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			People who wonder if the 
glass is half-empty or 
half-full miss the point. 
The glass is refillable. 
– Simon Sinek

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			St. Augustina expected that the job would be hard some days. There would be traumas and sadness. She knew she would see some dark things all in the name of seeking justice. 

			She just had hoped it wouldn’t be her first case. 

			When she stepped into the two-bedroom Chicago apartment, she thought it could have been the set of a horror movie. Blood had splattered everywhere across the wood flooring, telling the story of how the victim, a woman in her mid-twenties, had fought for her life up until the very last. Her attacker had repeatedly cut her until she’d bled out. From the trail of blood, it was clear she had tried to escape from her bedroom to the front door. The pictures on the wall emphasized the tragedy, full of smiling faces of family and friends beaming, oblivious to their loss. 

			The body itself was covered by a black sheet, while crime scene techs documented everything with pictures and copious notes. Their faces were grim lines of determination and deep indentations of weariness between their eyebrows. Police secured the scene, each one with hands and feet wrapped in plastic so as not to corrupt it. The backs of their plastic blazers displayed their acronyms to declare their jurisdiction, and they all spoke in soft, funeral-level voices.

			No one acknowledged St. Augustina as she entered. Her nondescript long coat and professional attire along with the badge on a chain around her neck ascribed to her the right to be present symbolically, if not in truth. She bore no acronyms though. 

			But she wasn’t there for the victim; she was there on behalf of the murderer. The purpose of her visit that day was to establish a claim of jurisdiction to this tragedy.

			“Hey, who are you?” a voice finally asked after St. Augustina stood watching the techs and the scene for too long. 

			The voice belonged to a middle-aged man with skin the same soft, warm brown as her own, who obviously loved gumshoe movies. He had the look down from the disheveled brown suit with trench coat to the scuffed dullness of his patent-leather black shoes. Even his badge looked worn down. He had it pinned to the front of the coat, where it dragged on the cloth like it was trying to take a nosedive off him and escape because it simply couldn’t go on. 

			St. Augustina took the initiative and crossed with her hand outstretched toward the man. “Constable St. Augustina,” she said. 

			The chances of this hardworking detective understanding what the honorifics meant were fairly small, but it was worth a try. He furrowed his eyebrows at her even as he accepted the handshake, giving it a perfunctory double pump. 

			“Detective Rhodes, Templar Police Force,” he said.

			St. Augustina’s eyes flicked to the TPF acronym on another pin fastened above his badge, which was slowly getting dragged into his badge’s escape attempt. 

			“First on the scene?” she asked, sliding into shop talk easily. “Or was the victim an employee of your corporate sponsor?”

			“Corporate sponsor, so we have primary jurisdiction,” Detective Rhodes said with defensive edginess. She could practically hear his brain trying to work out who she was and whether she was above him or below him in authority. 

			She continued her scans around the room, taking in the other techs. “This is Paladin territory,” she noted, a fact she had been able to verify after she had gotten the call from her superior about the crime.

			“Yeah, well, if they really want to fight me for it, we can take it out to the back alley,” Detective Rhodes said dryly just as a uniformed officer came up to hand a two-page report to him.

			“Confirmed, sir,” the office said. “The perpetrator was a vampire.” 

			“But the cuts?”

			“Actually, preliminary says there is the presence of cuts and bites, sir, with lots of tearing. Like he was opening her up before drinking—”

			“Alright, alright. I get the picture. Dammit,” Detective Rhodes muttered as he skimmed the first page. “And he was a resident?”

			“Yes, sir, live-in boyfriend.”

			“Stupid,” the detective muttered as he flipped to the second page. “Do we have a name?”

			“Officer Boyd is the prime suspect. I’m not even sure who else we could possibly suspect at this point.” 

			“Oh, are you closing my case for me now?” Detective Rhodes asked, dryly, while he flipped to the next page in the report.

			“No, sir, I’m just saying, this is an easy one. It’s all pretty obvious what happened here. And he was a guard with the Magic Guild,” the officer reported as if it were a joke.

