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Chapter One


[image: image]


My name is Abigail Bean, and there is nothing special about me. Or at least there wasn’t, until I took a job with a strange and wonderful—and terrifying—woman named Agnes Astor Smith.

I met Miss Smith for the first time on the 24th of December in 2015, after answering an ad in the paper, which I had found entirely by chance the day before. As a denizen of Seattle, Washington, my morning coffee ritual is almost religious in nature; I never fail to stop at my local coffee shop, The West Roast, at precisely seven o’clock in the morning, for fear of possible damnation to lethargy and foggy-headedness for all eternity.

That morning, as I settled into one of the coveted plush leather chairs, which were bound to be unavailable if I arrived too late, I happened to notice a newspaper lying open on the little driftwood coffee table that separated two pairs of the precious seats. It wasn’t so much the newspaper itself that caught my attention, as much as the distinct circle of red ink highlighting a particular block of text.

As I settled into my morning caffeine prayers, my eyes were drawn again and again to the red circle, and in the end my curiosity got the better of me, as it often did. I picked up the paper and read the circled words with first passing, and then mild, and finally piqued interest. It read as follows:

“Wanted: Assistant. Full-time. Equitable pay. Requisite Skills: Typing, organization, keen intellect. preferred skills: attention to unusual details, insatiable curiosity, suspension of disbelief, appreciation for classical texts, fencing, covert observation. paid holidays, full benefits, boundless adventure. to apply, arrive at my residence promptly at 2:22pm, christmas Eve.”

I could see right away why someone would have circled the ad. It was certainly amusing. Who had gone to the trouble to play such a farce in the paper? Employment ads weren’t free, after all, and without an actual address or phone number, no one was likely to respond. I put the paper back where I had found it, and continued my light roast mass.

After a few minutes, I picked the paper back up and read the ad a second time, and for a second time I put it down. What sort of person would prefer an assistant who could fence? Or who had some skill at ‘covert observation’? I began to daydream something in the vein of Indiana Jones. Perhaps the ad itself wasn’t, in fact, an ad, but a kind of code. Spies in books often used such methods.

It wasn’t my intention to pick apart the ad looking for some code, but I nonetheless took up the paper a third time and read over the text yet again. It occurred to me, on this read, that there was a conspicuous lack of capital letters throughout. Unable to help myself from imagining this to be purposeful, I took note of the capital letters when they did occur.

W-A-F-E-R-S-T-E.

Waferste. Well, so much for that idea. How many messages between spies were garbled by an inattentive typesetter throughout the age of print? Then again, maybe that only happened in books.

The time was creeping up on me, and I had a job to get to. I finished my coffee, and left the shop.

Five minutes later, I returned, and picked up the paper again. It was a curiously specific time, wasn’t it? Two twenty-two in the afternoon? Why on Earth would a person be so precise? Though I reminded myself that it was almost certainly an ad placed in jest, I folded the paper and stuffed it into my purse. At best, I would gradually come to understand whatever hidden message might be nestled in it, and at worst I would throw it in the recycling bin later on.

After all, what harm could there be in enjoying a little puzzle?

At that time, I worked in a framing shop just five blocks from my apartment. At twenty three years old I lived alone with my cat Baxter (short for Lord Baxter Bartholemeow III, I like to joke, on account of his regal, aloof nature that seems a bit overdone at times, even for a cat.) I’m neither terribly thin nor particularly thick. My grades in both high school and college, where I got a bachelors of arts in humanities and culture, were a mix of B’s and A’s. My hair is almost blonde, and almost brown, and my eyes are a greenish-hazel-brown. I am of average height. In fact, almost everything about me is entirely that—average.

My job at the little framing shop was to build frames to order. It was simple, direct work that involved little creativity or thought other than to measure carefully, tap gently with a rubber mallet, and put the staples where they would be least obvious.

As such, I had the freedom to ponder the curious little ad from the moment I arrived until I took my lunch break. As soon as I settled down to eat, I took it out and read it again.

