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​Prologue
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Revolutionary France 1793

Dante Brand tugged nervously at the finely embroidered white kid gloves he wore, the only reminder of his life in the French court only a few short months earlier. He’d packed away most of his more brightly colored incroyable clothes on the night Louis the Fourteenth was arrested – purely for survival – and now wore a cloak to cover one of his less flamboyant ensembles. Nothing could induce him to give up his gloves. White kid, lined with fiery orange silk, and embroidered with flaming phoenixes at his wrists. Designed by the King’s own glover, they were the most expensive part of an already expensive wardrobe, and the piece he could least do without. 

"By the Virgin, if you insist on wearing those things, at least keep them hidden inside your cloak sleeves." Friar Donadieu hissed. "The moonlight shines off them and you’re going to get us all killed."

"Leave him be, Friar." Father Abreo laid a patient hand on the younger man’s shoulder. "Dante has enough reason to wear the gloves, and I can assure you that there is little risk of him getting us killed."

Dante smiled at the priest thinly. Father Abreo was his confessor, and the only one other than King Louis himself that knew what he was. Louis had forbidden Dante from breaking him from the Tower. He didn’t understand the order, but he would honor it. When the long and hideous fingers of the Revolution demanded all priests in the country swear allegiance to the State alone, he’d offered his services to Father Abreo instead. The priest also had refused to bend or to flee, citing care for his flock and lack of care for Madame Guillotine, so Dante had contented himself to be the avenging angel of the Church. 

The day after nearly two hundred priests were drowned off Nantes, for no more of a crime than Father Abreo had committed, Dante had dug up his entire savings, and offered to ship Father Abreo and any of his parishioners who would leave to America. Other than clothes, Dante’s needs had been few over the last 200 years, and the money was more than enough to bribe a trading vessel returning to America. In Revolutionary France, no one questioned where an aristo got his money, no matter the amount. 

Tonight, November twenty-sixth, in the year of our Lord 1793, Dante kept a wary eye for dogs of the Committee. There was virtually no way for the escape of a wealthy aristo, companion to Louis himself, a refractory priest, and fifty peasants to avoid the notice of a nosy sans culottes looking to curry favor with the new government.

They were nearly in sight of the docks when he heard them, the high, mournful howl of Robespierre's hellhounds on the hunt.

Father Abreo looked at him with fearful eyes. "Hunting hounds, Dante?"

Dante gave him a reassuring smile and handed him a packet of papers. "I will deal with the hellhounds of the revolution. You make sure everyone gets aboard the Franklin." 

"What if you..." Father Abreo lowered his voice. "How long should we wait?"

"Don't. I will catch up when I can." Dante had told the priest his secret, but things didn’t always go as planned. He could catch another ship, his friends would only face increased danger if they stayed.

The otherworldly howl grew closer. It didn’t sound like the dogs were between the refugees and the docks, so they were probably tracking from the direction they came. Dante picked an open intersection to make his stand. It was late, and few people roamed the streets. Lord willing, the rest would flee when the hellhounds arrived.

Dante took a deep breath and made the sign of the cross reverently. No priest he’d confessed to over the last two hundred years of his cursed existence had been able to tell him if a phoenix cursed to human form had an eternal soul, but all had been in agreement: as a creation of God, he owed whatever substance he did have to the service of his Creator. Dispatching the minions of darkness had always seemed an appropriate use of his gifts.

The chorus of howls were nearly upon him. With a sigh, he untied the strings of his cloak and cast it aside to reveal his carefully tailored green silk suit and delicately detailed orange satin waistcoat. If he had to fight, the cloak would be a burden; and if he had to die, he’d rather go out in glorious splendor. 

Three hellhounds converged on his position. Each was easily as tall as Dante, with slick black fur and eyes that glowed red in the night. They came in low to the ground, snarling and baring teeth that were as long as his fingers. Teeth that would tear apart Father Abreo and the other refugees like a man would tear meat from a chicken leg. They had to end here, even if it meant Dante did as well.

He calmly pulled his hands free from his gloves and tucked the gloves into his waistband. As the hellhounds crept closer, he began to recite the Rosary, softly at first, then louder as they grew nearer. With a snarl, the center hound attacked. Dante spun aside gracefully like a bullfighter in Madrid, allowing both bare hands to comb through the hellhound’s fur as it passed. The hellhound burst into flames at his touch and bounded away yelping and howling. The second pulled up short, frightened by his fellow’s fate, but was already too close. Dante pressed his hands to the monstrous dog’s flank, and it followed his leader.