			To be fair, it was, but the detective didn’t seem to think it was funny, giving the officer a long eye of reproach that shut his subordinate up before he had really begun. 

			“A woman’s dead,” Detective Rhodes muttered. “Let’s cut back the gallows humor.”

			St. Augustina scanned her eyes over the upside-down form while the detective was distracted and letting it hang out in front of him. She winked her right eye, initiating the command for her memory banks to mark the recording for closer inspection later. Then she came to his side to glance over his shoulder as he flipped back to the first page. Her move not only caught his attention but also gave her a clearer look at the front page as well. Right wink, while she thought the word click.

			“Excuse me,” he retorted, then pointedly handed the clipboard back to the officer. Dismissing him with a wave, Detective Rhodes’ gaze stayed on St. Augustina. “What jurisdiction did you say you had again, detective?” Then a double-downed look of wariness passed over his face. “Ah, crap, are you telling me you are Paladin Policing?”

			“No, I’m not.”

			“Oh, good,” Detective Rhodes said, more than a little relieved, “I’d hate to fight a woman today.”

			“Especially since you’d lose horribly,” she countered. 

			The Detective wasn’t done yet. “But you do look like you think you’re here to take over my case. You FBI or something?”

			“Not anymore, though I’ve worked for the Bureau,” St. Augustina reported truthfully. 

			Detective Rhodes screwed up his face in consternation and folded his arms. “Well, then who the hell are you and what are you doing here?”

			“For a detective, you don’t seem to really like mysteries,” St. Augustina countered, but her tease didn’t seem to do much. 

			“I don’t like being screwed with, lady,” he replied sharply. 

			Internally, St. Augustina sighed to herself. Ah well, seems like foreplay is over. 

			St. Augustina settled back on her heels, slipping her ungloved hands into her pockets to retrieve her prepared business card. She held out the little rectangle with its official Magic Guild stamp to the left of her name, which filled it from one edge to the other. 

			The detective eyed it but did not take it. 

			St. Augustina continued to smile. “Constable, not lady. I’m the constabulary representative for the Magic Guild, of which your suspect in this case is a member. I am here to take him into custody per accordance with the Police Treaty of 1918, which grants me the unilateral authority to take any person or persons under the Magic Guild’s auspices into custody for crimes committed anywhere in the city of Chicago.”

			That pronouncement stunned the whole room into silence. Detective Rhodes fish-mouthed for a moment, blinking periodically while his brain metaphorically rebooted before he noticed the room doing the same. 

			“We don’t have all day here people,” he called out, and everyone spurred back to the grisly task at hand. “Can I get somebody to throw this woman off my crime scene, while we’re at it?” He gave St. Augustina a disparaging look.

			“Excuse me, but I am not going anywhere,” St. Augustina countered. 

			“This is a police matter, ma’am. I need you to clear my scene, or I will have you arrested for trespassing.” 

			St. Augustina resisted the urge to smirk. I’d really like to see you try, she thought. Instead, she said, “Subsection 2A states I have the full authorization to remand Mr. Boyd to my custody.”

			“Will someone get her out of here?” Detective Rhodes shouted, unimpressed as he turned to walk farther into the apartment. 

			“Please, if you’ll come this way with me, ma’am,” the uniformed officer tried to say with honestly more politeness than St. Augustina expected, even as he gripped her upper arm to encourage her along. 

			To his shock, St. Augustina didn’t move a muscle. Her feet didn’t even shift as he attempted again with a bit more force. 

			“Pause playback,” St. Augustina said, and the scene around her froze. It was almost comical as she studied each of their trapped faces, held in various unflattering moments. Instead, she turned back to the only other person in the room, the actual room, who was alive and unfrozen. “As you can see it did not go well.”

			Through the wall of the apartment, a shadow emerged and formed into the shape of a woman. “I can see that,” she said. “This technology is amazing.”

			St. Augustina gestured with her glowing hand, and the world around her became more transparent. The fading of the digital representation of the scene from her perception allowed more features of the woman to appear to her avatar, which floated like a ghost beside her actual body. 