Perhaps it was a matter of mental percolation, or psychic digestion. I’m not sure. But when I read the ad this fourth time, it occurred to me that the apparently nonsense word, Waferste, might in fact not be nonsense at all, and that the ludicrously specific time—which ought to have been, rationally, something like half past, or quarter after, or even on the hour—may itself be part of the message.

Once upon a time, I would have had to shelve my theory until I could consult a map. Owing to the miracle that is the modern phone, however, I was thankfully able to put my wild imagining to rest then and there. The chances that a person like myself were to stumble upon some secret message in an employment ad were, I had to accept, exceedingly low bordering on entirely nil.

I searched for an address. 222 Wafer St. East.

My stomach fluttered a moment when I saw the little icon settle down on a location just outside of the city proper, not adjusted for some misspelling or to the nearest available address, but precisely on the target. 222 E. Wafer St.

It was real. I put the paper away, and ate my lunch in something of a daze. What was waiting there, at 222 East Wafer Street? Was there anything? Probably it was a game. Someone had circled the ad; had it been part of a private scavenger hunt, perhaps? An inside joke among friends? Was it some kind of scam meant to get the poor sap who stumbled on it invested so they couldn’t help but check it out, only to be sold on some pyramid scheme?

I had no way to answer these questions for myself. Not here; not now.

At least, not without taking a bit of a chance—the sort of thing that, generally speaking, I prefer not to do—and checking it out for myself. I had nothing to lose, really. And if it was a really clever pyramid scheme, who knew? I might actually get rich, or lose my shirt.

So there I was. Christmas Eve, two twenty in the afternoon, bundled up to my ears against the cold and the freezing drizzle, parked just a short distance from what appeared to be a house divorced from time and stuck in the urban sprawl like a rare flower somehow staving off the choking presence of an encroaching mass of tangled woody thorns. It was three stories high, with tall windows that peaked into elegant points, all the glass in them stained like that in an old cathedral, but with pictures of flowers and suns and moons instead of doves and martyrs and angels.

The tall iron gate in front of the place was slightly ajar, and though it was surrounded by a tall stone wall I could see through the bars of the front gate that the grounds within were well kept, even thriving despite the season. Roses, no doubt fake, appeared to be in bloom near the house itself, and the short grass was vital and green—likely sprayed with some kind of dye to keep up appearances during the brutal North Washington Winter.

My car was a rental. No buses came this far out and I didn’t have a car of my own. I left it parked on the curb across the street from the little manor and checked the time again. Two twenty-one. If was I right about the double meaning of the time, I would be as prompt as it was possible to be. Already my cheeks were warm with embarrassment, and it took an effort of nerves to keep my feet walking across the street, through the iron gate, past the remarkably realistic plots of flowers and grass, and up to the wide, tall, solid door at the front of the house, which was atop seven worn granite slab steps.

I waited until my watch read two twenty-two exactly. It seemed appropriate, my knuckles hovering over the door until the second hand ticked over from 59 to 60. Only then did I knock, sharp and loud enough that I winced when I imagined someone on the other side being startled from it and approaching quickly to shoo me away. “Another damned fool answering that ridiculous ad,” they’d say as they waved me off, “if I find out who put that thing in the paper, I’ll prosecute to the full extent of the law.”

Suddenly anxious, I rehearsed a sincere apology in my head.

Or, at least, I tried to. I wasn’t given much time. Not half a tick after I knocked, the door opened with unexpected quietness, and a woman in a fencing suit—which made it clear she was a woman—answered the door, and pushed a screen covered fencing mask up and off of her face, resting it atop a head of hair that was a swirl of vivid red and virgin white. Eyes that were impossibly green sparkled at me as the corners of her lips curled into a warm smile that put the lines of her face on display. Not really the deep lines of an old woman, but also not the shallow grooves of a middle aged person; they somehow managed to give her a kind of ageless appearance, so that I couldn’t have put her into any particular decade at all save that she certainly wasn’t young.