The third hellhound caught him with a great swipe of his paw and sent him tumbling across the cobblestone road. Dante rolled to his hands and knees, wincing at the pain of at least one broken rib, but careful not to touch his hands to his own side. The suit was hand tailored by Louis' personal clothier, and he wouldn’t get an opportunity to replace it quickly on the other side. He stood and scanned the intersection for the third hellhound. He’d lost track of it while fighting the other two, allowing it to get him down, a potentially fatal mistake.

Something sharp and vice-like grabbed him by the neck from behind. Fear spiked in the pit of his stomach in the split second he realized what had happened, then the hellhound bit down and shook, and everything went black.

Dante awoke thirty seconds later, in a smoldering ring of ash and to the sound of fae laughter. He’d died again. Mince, how he hated the disorientation that came with each resurrection! He shook his head and went through his mental checklist. Assess for a remaining threat. Usually whatever killed him was caught in the blast radius of his resurrection fire, but that didn’t mean there weren’t more. The charred skeleton of a hellhound lay on the borders of the scorched circle and no other threat seemed imminent. Second, find clothes. He swore more firmly this time as his memory slowly returned. That was an expensive suit, and all that he would be able to find here would be the tacky and plain sans culottes clothes of "good" revolutionary citizens. He was so disgusted at the thought of appearing before his friends in such clothes, that he strongly considered trying to catch another ship later when he could find more suitable clothes, but the corpse of the hellhound reminded him Father Abreo and the other refugees needed his protection until they were safely out of the reach of the Revolutionary Government.

With a sigh of resignation, Dante sifted his gloves and what coin had remained in his pocket from the ashes of his other clothes, pulled the gloves on over his hands, and headed for the nearest home. Even covered in soot, his finely embroidered kid gloves would mark him as a hated aristo, but it couldn’t be helped. The gloves carried a special blessing that protected them from fire and kept him from burning everything he touched. Hopefully the disfigured gold coins would be enough to make up for his appearance.

"Get lost, drunken aristo, before I call the guard on you!" the citizen inside swore at him.

"I am not drunk, good citizen, but the hellhound destroyed my clothes." He held up the melted mass of coins. "I will pay for a complete outfit in gold."

With more cursing and colorful commentary on Dante’s parentage and current condition, the peasant inside opened the door just enough to toss out a ragged set of clothes and a pair of boots with holes in the soles, and snatch the gold from Dante’s hand before slamming it shut again.

Dante crouched next to the dirty pile and picked up a threadbare shirt sleeve by just a gloved thumb and forefinger. He was painfully aware that he was standing in the middle of a Parisian street wearing nothing but a pair of gloves, but the thought of putting those rags on seemed infinitely more embarrassing. He reminded himself that his trunk was already onboard the Franklin, so he only had to wear them long enough to get to the boat without getting arrested and sent to the guillotine. He swallowed his pride and pulled them on gingerly, the smell and the feeling of the course, dirty fabric against his skin nearly enough to bring him to tears.

He made it to the Franklin just as it was about to weigh anchor, to find Father Abreo at the gangplank watching for him. The priest gave his clothes a questioning look as he boarded.

"Don’t ask." Dante brushed past him and headed for the hold. "Just tell the captain we’re all aboard while I go find my own clothes again."

They cleared the harbor and made their way to the newly formed United States of America with no further issues, landing in New York over a month later. The captain and Father Abreo went ashore to try to organize entrance into the country for the shipload of refugees, a process that took far longer than Dante thought it should.

Surely they won’t turn us away. Dante leaned on the ship’s gunwale and looked out into the city. It was far smaller than Paris or London, with no palace or castle in sight. Ben Franklin had talked much about their new government when he had visited Paris in the years following the American’s own revolution. He had explained it as something new and different, but frankly, having been in the service of the Crown of France for centuries left Dante with little concept of what that difference could possibly mean.

Dante stood up straighter. Father Abreo and the captain were returning, but they weren’t alone. A trio of smartly dressed gentlemen in powdered wigs and fine coats followed behind. Their clothes weren’t Parisian fine, but they looked as if they knew how to dress anyway. Perhaps these men could direct him to the President.

"Dante, these men specifically requested to see you," Father Abreo began as he boarded.

"Dante Brand, late in the service of King Louis the Fourteenth, at your service." Dante bowed deeply to the trio.