			The woman’s skin was dark and her clothing bright, moving as if to music only she could hear. Lady Ursula, St. Augustina’s boss and patron, stood looking about the digital wonder with a pair of black goggles trying to swallow her face. It was the only way for the magical lady to see into St. Augustina’s world as the Saint herself saw it. It was a demonstration of the necessity for the jack-in set-up she had purchased with the majority of her new department’s budget. 

			Taking a deep breath that she felt in her actual body distantly, St. Augustina gestured in the air to pull up a menu and initiated jacking-out. A rush of deeper feelings washed over her as her consciousness returned and re-engaged the nerves and fibers of her real body. Like diving out of a pool of water, only in reverse. After the sparky sensations of hot, cold, pain, and pleasure passed, a bell sounded, and she opened her actual eyes. 

			She sat back in a lounge chair she had scrounged from a gamer’s resell shop. She had fitted it with the equipment that allowed her to plug into the port in her neck and become one with the computer interface. Not needing a lot of room for it, she had placed the chair in a spare space attached to the Guard offices in the Magic Guild building, a room someone had decided previously was best used for storage. Various boxes and odd equipment had been stowed above and below what she imagined had been an interrogation table now shoved against one wall. The layout made for some close quarters, but the interior room had been set up with wards to prevent magic from happening inside, so it minimized interference with her equipment. 

			“This is different than using a scrying crystal or even the powers of an Oracle Talent,” Lady Ursula marveled. She sat upon a pilfered desk chair acquired from the main room. Perched primly upon it, Lady Ursula looked at St. Augustina through the goggles, the dark glass having switched to transparent now that they weren’t activated. “It’s all so clear … and real-seeming.”

			“The tech in my brain acts as a recorder, documenting everything my input interfaces see, hear, touch, and smell. Then with this rig, we can view the memories and interact with them as needed. I can zero in on details and examine a crime scene without having to be at the actual site.” 

			“So, it does not work unless you are within the machine? You are the catalyst?”

			“Yes, that is true.” St. Augustina nodded as she reinitiated herself back into the digital world and back into the crime scene. The rushing feeling of falling into water then away from her body made her feel queasy for a moment, then she was back, her avatar remanifesting in the digital space. 

			She gestured again to reset the room once more to the beginning of the memory, restarting her encounter with the crime scene. “This is also admissible in court, so this will be a very useful tool for the cases we choose to take on.” She began to shut down the memory, dismissing the translucent walls and figures to leave only her digital avatar standing in the middle of the empty room. 

			Lady Ursula cocked her head to the side, looking directly at the digital avatar, her body simply a shadow in place of an actual avatar since the glasses weren’t set up to produce a specific one in St. Augustina’s world. “Cases you choose to take on? But not this case?”

			The pause hiccupped between them. “No, this case would not be a good one to start with.”

			“Why is that?”

			“Well, he’s clearly guilty,” St. Augustina explained. “Templar Police Force took him into custody shortly after and flat out ignored my claims of jurisdiction. So I went over this crime scene earlier, and I would feel very comfortable taking this to a prosecutor. It would just be a matter of waiting for labs to come back with his DNA in her wounds. I would even put some pressure on him to see if a confession is possible; then that’s that. Case closed.”

			“I am not arguing with his guilt,” Lady Ursula said with a hint of the stereotypical crypticness so many in the magical community were known for, despite how annoying it was. 

			“You hired me to help you defend the Magic Guild’s people against the corporate policing forces, but even with what you’ve given me, right now, it is just me against a mountain of them. If we want this to succeed, I need to be selective about which cases I pursue, at least to start. Trust me, this is not a case you should want me to go to bat on.”

			Lady Ursula held her silence as she regarded St. Augustina through the goggles. The expressionlessness on the stand-in avatar still seemed to convey her expression of patient serenity. 

			St. Augustina had a metaphorical premonition that she was going to lose a lot of arguments with her patroness this way. “Here, let me show you what I’m talking about.”

