
It was dark when Paz woke up. For a moment he wondered, blearily, what time it was and if he had set an 

alarm. If it was still dark perhaps he could go back to sleep for a bit. Then the pain registered. If he was 

correct, and he did have some experience in this field, he had been kicked repeatedly in the head, 

stomach, and back while he’d been unconscious. Lovely. 

He tried to straighten from the fetal position he’d woken in and immediately gave up at the 

protest from his muscles. He felt as if his body was just one large bruise. He moved his arm toward the 

phone in his pocket and discovered his hands were bound together. 

Paz opened his eyes again and peered down at his wrists. There was just enough light for him to 

see the nylon twine holding his hands together. This did not bode well. He raised his head to scan his 

surroundings. In the dim light, he could just make out a broken plastic chair, an ancient reel lawn mower, 

and a jumble of old children’s toys. The ground beneath him was made of dirt and dead grass, and the 

walls were splintery and peeling wood. He was in a garden shed. 

It was silent outside the shed. He didn’t hear anything at all, no traffic noises, no radios, no 

voices, and no ominous torture devices. Which, he supposed, was a mercy, at least. He briefly debated the 

wisdom of calling out for help and decided against it. Just because he couldn’t hear his captors didn’t 

mean they weren’t there. 

With a great deal of effort, and pain, Paz achieved an upright position. His ankles were tied 

together. He also definitely had at least two broken ribs. He’d had broken ribs before. They weren’t fun. 

Taking as much care as possible, Paz dragged himself across the shed to the lawn mower. The blades on 

the reel were dull and rusted, but proved enough to fray the cord around his wrists until he could easily 

break it. His hands had been tied long enough for his fingers to become swollen and clumsy, and he 

struggled with the cord around his ankles. He couldn’t get the knot untied, and he couldn’t get the lawn 

mower reel between his boots to scrape at the cord. 



Momentarily frustrated, he tried to scan the shed for anything else he could use. The light filtering 

through the cracks in the walls barely helped. He blindly fumbled through the pile of junk, looking for 

anything sharp and hoping he didn’t find it by slicing his hand open. 

A loud, angry voice outside the shed made him jump. It sounded male, and close, but not clear 

enough that he could make out what was said. Paz increased his efforts to find something to cut the cord 

around his ankles, hoping he would find it before whoever that was found him. 

There was a crash, and more angry shouting, followed by a meaty thud that Paz recognized all too 

well: someone getting punched in the gut. Paz's hand closed over a shard of pottery, perhaps left over 

from a broken flower pot. He quickly sawed at the twine, his breath painful and short. 

An unearthly shriek caused the hair on the back of his neck to stand straight up as his blood ran 

cold. That was a sound he would never forget. It was the cry of an angry, injured apex predator. A very 

angry apex predator. An ominous silence fell immediately afterward. 

The cord snapped under his assault and he struggled to his feet. He found the door by running his 

hands along the walls of the shed, picking up god only knew how many splinters. There was no latch on 

the inside. He pushed. The door didn’t budge. He pushed again, harder. No movement. 

Paz jumped again when a gunshot shattered the strained silence. He knew he had to get out, no 

matter what. He wasn’t going to wait around to get killed like a rat in a box. He limped back from the 

door and took a deep, painful breath. He braced his shoulders, planted his feet, and lunged toward the 

door. 

Just before his shoulder impacted the door, it burst inward off its hinges, slamming into the side 

of Paz’s head. He was unconscious again before he hit the ground. 

-X- 

 



It was Dahlia’s opinion that, in order to find out what happened to the human, they should start at 

the place the human was last known to be. So, despite Mary’s grumblings, they returned to the Elkin 

Police Department. Now that it was well past dawn, the day shift staff was on duty, and the reception 

clerk looked up with trepidation when Mary and Dahlia walked into the lobby. 

“Oh, Ms. Pelham,” she said with false cheer. “Don’t usually see you around here at this hour.” 

“No, you don’t,” Mary agreed, not intending for that to come out as ominous as it did. “I need to 

see the exterior security cameras between the hours of 5 and 6 AM.” 

“Did something happen?” asked the receptionist, whose name Mary did not recall ever learning. 

“Yes, but I do not think it concerns you,” Mary replied; again meaning it only factually, and not 

rudely. She flinched when Dahlia dug her rather sharp elbow into Mary’s ribs. “What?” she demanded, 

glaring at the other woman. 