"Monsieur Brand, welcome to the United States of America." The lead man offered a tight-lipped smile and extended his hand. "I’m President George Washington. Our mutual friend, Benjamin Franklin, told me a lot about you. We would love to extend you a place in our government similar to the one you held in France."
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​Chapter One
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Patrick "Rick" McCoy sat down in a worn chair in the anteroom outside his boss’s office. He had been looking forward to this meeting. He’d applied for a transfer to his dream job – a spot in the President’s protection detail – and was anticipating the news of the transfer. Was. Until a moment of anger cost him everything he’d worked his entire career for. Nearly a decade of climbing the ranks of the Secret Service, blown in a momentary lapse in self control. He silently rehearsed his apology. Perhaps he could save his career even if it was too late to save the transfer. There’d be other opportunities.

I apologize, sir, for my astounding lapse of judgment.

You know my record, sir. It will never happen again.

The monster deserved it.

He rubbed his hands over his face. He’d been on administrative leave ever since he’d punched a handcuffed mass murderer in the nose. But the guy had been bragging about how he’d murdered Rick’s partner, and taunting him with the gory details. Rick really couldn’t muster enough regret to make it believable.

I wonder if the Franklin PD takes washed up Secret Service agents. Going back home to Indiana might not be his first choice, but he couldn’t envision any life outside law enforcement.

"Agent McCoy, the director will see you now."

"Thank you, Lacey." Rick nodded to the secretary absently and stood, squaring his shoulders and taking a deep breath. Dear Lord, don’t let me get fired here.

He entered the director’s office and closed the door behind him. His boss sat behind his desk, which was covered in neat stacks of papers and folders, as usual. What wasn’t usual was the man that also sat on his boss’s desk, perched on the corner.

"Agent Patrick McCoy, I’d like you to meet Agent Dante Brand, top agent of our PNI Division." The director gestured to the young man sitting on the corner of his desk. Brand couldn’t be more than twenty, with an easy smile, flaming red hair that was fashionably spiked, and strange golden eyes that glittered as if they harbored a secret joke. He wore an incredibly expensive suit unlike anything Rick had seen before. A deep blue tailored cashmere suit jacket, detailed with hand embroidery on the sleeve cuffs and lapels, covered a burgundy silk shirt. The kid literally wore white kid gloves embroidered with an orange and yellow design Rick couldn’t make out. 

Top agent, my eye. Probably the son of some senator or something handed a made up rank to make daddy happy. Rick crossed the room, forced a smile, and extended his hand to the other agent. "Please, call me Rick." 

"I’m Dante, if you please." The other agent took his hand. The gloves were soft, but the kid’s handshake was firm, and his voice quietly confident. He had a faint accent – French, maybe – but only as much as you’d expect from someone who had been in the country a while. So a diplomat’s kid maybe? Rick cringed inwardly. He was going to be assigned to babysit some pampered rich brat as penance for punching the guy who got his kicks murdering his last partner. A horrible thought struck him. What if he lost this one, too? Would he create an international incident if he couldn’t keep the kid out of trouble?

"Dante’s going to be your new partner. Don’t let his appearance fool you, he outranks you, and will be taking the lead on most of your cases." The director motioned for them to sit. Dante returned to his perch on the corner of the desk, while Rick lowered himself slowly into a plush armchair.

"Director Leon, sir, can we discuss this?" Rick swallowed. He prayed fervently that the PNI Division only took cases like treed cats and missing lunch money. He couldn’t risk losing another partner, especially not some juvenile political asset.

"Absolutely, Dante and I both want to be sure you understand fully what you’re in for." The director seemed sober as he nodded to Dante. "To begin with, Dante is considerably older than he looks, and has been with the Service far longer than you have. He’s quite skilled at what he does, so you don’t need to worry about this being a babysitting assignment, or whatever you were thinking."

"I didn’t say that." Rick narrowed his eyes. Perhaps he had thought it too loudly. There was no way the baby-faced agent watching him with laughing golden eyes was more experienced than he was. "What is the PNI Division?"

"Paranormal Investigations. We’re like Ghostbusters." Dante grinned, his lilting accent making it hard for Rick to decide if he was being serious or not.

"Okay." Rick drew the word out skeptically. "Is that what happened then, you discovered the Fountain of Youth, or the Painting of Dorian Gray, or something?"

"I was cursed, yes. I already was immortal. I made the mistake of thinking myself more beautiful than a fae and was cursed to spend my immortality as a human." Dante frowned and picked an invisible speck of dust off his outrageously expensive suit.

You have to be kidding me. Rick took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment to collect his temper. He didn’t particularly like being messed with. "Director, I’d like to submit my resignation. Effective immediately. I’ll be moving back home to be closer to my parents."