“Ah,” she said with a clear, strong voice that had substance to it in that one syllable that most people can’t manage with a whole sentence. “You’ve arrived for the interview. Wonderful, my dear. Come in, come in, it must be dreadful cold out there.” Her accent wasn’t local, but wasn’t specific to any place either.

Dumbfounded, I did as she said but cautiously. I hadn’t even brought a resume, I realized. It hadn’t occurred to me, in all the daydreaming and postulation, that this could actually be a real interview. Why would it be? Who hired an assistant with an ad that contained a secret message critical to actually making it to the interview?

“Hang your coat on the hook by the door, if you please,” the woman said. She picked up something from a corner inside the ornate, cherry wood lined foyer, and turned to me as I finished hanging my coat up. She held up two fencing foils, their thin blades dangling toward the ground. Her eyes narrowed a little as she looked me over. “Can you fence?”

At first I didn’t answer.

“Can you at least speak?” she asked, patiently but with the slightest urging behind it.

“Ah... no,” I said. I flushed. “I mean, I can speak, of course. Obviously. But I... can’t fence. Is that a problem?”

“One we can remedy,” the woman assured me. “Well, in that case let me get changed. Have a seat in the library, there’s a fire in the hearth to warm you up.”

“I’m afraid I... didn’t bring a resume, ma’am,” I said, uncertain now that I even wanted to stay. It all seemed so... what? I couldn’t have said. Unreal, or surreal maybe.

But the woman only waved a hand. “Oh, no. A resume won’t be necessary, Miss...?

“Bean,” I provided, and shuffled forward to offer her my hand. “I’m Abigail Bean.”

“It is a genuine pleasure to meet you, Miss Bean,” the woman said. She took my hand firmly, shook it and smiled broadly. “My name is Agnes Astor Smith. You may call me Agnes, or Miss Smith, but never Astor. I never cared for that name. I picked it up in Paris after one too many glasses of the most delicious Bordeaux, and consider it one of the poorer choices I’ve made.”

“Why don’t you change it?” I asked.

Miss Smith laughed, a throaty, full, infectious sort of laugh, and spread her arms wide in a gesture of wry admission. “My dear, I ask myself that every third Tuesday.”

I opened my mouth, realized that I was too confused to respond, and closed it again. Miss Smith didn’t seem to mind, or possibly notice, as she turned and walked further into the house. I followed, expecting that she would lead me to the library where she’d asked me to wait. Instead, she turned and ascended a broad, sweeping staircase and called back to me, “I’ll be down shortly.”

“Miss Smith,” I asked, nervous about all of this for reasons I couldn’t quite pin down, and anxious not to waste the woman’s time, “I think I’ve made a mistake. To be honest, I didn’t expect this to be... well... real.”

Miss Smith turned on the stairs and regarded me with that timeless, patient smile again. “If that’s so, Miss Bean, then why, pray tell, did you answer the ad?”

Absent any other answer that felt sufficiently honest, I said the first thing that came to my mind. “I suppose I was curious?”

“With more conviction, my dear,” Miss Smith said.

More conviction? I tried to puzzle out what she meant, and in the end could only gamble on a guess. “I was curious.”

Miss Smith smiled at me, and winked one bright eye. “Perfect.” She turned, and continued up the stairs.

“Wait,” I said quickly as she turned the corner at the top, “I mean to say I’m not at all prepared for an interview. I’m not even sure I’m qualified, I’ve never been an assistant before. I can’t fence, and... what did you even mean by ‘covert observation’? Or for that matter ‘boundless adventure’?”

“Details, Miss Bean,” Miss Smith said, not stopping in her ascent, “easily attended.”

“So, you want me to stay, then? To interview for you?” I asked, just to be sure.

Miss Smith paused, and gave me a quizzical look. “Interview, Miss Bean? You already did. You’re hired. Now go have a seat in the library and make yourself comfortable. I assure you, there’s no shortage of work to be done, and we’ll be heading out momentarily to get to it.”