			The Saint gestured again and brought up another scene from the day before. Instantly, the room expanded and lightened, then filled in with another space entirely, complete with vaulted ceilings that doubled the height of a normal room. Light-colored wood boards covered the floor and stucco-white plastered the walls as she let herself be shifted to the hallway just outside the room; the start of the memory. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			St. Augustina took a deep breath in. Setting her hand on the nondescript, standard office handle, she closed her eyes and focused on her goal. Time seemed to slow around her as she drew the breath inwards to her core. 

			Her box of supplies stuck into her hip where she braced it with her other hand. She definitely regretted skipping breakfast, since now, her stomach gurgled acid from the lack of something to digest. Otherwise, it felt strange and familiar at the same time to be standing in chunky kitten heels, dress slacks, and a silky dark gray blouse under a long wool coat that went to her mid-thigh. Her false Saint Box rested in full view against the shirt, a black rune-carved thing that hung heavily around her neck, but she couldn’t bear to take it off, and she had no intention of hiding it either.

			Empty of other people, the hallway she stood in echoed the swishing sound of her breath ever so slightly. Most people wouldn’t be able to hear it, but St. Augustina hadn’t been like most people for a very long time. She could barely remember what it was like before her augmentations. She cast her enhanced eye over the hall one more time, memorizing it into her meat brain as much as her mechanical one. 

			Made of stone, it was truly the strangest hallway she had ever walked down, like something out of a historical movie. All gray stone with tapestries of ancient magic hanging every few feet, complete with elegant small trees at each end in ornately painted pots. The floors were made of marble and covered with sumptuous, well-maintained carpets of red and gold. Brass sconces jutted from the wall in between each of the half-dozen doors, burning with flickers of gas inside cloudy glass. Each door stood in ornate splendor, carved with whorls and patterns, just like the door she held the handle of, waiting to be opened. 

			But this handle was different from the rest. For all this place’s ancient splendor, this handle had been replaced with a dull silver, round knob that one could purchase at a local hardware store. It was hard not to see the metaphor in that as the equally mechanical woman prepared to take over a traditionally magical role. 

			She took a deep breath.

			Turning the handle, she pushed her way through the door into a room filled with talking people. 

			They all stopped as those inside turned to face their new boss. There were about a dozen of them, dressed in the Magic Guild’s designated uniforms: teal polo shirts with the Magic Guild emblem, an eye with an iron cross in the middle, printed over the pocket, and professional black slacks. Some wore caps, but most didn’t. St. Augustina noted the stares and their varying degrees of suspicion, contempt, and hostility. She did not respond to it. Entering the room, she turned her own gaze on them and made eye contact with each pair that looked at her, even if only for a second. Eyes were a powerful thing, but these needed to see how powerful her gaze really could be.

			Some looked away. Some challenged it. Others gave her nothing, so she moved on. Only one had questions written plainly all over her face, full of simple surprise. 

			Good. She had her start. 

			St. Augustina came to what she knew would be the door to her office. The rest of the main room was full of wooden desks spread out evenly in the space. A pair of glass windows with nine paneled squares each cast light from the opposite wall. A sub-room in the furthest corner, with its own door hung in some temporary walls that became permanent at some point. It was used as an interrogation room or a holding tank as needed. According to Lady Ursula, they had used it as a storage room lately. 

			That would need to change.

			St. Augustina wanted to take another deep breath in and knew it would be the end of her if she did. It would be like blood in the water to piranhas. 

			“Good morning,” she said, planting herself in front of her door as she tried to sound casual like she was in complete control and expected everyone to comply with that idea. “My name is Constable St. Augustina. I know that can be a mouthful, but to make things simple, just call me Constable.” 

			She gave a professional smile that wasn’t returned. They were intent on giving her nothing. 

			“I’m sure you have a lot of questions, and this is the first day, so I intend to answer them all. To that end, we will be convening in fifteen minutes—”

			“It’s true,” a tall man a lighter shade of brown as St. Augustina interrupted. He folded his thick arms over his chest, his eyes switching over to the opaque white that magic users affected when they were powering up their magic. Even with no other change in the man’s physique, St. Augustina knew that this particular Talent, as they were called officially, was a Golem-type. He could turn his skin into a nearly impenetrable armor, which also made his fists weapons on par with baseball bats. She had no doubt that he did it unconsciously. He was also a vampire. This had been the biggest surprise when she studied the myriad of cultures that came under the Magic Guild flag. 

