showed Dori the latest photo in his album. It was a candid shot taken in the school infirmary. Dori was turned sideways, watching the doctor clean his wound with alcohol, while Lysander smiled at the camera, flashing a peace sign. Dori’s ears turned red at the sight. He reached out to snatch the phone, but Lysander anticipated the move and pulled it back. “Don’t forget, I saved you today.”

“But I saved you the day before yesterday!”

“And I also know you faked being F-class to dodge surveillance!”

“You—” Dori was at a loss for words. Once again, he had lost. “Fine. Welcome to our apartment, Lys.”

“What kind of lame nickname is that? Nobody calls me Lys,” Lysander said, turning around. He pursed his lips in thought for half a second, then shrugged. “Fine, I’ll allow it, Dori.”
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Chapter 5 C for Charming
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Living together wasn’t as dreadful as I’d imagined. Lysander’s obsessive cleanliness set him apart from the slobs who liked to eat pizza and drink beer on the couch—one of those slobs was Dori, who absolutely loved curling up under a blanket with snacks and TV, believing the spot beneath the throw was the safest place on earth. So the only real downside was that Dori had to go from cleaning once a week to cleaning every day. Other than that, nothing really uncomfortable came up. Lysander didn’t snore, headed out early and came back late, even took out the trash, and he didn’t mind Dori watching Shaun of the Dead in the living room—though he’d stroll by with his coffee and drop a spoiler. Oh, and thank god Lysander wasn’t a crazy cat enthusiast; Dori was allergic to cat hair.

“Hey Dori,” the little Latino bastard, back from god knows where and covered in blood again, had barely stepped inside before he started bossing his roommate around. “Are you making spaghetti? Cook some for me too.”

Dori, wrestling with a stubborn jar lid in the kitchen, poked his head out. “You have to learn to cook for yourself! You can’t keep stealing my lunch for the next day!”

“I already gave you money,” Lysander was never short of cash. His dangerous work paid lavish rewards—the hundred-dollar bill he’d just tossed into the key tray by the door was barely his minimum hourly wage. “I’ll be home for dinner all this week.”

Dori glanced at the green Franklin, thought about the salmon he’d been too stingy to buy, and finally caved. “Fine, but I decide what we eat.”

Two days later, Lysander came home reeking of booze. Dori had just stepped out of the bathroom and nearly gagged on the stench of fermenting malt. “Where have you been?” Dori moved to steady him, but Lysander waved him off, meaning he didn’t want to soil anything else. “If you’re going to stay here, rule number one: no drinking. Rule number two: no firearms. Rule number three: no cursing.”

“I haven’t been drinking,” Lysander said, peeling off his leather jacket. “Had to catch a psycho just now, so I drenched myself in vodka and threatened to blow us both up before he’d come with me.”

Dori spent half a minute parsing that brief sentence. “You... tried to set yourself on fire to finish the job?”

“You could say that. He’s the young master of a big conglomerate, and his uncle paid a fortune. Dirty laundry shouldn’t be aired in public, so don’t breathe a word of this either.” Lysander headed toward the bathroom, unbuckling his belt as he went. “Oh, and Dori, is there any more of that mille-feuille cake? I think I need some energy.”

“Yesterday when I ran into the landlady, didn’t you say my desserts were cloying, that every mouthful was nothing but white sugar?”

“That way you wouldn’t give her any!” Lysander’s voice rang out from the bathroom. “That was the best damn thing I’ve ever eaten!” Dori couldn’t help the corner of his mouth lifting. Even though Lysander had cursed, he figured he could forgive him just this once.

So, all in all, Lysander was still a decent roommate—except for one thing: every time before a mission, he’d plaster the study with all manner of photos and maps. Dori didn’t want to know anything about gray-area dealings, so he’d always retreat to the bedroom to hide, but he’d still overhear Lysander’s remote conversations with his associates.

“So,” Dori had to bring it up when he came out to use the bathroom, “don’t you guys have your own office?”

“It got blown up,” Lysander said plainly, though he knew Dori would think he was exaggerating. “I’m dead serious. It happened the last time I was saving you. Go to MCPD now and you’ll still see the gas explosion notice, even though we all know what really happened.”

Dori looked bewildered and shrugged.

“Oh my god, SpongeBob. Use that tiny brain of yours and think. We’re mercenaries. What else could it be!”

"So I'm hiding a criminal in my room? Glad I was kept in the loop." Dori hadn't given much thought to what he'd do next—probably make burgers, and throw in an extra one to take to school tomorrow.

"Technically, no. The traitor doesn't know my real name, where I live, or anything about my past. So I'm still safe—just need to keep a low profile." Lysander wasn't the least bit worried about revealing himself in front of a former detective, because, as Dori himself had put it, he had no evidence. "We're Super A Security Company now—legit business, competitive rates. Here's my new card."

Dori took it. Well, at least it was legal.

"Jake?" Lysander picked up the phone again and went about his own affairs. "I've got a lead on the police bounty. An angel who claims to cure all ailments, a messenger sent by God to Earth—sound familiar? Remember that case we took five years ago?"

Police bounty. So he was bounty hunting—completely, one-hundred-percent legal. Dori breathed a sigh of relief and headed to the kitchen, tearing open the package of beef patties. The kitchen was semi-open, separated from the living area by nothing but a load-bearing wall. A gap on the left opened into the study, so he could hear every word loud and clear.

"Yeah, that fake-medicine con man. Believers think he's a real angel, and atheists get fed the idea he's a Vitiosan with healing powers. So either way, they pay up willingly." Lysander, phone wedged between ear and shoulder, pinned a photo to the blackboard. "This guy's tricky. Let Group A go after them. We'll split the reward. Gotta go."

"Hey, wait," Jake called out quickly. "You sure you won't move in here? I'm in some old loner's basement, sure, but I've got at least two rooms. We'd communicate way easier. Later, when AKMS finds a new base, we can all move together—though I'm starting to doubt he even bothers with us anymore..."

"My life's pretty good right now. I've got a mission, remember?" Lysander glanced toward the kitchen, where the savory, browned aroma of the Maillard reaction was already drifting through. "Besides, you can't make burgers."

Dori and Lysander sat across from each other at the small kitchen table, eating dinner. A silence hung between them, until Dori couldn't help himself: "Is Group A the best?"

"Hmm?" Lysander looked up, and then he grinned. "Nah. Group A is asshole, Group B is bitch, Group D is douchebag. Want me to continue?" Dori aimed a french fry at his nose. "Alright, alright—got it. No more swearing."

Dori nodded with satisfaction. Being a kindergarten teacher wasn't so hard after all. "So what's Group C—the one you're in?"

"Charming." Lysander leaned in and threw a wink, only to have Dori grab his cheek and shove him away. "Hey! Your hands are all greasy from the fries—and salty! You're doing the dishes tonight. And don't use the dishwasher. You broke it last time and it's still not fixed."

For some reason, from as far back as Dori could remember, he seemed to be under some kind of curse—any appliance
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