“Would it kill you to say ‘please’?” Dahlia whispered pointedly. 

“Most likely not,” Mary replied sullenly. She turned back to the reception. “I apologize. Please 

may I see the camera footage for that time? I would like to confirm that a citizen I spoke to this morning 

left safely.” 

The reception smiled thinly and nodded. “Of course, Ms. Pelham. One moment, please.” As she 

worked, she continued to send badly-hidden glances at the two waiting women, each time glancing away 

quickly when one or the other met her eye. 

“Here you go!” the receptionist chirped with false cheer after a few moments. She turned her 

computer as far as it would go. Mary was still forced to lean further over the counter than was 

comfortable to view the screen. 

The video showed Mr. Alvarez exiting the lobby and walking towards a corner of the parking lot 

that was not covered by the cameras. Mary sighed impatiently. Of course he would have parked there. 



“Thank you for your help,” she told the receptionist before turning and walking out of the lobby again. 

Dahlia had to hurry to catch up. “Happy?” Mary hissed at her. 

“About what? How you treated that poor human or that your mysterious gentleman actually left 

the department?” 

“Yes,” Mary replied flatly. She led the way to the corner of the parking lot they had seen Mr. 

Alvarez had been seen heading towards. It was empty except for a single older-model blue pick up truck 

that had seen better days, but not recently. 

“Is that his car?” Dahlia asked. 

“I don’t know,” Mary told her. “I did not see him arrive.” 

“Well, clearly he didn’t leave, either,” Dahlia said. She used her gloved hands to shade the 

window so she could look inside. “It looks as if he’s been living in this thing for a long time.” 

“He smelled like it, as well,” Mary agreed, standing by the driver’s side with her hands on her 

hips. “This is his car. I recognize his smell.” 

Dahlia circled the truck to stand next to her. “Oh, yes. I see what you mean.” She delicately held 

one hand over her nose under the veil. “It is very strong.” 

“Humans like that sort of thing, I hear,” Mary said, distracted as she sniffed the air. She crouched 

and peered under the truck, reaching out to pluck something off the asphalt. She stood and held it up for 

Dahlia’s inspection. It was a thin hypodermic needle. 

“Did this Mr. Alvarez strike you as a drug user?” Dahlia asked, one dark eyebrow raised. 

             “Not in the slightest,” Mary replied. “I fear Mr. Alvarez may have fallen victim to foul play.” 

“And this is the point where I tell you that it would be safest and wisest if we were to leave now 

and go home,” Dahlia said pointedly. She waited for a reply, but Mary merely stared down at the needle 

in her hand. Dahlia sighed. “What are you thinking, my darling?” 



“I inspected the Elkin tearoom,” Mary said softly. “I passed it as safe. I interviewed Mr. 

Alvarez’s  mother myself. I ruled her as mentally and physically sound.” 

Dahlia put her hand on Mary’s shoulder and squeezed. “My love, you cannot see the future. You 

could not have predicted that woman’s death. By the time she died you had already been banished by the 

Imperium. None of this was your fault.” 

Mary looked up at her partner. “Isn’t it?” she demanded, an intense look in her dark gray eyes. “I 

gave him the police report even though I knew it was dangerous. I offered to give  him more information. 

I caused this.” 

Dahlia sighed again. “And if you did? It is just one human, my dear. It looks as if no one will 

miss him. Why must you get involved?” 

Mary squared her shoulders and slipped the needle into her pocket. “Because,” she said slowly. 

Dahlia rolled her eyes and mouthed along with the rest of her statement. “It is the right thing to do.” 

Dahlia straightened her veil, ensuring that none of her pale skin was exposed to the sun. “Very 

well,” she said, resigned. “But if this gets us both killed, I will never speak to you again.” 

-X- 

They followed Mr. Alvarez’s scent from the parking lot into their own neighborhood, down 

familiar streets until they reached a ramshackle house that was in poor repair even by the neighborhood’s 

standards. Parts of the roof were covered by blue tarp held down with nails and bricks, and the 

floorboards of the porch had long since rotted, and had been replaced by tall weeds. A dog scratched itself 

on a patch of dirt in front of the door, a chain linking its collar to a post a few feet away. As the two 

women approached, it whined and hid in the gap between the house’s foundation and the ground. 

“Oh, dear,” Mary said, dismayed. She and Dahlia stood at the rusting chain link fence that 

surrounded the property, grass and weeds nearly reaching their waists. 