“What work...?” But she vanished into the upper floor of the house.

I stood awkwardly for a moment, and looked back at the foyer, at the large door that led back out to the cold, and the strange yard, and my rental car and, I would soon realize, to the mundane.

I should have left. I should have gone back to my old life then. Back there was the comfort of an average existence, the gentle tide of everyday, where nothing really good or bad ever happened.

In that moment, however, I chose instead the unusual, the extraordinary—I did it out of curiosity, my old nemesis. I turned away from the mundane, and sought out Miss Smith’s library instead.
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Chapter Two


[image: image]


Miss Smith’s library could easily have doubled as a small museum. The ceiling was high enough that a balcony from the second floor overlooked the lower level, and the walls were composed of bookshelves, save for the wall directly above the fireplace where a healthy fire crackled softly and lent the room an inviting warmth. Opposite the hearth were two glass doors that led out to what appeared to be a small solarium dotted with chairs and sofas in gold and orange, barely discernable through the fogged, wavy glass.

I perused the books on the shelves low enough to get a good look at, and found that Miss Smith had a considerable collection of antique tomes, all of them exuding the smell of worn leather and ancient paper and ink. They also commanded a strange sort of silence, so that I walked softly over the hardwood floor from an irrational worry about making too much noise. The books were undoubtedly valuable, so I refrained from taking any of them off the shelf—but some of the spines displayed titles in foreign scripts. Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Cyrillic, and more. I saw only a few in my short exploration that were titled in English, and they were, all of them, of an old dialect, with odd titles.

“Of the natures of the lower heavens and what they may shew the wyse and learned,” one of the spines read in slightly flaked gold lettering. “Thee infallible profesies wych do proceed from thee spheres and places of subtle essences,” read another, these letters in relief, long ago having lost whatever gilding they might have had.

There were books of poetry, and folklore, and flowers, and various animals from birds to varieties of cats and their habits, types, and in one some cases what they represented in various schools of thought like omens and ancient depictions in art from one end of the globe to the other. As many books as there were, which were in some other language, and given that there were almost certainly many thousands of books in this one room, I gave myself over to imagining that every conceivable subject known before the twentieth century must be represented Miss Smith’s library.

I also imagined that Miss Smith must be obscenely wealthy to house such a collection, or to live in a manor like this one. It could even have been a converted cathedral, for all I knew. It certainly had the right shape.

By the time Miss Smith came back to the ground floor and found me in the library, I hadn’t actually made it to one of the chairs near the hearth. I had only made it halfway along the perimeter of the room, enchanted by the odd collection. Miss Smith took a seat, but didn’t say anything to me right away. She merely watched, as though we were in no particular hurry.

Or, as though she were somehow testing me. I couldn’t tell for sure but there was a certain tension in the room when she sat down; an expectant buzz of nervous energy that was entirely in my own head, I knew, but nonetheless tangible.

I stepped back from the bookshelf I had been looking at, and left it to join Miss Smith.

“How is the library organized?” She asked. Now that she was out of her fencing gear, her hair was drawn up into a bun on her head, with a cascade of loose hair hanging to the nape of her neck. Silver chopsticks stuck out at a sideways angle from the bun, etched with some kind of intricate filigree.

I frowned, and looked back at the bookshelves. I hadn’t really been paying attention. It wasn’t alphabetical. It didn’t seem entirely based on subject, though, either. If it was based on the age of the books I wasn’t qualified to judge whether that was so or not. All the same, this was surely another puzzle that she was presenting me, and I was determined to figure it out. I reflected on the books I’d seen in the short area of the library that I’d explored, trying to figure out what exactly warranted a pattern within the books. The books about animals were interspersed, as well as the fauna. The languages within each region of the library seemed unclear, though I could only wonder if they were based on different time periods. I drew away from her, looking towards the woman for permission for a moment. Agnes simply smiled, gesturing for me to step towards the books. There was a pattern within the books, and while it didn’t immediately jump out at me, I wasn’t one to give up easily.