"Don’t be that way, Rick." The director pushed a pile of papers toward him. "The position will be a promotion for you, as well as a drastic increase in pay. It’ll take some adjusting to, but Dante believes you’re the best man for the job, and he’s rarely wrong."

"I’m frankly not sure that’s a compliment, sir." Rick pushed the words through clenched teeth. "I’ll admit I’m less than sorry I punched that murderer, but I don’t think I deserve being made the bodyguard for a mentally ill diplomat’s kid playing cops and robbers."

Dante laughed aloud, his laugh as musical as his voice. "That is a new one. My last partner thought I was a ‘reject from a boy band.’"

"Then what are you? Really? No experienced agent wears clothes like that. No one I know wears clothes like that." Rick gestured to the brightly embroidered suit. "Goodwill or Spirit Halloween?" He knew full well that get up cost more than he made in a month, but he was getting angry with the whole thing.

Dante bristled. "I’ll have you know this suit was handcrafted on Saville Row to my custom specifications." His accent thickened and he pulled his right glove off as he spoke. "I suppose they all need proof."

"What are you going to do? Challenge me to a duel at thirty paces?"

"Rick, please," The director admonished.

"No, Charles, this is my responsibility." Dante waved the director off with his loose glove, then fixed his sharp eyes on Rick. "If I were to challenge you to a duel, the Service would lose a good man, and I would still be looking for a partner." He picked up a polished wood paperweight off the desk with his bare hand. The paperweight burst into flames. He watched it burn until it was a pile of ashes in his hand, dumped the ashes into the trash can, then carefully replaced his glove.

"So you’re a magician?" Rick made another dig, even as fear nagged at the back of his mind. What was he dealing with?

"Mince." Dante looked at him with some consternation, the smile on his young face fading slightly.

The director, on the other hand, just laughed. "I’m sorry, Dante, but this is always my favorite part."

"You know how much I hate it, Charles," Dante rebuked him with a sniff of wounded pride. "It would be far easier if I did not have to find a new partner so soon after resurrecting. They never take me seriously."

"What happened, if you don’t mind telling me?" Rick ignored the part about ‘resurrecting.’ The kid had already claimed to be an immortal, and he didn’t even begin to know how to deal with that. Lost partners, that he was intimately familiar with.

"My partner was taken by a vampire. I was forced to incinerate his body myself to spare him an eternity as one of those foul creatures. The coven descended on me, and while they don’t fancy the taste of my blood, they have no qualms about spilling it. I burned one of them before I died, and the rest when I resurrected." Dante gave him a look that challenged him to contradict him, to invalidate his grief. Rick wasn’t interested. His own grief was still fresh enough he recognized it when he saw it in another man's eyes.

"I don’t believe any of this. I’m a Baptist," Rick replied weakly. He had so many questions and didn’t even know how to begin. He picked the most pressing. "Why me?"

"Dante prefers his partners either experienced in law enforcement or in paranormal activity." The director tapped a folder with Rick’s name on it with his index finger.

"The LEOs tend to live longer," Dante interrupted.

"He also prefers them to be grounded in religion."

"They tend to adapt faster and be less attracted to the darkness." Dante made a disgusted face that indicated a bad past experience.

Rick wasn’t sure he wanted to know what was worse than vampires sucking the blood from your partner.

"I also like my partners to be loyal and not afraid of taking harsh action if necessary. We’re not dealing with normal human criminals here." Dante grinned widely at him. "I need a partner willing to punch a lich in the nose for killing me."

Rick blushed. So his little indiscretion had been a deciding factor in his transfer, just not in the way he’d thought. "But what good is a human partner to you? Don’t you want another immortal flame thrower?"

"I am a one thousand year old phoenix cursed to a human form. There are no others like me." Dante’s voice grew soft and his expression grim.

"Oh. I’m sorry." Rick wasn’t sure what he expected Dante to be, but it wasn’t that. "That explains the fire, then, and the immortality. But you can die?"

"I can, and do quite frequently." Dante made a sour face. "It’s unpleasant and costly. I try to avoid it when I can. I once managed to survive for thirty years. My shortest survival was about three minutes."

"I remember that. The wizard was waiting when you resurrected." The director turned to Rick. "That’s where your job will be different than you’re used to. You’ll provide investigative and tactical support for Dante on a wide range of cases, obviously, but he’ll make the suicide play if necessary. If he dies, you’ll have less than thirty seconds to clear a perimeter, or remove his body from the danger zone in any way necessary. The flames from his resurrection incinerate everything within a ten foot radius. Remember the 9/11 conspiracies? Yeah. He and another agent were killed trying to get people out of that mess."