“Oh dear is right,” Dahlia agreed. “There is no possible way that Feagins kidnapped your 

human.” 

“He’s not my human,” Mary said peevishly. “And no, I don’t think Feagins did. This has to be 

some sort of subterfuge.” 

“Perhaps the Imperium killed Feagins and is using his house as a hiding place,” Dahlia said, 

entirely too eagerly. 

“One could only hope,” Mary agreed darkly. She scanned the decrepit house again. “He is 

probably only dead drunk.” She wrinkled her nose. “I cannot smell Mr. Alvarez any longer. This whole 

place smells like urine and dog tarts.” 

Dahlia began to walk along the fence, shaking her head in exasperation. 

“Where are you going?” Mary called after her. 

“I’m going to find Mr. Alvarez!” Dahlia called back. 

Mary huffed and hurried to catch up. “We’re going to be found out,” she hissed at Mary. Dahlia 

didn’t respond, heading towards the gap in the fence where the wooden posts had succumbed to termites 

and wood rot. There she easily stepped over the crumpled chain link into the overgrown yard. As soon as 

Mary followed, however, the front door banged open, and Feagins himself stumbled out. 

“Gerrou o’ my yard!” the man slurred, shaking his fist at the two women. He was not as old as he 

appeared, a steady diet of alcohol and tobacco products (and little else) having aged him prematurely. He 

was dressed only in a pair of threadbare denim overalls and a pair of house shoes. “Li’l bastards. Gerrou 

‘f here ‘fore I call the p’lice.” 

“I work for the police department, Mr. Feagins,” Mary called, sounding more confident than she 

felt. “We just need to take a look around.” 

“Stupi’ b’ches,” Feagins muttered. “C’nts li’ you don’ work fer the p’lice.” 

“I beg your pardon?” Mary demanded, indignant at his language. 



Dahlia took her arm gently. “We’re not here to make trouble, Mr. Feagins,” she said calmly. 

“We’re looking for someone. Perhaps you’ve seen him? Tall gentleman? African American?” 

What Feagins said next was truly unrepeatable, and Mary had had quite enough. She shook 

Dahlia off her arm and marched forward toward Feagins. “There is no call to be using that sort of 

language, Mr. Feagins,” she said sharply, setting her hands on her hips. “We are looking for our 

acquaintance and he may be in danger. Now have you seen him, or not?” 

“Why woulda hel’ any o’ you faggots?” Feagins yelled back at her, swaying on his feet. “Now 

ge’ the fuck oura here or I’ll fill yer ass wi’ lead!” He reached back into the doorframe and pulled an 

ancient, but still functional, sawed-off shotgun. 

Mary had started moving the moment Feagins had reached for the weapon. She bounded forward 

with surprising agility and leapt into the air. Her knee connected with Feagin’s chest and her momentum 

carried them both into the house. They crashed onto the floor, which cracked beneath their combined 

weights. Feagins grunted and managed to shove Mary off, but not before she kicked the shotgun out of his 

hand. 

Feagins staggered upright, yelling unintelligibly at Mary and now clutching a broken beer bottle. 

Mary was already standing, searching out of the corner of her eye for anything she might use to subdue 

the drunkard. Before she could find anything, Feagins lunged towards her, slashing indiscriminately with 

the broken bottle. Mary dodged him easily but her foot caught a broken floorboard and she fell backwards 

with a startled shriek. Feagins towered over her with a snarl on his face and raised the jagged glass to 

strike. 

A gunshot rang out and Feagins jerked in pain, back arching and mouth gaping with a soundless 

gasp. He fell forwards, and Mary had to quickly roll out of the way to avoid being crushed. The seat of 

Feagins’ overalls was covered in small holes and a spreading red stain. Dahlia stood in the doorway, the 

shotgun still in her hands. 



“Is he dead?” Mary asked, slightly stunned. 

“No,” Dahlia replied, sounding regretful. “Old fool had it loaded with birdshot. He’ll have a sore 

arse for a while, but he’ll live.” 

Mary got to her feet and brushed herself off. “Heavens above, Dahlia! This place will be crawling 

with police in a few minutes.” 

Dahlia tossed the shotgun down beside Feagins. “Then we’d better get your human out of the 

shed, shouldn't we?” 