“Well... it seems to be organized by region. It’s not immediately obvious, as there are a variety of languages in each section—but, if I’d have to wager a guess, I’d guess you’re going from Europe, towards the West by order of time period. See here,” I paused, stepping towards a particular section and withdrawing two books that were far apart. “This section seems to be devoted to the United States, based on what I’ve learned in school and through my own studies out of curiosity. If one bought into the theory that Christopher Columbus or even Leif Erikson was the first to discover the actual region of the states, you would expect another answer. But this seems to go from... What I would guess is an indigenous South American language, to a form of Iroquoian, to Spanish. Which indicates that it spans through the original inhabitants of the States, to the Southeastern Native Tribes, to the language of Ponce de’Leon, a Spanish explorer,” I drew in a deep breath, realizing I had rambled on a bit. I could only hope it was correct answer, but it was the only thing that seemed to make the vaguest semblance of sense. 

Agnes stared at me for several moments before her lips curled in obvious delight, her eyes shining excitedly. 

“That’s good, very good,” the other woman said quietly, rising from her seated position to lead me across the library. I couldn’t help feeling curious, not sure why she’d placed herself in a chair if she wasn’t planning to stay there. I felt like this was all part of some big test, though I wasn’t sure quite what she may be testing. She had said I was hired already, but I was confused as to what sort of work she was having me complete. All I’d done is guess how the books were arranged, and before that, I’d guessed how to find her location to begin with. If the whole job consisted of solving puzzles, I wouldn’t be particularly bothered—yet somehow, I felt there was more to it. Something deeper, something vaguely adventurous in ways I couldn’t yet identify.

I trailed behind her, nonetheless. She traced her fingertips along the spines of the books, humming under her breath as she led me deeper into the library, to some cornery that seemed to be used for deeper studies. Sitting behind the desk, she steepled her fingers in front of her and smiled at me.

“So... are you going to explain what sort of actual work I’ll be doing, Miss...” I trailed off, still not positive how she would prefer for me to refer to her.

“Agnes is fine, dear, just Agnes,” she said, brushing me off and gathering some papers in front of herself. “All will be explained in due time. I haven’t had someone ask so many questions since dear Robert, I wonder...,” she paused, glancing towards me with a faint smile. “In any case. I do have one additional task I’d like for you to complete. The documents on this desk belong in the file cabinet to the left—organize them in the appropriate order,” she said, the order gentle yet leaving no room for argument.  I hesitated, glancing over the papers and realizing that the good majority of them weren’t in any language I could understand.

Granted, they did seem to be in the same language at the very least. While it was one I couldn’t identify, I was certain there was some deeper clue. She wouldn’t be leading me on some wild goose chase with no end goal in mind—of that much I was confident. As strange as the situation was, there was something almost intoxicating about being granted the ability to flex my mental musculature. All of my prior jobs were very simple in nature, just like the one I’d been working at the frame shop. It was never the same exact task, but they all had the some systematic task that required very little additional thinking.

I may have been remarkably average, but I wasn’t boring by any means. At least, I certainly didn’t like to think so. In any case, I was sure if I finished this last bit of work, Agnes would give me some further direction on why she was having me complete these strange puzzles.

Considering the papers on the desk, I sorted through them for a moment, searching for some sort of deeper pattern in the words. It was more difficult than I’d like to admit, made all the harder by the fact that I couldn’t even place the language. However, one thing that I noticed was that a certain word or arrangement of symbols was repeated periodically through the papers, in varying degrees of... depth, I could gather. It was a long shot, but I could only hope that through repetition of the words, and the length of the paragraphs following the specific symbols bore some deeper meaning regarding the arrangement. 

Opening the file cabinet, I flipped through the drawer before coming across a section labeled very clearly with the word I’d all but memorized. Searching through that specific section of the files, I arranged the pages I’d been given in what I could only guess was order of ‘relevance’. It was more or less a crapshoot, but I had come too far to simply give up at that point.