"You’ll also want to make sure you’re out of the resurrection zone yourself," Dante added softly.

"And that there are no lingering threats to his safety." The director made a wry face. "Or to aid in retrieving his body. One werewolf mafioso got the bright idea to tie him to a concrete block and drop him in the middle of Lake Michigan. He couldn’t resurrect until we located him and brought him to the surface."

"Thank God my partner noted the place I went down." Dante gave the director a grateful smile.

"He’ll be alert after the flames die down, but generally irritable and may not remember the things that happened immediately before his death." 

"Charles, I am only ‘generally irritable’ because I don’t like dying, and awakening to find my clothes destroyed is both mortifying and expensive." Dante laughed and gestured to Rick. "Tell me, Patrick, would you not also be irritable to be shot, awakened naked in the street, and short a ten thousand dollar suit?"

"Rick, and yeah, that would be irritating – if I owned a suit worth even remotely close to ten thousand dollars." Rick took a deep breath and counted to ten to take the edge of sarcasm out of his voice. He didn’t entirely succeed. "So, the same job I’ve been doing for nine years, but with monsters and a partner who spontaneously combusts when killed."

"Essentially." The director slapped a sticky note with a single phone number written on it onto the top file in the stack he’d given him. "My personal cell phone number. I want you to at least read the file and consider it. I was Dante’s partner until I took this position, so I know it’s a lot to take in. If you have any questions, feel free to call me anytime." He stood and extended his hand. "I really do hope you take the job, Rick, but I know it’s a lot. I’ll give you until the beginning of the week to make up your mind."

"Thanks, Director." Rick shook his director’s hand and scooped up the pile of papers. Baptist or not, he was curious enough to at least read the file. "I’m guessing I can’t tell anyone else about this?"

"New job, new partner, not sure you’re the right fit – you can say whatever you like as long as you leave out the weird stuff." The director waved a hand. "Not that they’ll believe you. As soon as you walk out of here, you’ll doubt you believe you."

"Wonderful." Rick extended a hand to Dante, then retracted it quickly when he remembered what his touch did to the paperweight. 

"I assure you I am no threat to you." Dante laughed, took Rick’s hand in both of his, and shook it vigorously. "I look forward to working with you."

"I’ll... Pray about it." Rick looked down at the papers in his hands and shook his head. He had a lot of reading and praying to do tonight.
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"He handled that well." Dante meant that quite sincerely as he sat in one of the armchairs facing Charles’s desk and swung one leg over the arm. It wasn’t entirely unheard of for candidates to refuse or even flee once they knew what he was. It had taken three interviews for him to settle on his last partner. Or rather for his last partner to settle on him.

Agent McCoy was spotless on paper, apart from his recent indiscretion, which Dante found rather endearing. The agent had broad shoulders, thick arms, and wide fists in contrast to Dante’s slender and lithe figure. He wore an intentional scruff of a brown beard, khakis, a solid colored dress shirt with the top button unbuttoned and the sleeve cuffs unbuttoned and rolled up past his elbows. Sharp brown eyes, a firmly set jaw, and an impeccable reputation as an investigator hinted at an intensity of character disguised by his casual dress. He gave every impression of a man able to take care of himself in this difficult field. Exactly what Dante was looking for.

"I’m not sure about this, Chaud." Charles used his familiar nickname for Dante to signal the conversation was shifting from official to friendly. "He’s a skeptic. Agent Azusa was a skeptic, and look what happened. If we’d paid attention to the signs with Azusa–"

"Wes was only a skeptic about me, and he interviewed better than you did if I recall." Dante chuckled at the memory of Charles' first interview. He’d adamantly refused to believe any of it and barely took the file offered to him, only to return the next day with a five page report on how they weren’t utilizing Dante’s skills effectively. "Wes was not you, and Agent McCoy is not Wes."

"He’ll be gone in a week."

"He’s not Madison either.

"He won’t be able to handle the resurrections."

"No one is able to handle my resurrections. Not at first. You know that as well as anyone."

"What if–"

"He’s not Gilles either, Glace." Dante sat up with a sigh. Chaud and Glace – fire and ice – had been their nicknames for each other when he and Charles had been partners. He’d been the passionate, flamboyant one and Charles the cold, calculating one. Playing the opposite was not quite comfortable for him. "It’s been eight months. I need a partner to do my job. Keeping me at the desk is not an effective use of my skills, and sending me out alone is too dangerous." This was nothing Charles didn’t know himself.