The shed was small and in the same disrepair as the house. It had a padlock on the door and no 

sign of a key. Mary tugged on the padlock petulantly and turned to Dahlia with a beseeching look. Dahlia 

rolled her eyes again and shook her arms out, backing up several steps. She twisted slightly, presenting 

her right shoulder, and ran toward the door. It crashed open, directly into Mr. Alvarez’s head. 

Mary and Dahlia crowded the doorway, looking down at the bruised and bleeding human. 

“Oh, dear,” Mary said. 

-X- 

When Paz woke up again, he was still in pain. A lot of it. In fact, with the addition of the splitting 

headache, he would say he was now in more pain. So much so, that he didn’t immediately jump up to 

assess his surroundings. Instead, he very carefully cracked one eye open. 

He was no longer in the shed. Other than that, he had no idea where he was. Above him hung a 

vintage crystal chandelier that might be made from actual crystal, lit with dimmer bulbs turned down to a 

faint glow. The room was otherwise dark, making it difficult to determine how long he’d been 

unconscious. 

Paz shifted his head slightly to get a better look around. Even in the dim light, the room was a riot 

of colors: blue, green, purple, orange. Area rugs of clashing patterns covered the hardwood floor and 

pillows were strewn over every surface it was possible to sit on. The art on the walls ranged from faded 



and cracking Renaissance-era portraits to abstract contemporary pieces. There was a glass cabinet in the 

corner filled with porcelain figurines, wood carvings, vintage metal toys, and delicate tea cups. For a 

moment, he was very confused. 

Then the door to the room opened and a woman entered. He didn’t remember ever having met 

her, but given his head injury, that wasn’t saying much. She was Asian, petite, carrying the comfortable 

weight of a sedentary life. Her long, dark hair was piled haphazardly on the top of her head and she was 

wearing an untied sheer silk kimono over a black tank top and black leggings. 

As she approached whatever it was Paz was lying on, he noticed the pale, ashen skin and other 

tell-tale signs that he could possibly be in deep, deep trouble. She arrived at his side and placed the teacup 

in her hand on the side table. 

“I know you’re awake,” she said briskly. “And just so you know, we’re not planning on eating 

you or anything.” 

Paz opened his eyes fully, knowing there was no point in pretending. “Yeah, but you’d probably 

say that even if you were planning on eating me.” 

The woman wrinkled her nose. “Yes, probably, but I happen to be a law abiding citizen, thank 

you very much. Here is some tea. You should drink it.” 

Paz looked down at the cup suspiciously. “What’s in it?” 

“Willow bark, feverfew, and cloves. It doesn’t taste pleasant but it will help with the pain,” the 

woman replied. “Do you need help sitting up?” 

Paz grunted and replied by pushing himself to an upright position. For a few moments the room 

spun around him in sickening circles. When it finally stopped moving, he discovered that he was sitting 

on an incredibly ugly but surprisingly comfortable sofa that had to date from the early seventies. He 

glanced up at the woman standing within arm’s reach. “Who are you?” 

The woman shrugged one shoulder. “Are you asking my name, or who I am?” she replied. 



Paz thought about that for a moment, the headache making his brain sluggish. “Yes,” he finally 

answered. 

“I’ve had a few names over the years,” the woman told him. “Recently I go by Dahlia. I am a 

member of the Avramov Family and my status is In Compliance. Would you like to see my 

documentation?” 

“Uh, no I guess not,” Paz said slowly. He reached up to rub the sore spot on his head and Dahlia 

slapped his hand away.  

“Don’t touch,” she ordered. “You’re lucky you didn’t crack your skull.” 

“Feels like I did,” Paz muttered. He squinted up at her. “What happened? Where was I?” 

“Locked in the shed of a terrible old man who would most definitely have shot you if he’d 

discovered you there,” Dahlia replied. She picked up the teacup and held it out to him. “Drink. It’ll only 

taste worse once it gets cold.” 

He took the cup from her and looked down into it. The liquid was dark brown with darker bits at 

the bottom of the cup. It did not smell appetizing. He raised it to his mouth and sipped cautiously. It 

didn’t taste any better than it smelled. He put it back down on the table. “How did I get in the shed?” he 

asked. 

“Someone put you there, obviously,” Dahlia said impatiently. 

“Obviously,” Paz echoed, trying very hard not to sound sarcastic in case Dahlia changed her mind 

about eating him. “Do you know who?” 