			“Is what true, Mr. Boyd?” she asked him. 

			He didn’t react, but those closest to him did, surprised that she knew his name probably.

			“That you’re a tin man?” he asked, then shifted to lean forward with a sneer. “Tin woman.”

			Well, that was a new one.

			“A what?” she asked, arching an eyebrow at him.

			“He means, a cybernetically-altered person,” a timid coatl, Officer Papaqui, answered. Her serpentine tongue flicked out of her mouth nervously, even as she fiddled with the feathers cresting from her scaly head. 

			Again, St. Augustina resisted the urge to sigh. Instead, she closed her eyes, counted to three, then triple-blinked them.

			The room gasped. 

			She knew what they saw. One eye glowed blue and the other glowed a bright yellow, blocking out the irises like a Talent’s power would. Yet her abilities came, not from a natural magical source, but from within the artificial nanotech forced on her too many years ago. She let them all take the sight in. Might as well get it all out now. 

			After a full minute, she triple-blinked again, letting her real, dark-colored eyes surface through the light. 

			“I am an augmented human. I have cybernetic enhancements in my eyes, spine, and various joints granting me senses, strength, and speed far surpassing my natural abilities.” She had a few other abilities that her augmentations allowed her, but those were need-to-know, and no one in that room did. “Any other questions?”

			“Nope,” Officer Boyd said before he plucked up a backpack that had been leaning against his ankles to shoulder it. With a final harsh glance, he turned on his heels and walked poignantly out the door. Before the slab of ornate wood hit the jamb, seven others followed him, the last one turning back at the last moment to spit in her direction. Silence hung in the air. 

			“Anyone else?” St. Augustina asked the now emptier room. 

			The room shifted nervously. “Um, excuse me.” A slighter young man in thick glasses raised his hand. 

			“Montgomery,” St. Augustina acknowledged. 

			“If we walk out right now, are we no longer eligible for our pensions?” he asked. 

			The coatl officer groaned, dropping her serpentine face into her equally serpentine hand. 

			“Well, it’s an important question,” he said in his defense. 

			“Pensions are determined by years of service, so yes, if you quit now, you lose it,” St. Augustina answered simply.

			Montgomery sat back down. 

			“Any other questions can wait until the meeting. Thank you.” To emphasize that point, she turned and opened the door to her office, retreating within without seeming like she had done exactly that. 

			The door closed, and in the darkened room, she took the deep breath she longed for. 

			That didn’t go as bad as I thought it would. 
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			“Pause,” St. Augustina commanded from her position at the door, freeing her ability to move in the memory. She turned to the shadow that was Lady Ursula. “And that was the last I saw of Mr. Boyd. In about five minutes from now, Officer Papaqui enters to tell me the rest of the office left, including Mr. Montgomery.” St. Augustina gestured with two fingers, pulling down a menu again to select one of the files she had created earlier from what she had seen of the other detective’s notes. 

			“I am sorry; they should not have treated you that way,” Lady Ursula said somberly.

			“It was not an unexpected reaction,” St. Augustina stated. She read from her notes. “Mr. Boyd then proceeded to go with the rest of the office to the ‘Usual Bar,’ where they drank for several hours. He then returned to his residence and proceeded to kill his live-in girlfriend.” 

			“Yes, I do not doubt the facts of the case,” Lady Ursula said. “But he is one of us.”

			St. Augustina furrowed her eyebrows. “But he terminated his employment—”

			“He is one of us,” Lady Ursula repeated firmly. “You will see many things in your time of service, and I believe you will meet them all with strength and wisdom, but we cannot choose the cards fate deals any more than which side of the dice face up when thrown.

			“With all due respect, you hired me to succeed.”

			“I brought you on to help us recapture something we have lost. Justice. Magic bends rules and complicates people’s lives; it takes someone with the principles to serve.”

			“A Saint’s role has always been to get results, not hold on to principles,” St. Augustina argued.

			“Well, are you a Saint or are you the constable? It is your choice, of course.”