"I don’t want to get this wrong." Charles ran his hands over his weary face.

"I’m rarely wrong." Dante gave a cocky half smile as he stood to go. "After meeting Agent McCoy, I am quite confident I am not wrong now."

# # # # #
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RICK GOT THROUGH THE papers at two a.m. He dropped his head back on the headboard of his bed and stared at the ceiling. If the paperwork was to be believed, the baby-faced Dante Brand had an impressive service record going all the way back to President Washington. Before that, he’d been in the employ of the French government going back to Leonardo DiVinci. He’d fled Revolutionary France when the French government started oppressing the Church. He was a staunch Roman Catholic and faithful member of one of the oldest churches in Washington DC. He made a mental note to call the church in the morning to make an appointment with the priest to check Dante’s back story. Rick wasn’t sure what was harder to believe, all this stuff about vampires and cursed phoenixes, or that a Baptist was considering going to a Catholic Priest for advice.

In the meantime, the director had said to call anytime. He dialed up the number on the sticky note, ignoring the time glowing on the digital clock on his bedside table.

"Rick."

"Uh. Good morning, Director," Rick stammered, a bit less certain about his plan of action now that he heard the sleep in his boss’s voice. "How did you know it was me?"

The director chuckled. "It was three in the morning when I got up the courage to call my predecessor. I wasn’t going to wait up for you, but I knew it was coming." 

"You were his partner?" Rick wasn’t sure how to address the weirdness, or what he even hoped for from this conversation, but talking to someone who had been in his position helped.

"For nearly two decades before I took this promotion. If I wasn’t pushing sixty, I’d take my old position back in a heartbeat."

"You really expect me to believe he’s... immortal?" Rick nearly choked on the word. He pinched himself hard, hoping to wake up, but only managing to leave a bright red welt on the back of his hand.

"You can believe it or not. That doesn’t change the truth. But that’s not to say it isn’t hard watching him die everytime." The director’s voice grew softer at the memories. "Paranormals – they like to be called mythics – do some disturbing damage to their victims."

"How often does he die?" Rick pinched his eyes closed at the rush of memories of his last partner dying in his arms. He couldn’t do that over and over again, even if Dante did resurrect.

"Depends. We had one case where he died four times in one day. He was incredibly irritated by the end of that day. Another time, he went three years. Most of the mythics know what happens when he resurrects and don’t want it to happen anymore than he does, but a few will try to kill him for sport or out of spite."

"Vampires, Director? Paranormals? Immortal phoenixes that burst into flames?" Rick’s voice rose in spite of himself. "That’s fairy tale stuff. How am I supposed to get around that?"

"If it helps, forget I said any of that, and I’ll try again." The director cleared his voice. "Agent McCoy, one of my best agents needs a new partner. In spite of his appearance, he’s one of the most experienced and skilled agents we have. Because of his special skill set, you’ll be assigned cases that are hard for other teams to handle. I’ll expect the two of you to have each other’s backs in whatever way necessary." The director paused for a moment. "Is that easier to accept?"

Rick grunted. When put that way, it just sounded like a transfer to an elite investigative unit. "What’s he like to work with?"

"Basically what you saw tonight. Easygoing, jovial, unless provoked. The most loyal and devoted partner you’ll ever have. The Service literally is his life. He is incredibly vain, which I gather is how he ended up human in the first place, and can be rather overprotective. Because he is immortal, he tends to treat humans like glass. It gets irritating when he insists on taking all the risks, especially if he’s jeopardizing the case to do it. I’ll expect you to call him out on that."

"What did you tell him about me?" Rick asked, curious because the director’s assessment was rather bipolar in its description of the other agent.

"He only asked if you were ‘a just man.’" The director laughed. "I think after working with humans for more than half a century, he’s quite aware the big ask is coming from him. He’s not overly worried about your particular quirks unless they’re likely to get you killed."

"Tell him I basically live out of my Jeep and my most expensive suit cost me six hundred dollars. My strong point is investigation and I don’t like being told how to do my job." Rick yawned. "I’ll give it a try, Director. I can’t say that I buy into all the mythic stuff, so you’ll pardon me if I’m not particularly eager to test his immortality anytime soon, but he sounds like a good man, and I’m always up for a good partner."

"Get some sleep then, Rick. I’ll assign you your first case in the morning."
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