“Well, we were supposed to believe that it was Mr. Feagins,” Dahlia replied. “But I highly doubt 

Mr. Feagins would have been able to overpower you long enough to kidnap you.” 

“I think I was injected with something,” Paz said, feeling along the side of his neck. 

“Which definitively proves that it wasn’t Mr. Feagins,” Dahlia said with a firm nod. “If he had 

possession of any illicit substance, he certainly wouldn’t be wasting it on anyone else but himself.” 



Paz squinted up at her, even the dim light making the back of his eyeballs throb. “So where does 

that leave us?” he asked after a moment of silence. 

Dahlia frowned. “How hard did you hit your head?” She asked, looking worried. “The Imperium, 

young man. It was obviously the Imperium.” 

Paz felt the pit of his stomach fall out. “Obviously,” he said again. So, not only was the Imperium 

doing their best to cover up his mother’s murder, they were actively taking steps to prevent him from 

investigating on his own. Great. Because that’s exactly what he needed. The oldest and most powerful 

secret society in history taking direct action against him. 

A door opened and closed somewhere else in the house and a few seconds later Ms. Pelham 

appeared at the entrance to the room. “It’s gone!” she announced, very clearly agitated. She snatched the 

wide-brimmed hat and sunglasses off, throwing them both onto an antique needlepoint chair. “The whole 

thing. Just gone!” she continued. “They managed to get in and out without showing on any cameras and 

they just took it!” 

Dahlia sighed heavily, aggrieved, but Paz was deeply confused. “What’s gone?” he asked, 

wishing his brain was working faster. “Who took it?” 

“The records on your mother’s murder,” Ms. Pelham replied, crossing her arms. “And it could 

only have been the Imperium.” 

“I don’t understand why they’ve taken such great lengths to stop Mr. Alvarez’s investigation,” 

Dahlia said. “The Imperium kills hundreds of people a year. What difference does one murdered Feeder 

make?” 

Paz felt vaguely that he should take offense at that, but decided against protesting. “If they really 

wanted me to stop investigating, why did they let me live?” 



Dahlia gave him a withering look. “They clearly didn’t intend for you to,” she said dryly. “They 

left you tied hand and foot in the shed of the most racist, violent man in town. If we hadn’t arrived when 

we did, Mr. Feagins most certainly would have shot you as soon as he discovered you.” 

Paz frowned. “So…” he said after a long moment of thinking. “The Imperium sent someone to 

sedate me, tie me up, and stick me in some racist old guy’s shed on the off chance he’d find me and shoot 

me before I managed to get free?” 

Dahlia nodded. “That sounds like the Imperium to me.” 

Paz snorted. “That sounds stupid to me. If they’re going to kill me, kill me.” 

“It’s better to have a human kill another human than to have a human dead under suspicious 

circumstances,” Dahlia replied, shrugging one shoulder. 

“And no one ever said that the Imperium was competent,” Ms. Pelham said, her voice scathing. 

She walked over the sofa. “How do you feel?” She asked Paz briskly. 

“Like shit,” he said bluntly. “I broke a couple of ribs and my head fucking hurts.” 

Ms. Pelham shot Dahlia a brief, guilty look but Dahlia refused to meet her gaze. Dahlia peered 

snidely down at the teacup on the side table. 

“Your tea is cold,” she said, and turned with a dramatic billow of her kimono. “I’ll make you 

another cup while you two chat.” The last word was emphasized and directed at Ms. Pelham, who replied 

with an exasperated expression. Once Dahlia left, however, her demeanor became almost timid. She stood 

for a moment in front of him, uncertain, wringing her hands. 

“You said you would tell me what you knew about my mother,” Paz reminded her, because he 

was nothing if not determined. 

“I did,” she replied, then looked around for a chair as if she was as unfamiliar with the room as he 

was. She eventually grabbed a spindly three-legged stool from the corner and dragged it over, perching on 

it like a nervous bird. “I am not sure how much it will help you, but I will tell you all I know.” 



Paz narrowed his eyes at her. “Why would you be willing to help me? You probably saved my 

life. You might have put yourself on the Imperium’s radar in a bad way. You don’t even know me.” 

“Perhaps,” Ms. Pelham said softly. “But it was the right thing to do.” 

Paz studied her for a moment. “You really did get excommunicated, didn’t you?” 

She nodded silently. “Yes. But for something unrelated.” 

“What was it?” 

Ms. Pelham took a deep breath. “Because I had a conscience,” she replied. 