			With that, Lady Ursula removed the goggles. Without another word, her patron left. The Saint let the digital world around her completely dissolve again and jacked out. Opening her actual eyes, she leaned forward in her chair. Propping her elbows on her knees, she rubbed her hands over her face and groaned. 

			“Two steps forward, one step back,” she lowered her hands to stare out across the space, “is still one step forward.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			St. Augustina opened the door into the Magic Guild Guard main office. 

			The large room felt even more abandoned than it did when the occupants originally left with all of their personal effects. She wondered if the guards had all been so fastidious here in MGPD… or was it because they had pre-cleaned out their desks prior to her arrival in preparation for their big “protest demonstration?” 

			Now there was only one occupant and twenty-five empty desks. 

			“Crap,” St. Augustina muttered to the empty room. Or mostly empty. It did have all the things she had taken out of the storage room. And there was a row of bookshelves behind glass in the back, filled with tomes that made the space seem more like a library than a policing office. 

			A grinding sound interrupted her study of the room, and she turned to look up in the corner. Sitting on a small shelf in the corner squatted a grotesque, a gargoyle without the waterspout coming out of its mouth. Everything about it was squat. It had a squat body that sat on haunches with squat claw-like hands and a pair of squat, useless wings. The sneering face stared down at the Saint, but its eyes were blank. 

			“Okay, that’s unnerving,” St. Augustina said to it. 

			The grotesque didn’t respond, and after a moment, it shifted its head back up to neutral. Then it stretched, like a chubby cat on its platform, dropped onto its stomach, and stuck its chin on its clawed fist in a perfect image of boredom. Again, it became as still as the stone it was probably made from. 

			“I am in completely over my head,” she decided.

			“Is that supposed to be a pun?” the grotesque asked.

			St. Augustina gave herself points for not flinching at the thing’s sudden speech, but her eyebrows did raise to her hairline. “So, you are sentient,” she responded. 

			The grotesque narrowed its eyes to slits at her. “I am the security system,” it said. 

			“Excuse me, ma’am?” a small voice interrupted from the door just below the grotesque’s shelf. 

			St. Augustina dropped her gaze to see Officer Papaqui standing at the door. The coatl woman stood dressed much as she had been in St. Augustina’s recorded memory, in the teal polo shirt with black slacks in addition to the deep winter gear made for people climbing Mt. Everest despite the actual mildness of the winter day. It was maybe thirty degrees Fahrenheit outside at the least. The officer also toted a large satchel over one shoulder. 

			“Uh, who are you talking to?” the coatl asked. 

			“Just introducing myself to your grotesque there,” St. Augustina said, gesturing up at the statue. It had resumed its previous pose. 

			“That’s … not a person. It’s just an enchanted object. The Magic Guild uses them as a security system without breaking up the aesthetic of the place.”

			“Did you forget something?” St. Augustina asked civilly, crossing her arms over her chest to lean against one of the abandoned desks. 

			“Well, you see, ma’am,” the coatl said, flicking her tongue out in a clear sign of nervousness while she pushed back the hood of her coat, letting her tri-colored, feathery crest lift free. After a moment, she set her satchel onto one of the empty desks and pulled off the long-to-the-floor coat. “I just couldn’t leave, you see. So… I’m here to report for my shift, ma’am.” She stiffened up as she said it as if she were preparing to stand at attention and salute, but since it was not a part of the Magic Guild code of conduct, it left the coatl with nowhere to go. 

			St. Augustina cocked an eyebrow at that statement. 

			That triggered more tongue flicks. “You see, I have a duty. I swore an oath to protect… I mean, we can’t all leave it undefended like this. The Magic Guild, that is. Not if all of us leave. That would be wrong.”

			“That’s very noble of you,” St. Augustina said. She had intended to add a “but” to her statement. However, the effect of just saying that much seemed to brighten the officer, warming her scales and fluttering the feathers along her striking crest of red, yellow, and white. 

			This time, she did actually salute. “Honored to serve,” she said. 

			St. Augustina made a token gesture just to get her one and only officer to be “
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