After arranging the files as appropriately as I could guess, I took a step back and waited for Agnes to scrutinize my work. She rose languidly, seeming almost uninterested in spite of the gleam in her eyes. She strode closer, peering into the file cabinet and giving the sorted files a cursory glance. She hummed under her breath, swapping out two papers before sighing softly.

“It’s good for a first effort. There will be plenty of opportunities to learn, and I certainly can’t expect you to know everything on your first day,” she murmured. I smiled a bit nervously, not sure if she was actually pleased or otherwise.

“Err,” I began, trying to think of a proper way to articulate myself. She stepped towards me, her face pleasant.

“There will be additional tasks throughout the library, tasks I’m assigning you to find and complete. They will be similar to those prior, and I expect you to put in your best effort. I don’t abide by slackers, Ms. Bean,” she said, the words sounding almost threatening in spite of how kind her voice was. There was something about the woman, an air of mystery that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I realized I was staring when she slowly raised a well-sculpted brow, and I forced a nervous smile.

“Of course, Agnes. I wouldn’t dare,” I assured her, unsure of the consequences of going against her instructions but quite sure I didn’t want to find out. She seemed content with the answer, clapping a hand firmly on my shoulder as she offered me a toothy smile. Her teeth were almost blindingly white, and I might have asked something as silly as what dental products she used if she hadn’t shuffled towards the door of the library at that moment. I watched her go, drawing my lip between my teeth as I tried to figure out what I had gotten myself into. She paused before leaving, taking a moment to stoke a fire I hadn’t noticed roaring. The hearth was magnificent, and the temperature was just warm enough to be the peak point of comfort—at least, as far as I was concerned.

“Good luck, Abigail,” she said casually, slipping out of the library without another word. I wasn’t sure when she would return, but I wasn’t going to let myself slack off just because the somewhat odd woman wasn’t looming over me. Even if I wasn’t completely sure about this so-called job, I was actually enjoying myself to an extent. Though Agnes had a rather intimidating presence, there was also a deep kindness that seemed to resonate from her; an undeniable joy that she seemed to find in life. I tried to ignore the part of my brain that was concerned with assigning her some arbitrary age, or at least an age group. It wasn’t as if I was going to walk up to her and blurt out some demands to know more about her. 

The rest of the afternoon into the early evening was spent busying myself in the library, finding anything that seemed out place and properly restoring order. When the sun began to set, its rays nearly blinding me through the windows, she walked back into the library and considered the work I’d done. She meandered through the library and I obligingly followed behind her, somehow knowing that she expected it.

After a cursory look through the room, she glanced at me with a small smile.

“I didn’t expect you to do nearly as well as you have. I suppose that fault lies with me. In any case, this is all I will require from you today. The work day begins at noon on the average day, so I’ll expect you to be here on Monday at twelve sharp. Punctuality is very important to me,” she hummed. I hadn’t expected to be dismissed so soon, though hours had passed. 

“Will every day be like today?” I inquired curiously. She chuckled, shaking her head as if it were the most ridiculous notion in the world.

“Of course not,” she assured me. I gave slight pause, feeling as if something was still amiss. 

“I meant... will I be tested every day, like this?” I implored, hoping for some deeper insight. Agnes seemed to sense my unease, but made no move to comfort me in spite of it. She simply stepped towards the hearth once more, stoking the fire.

“Have a nice holiday, Abigail.”
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Chapter Three
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In spite of knowing otherwise, I couldn’t help wondering if the time I’d spent at 222 East Wafer Street was a figment of an imagination gone wild. I certainly didn’t recall ingesting any hallucinogens, and that seemed one of the few logical explanations for the sort of ‘trip’ I’d experienced. However, I drove past the street which had cemented itself in my brain on the way to my father’s house, as if to see if the mysterious house had disappeared overnight. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately depending on your perspective, Agnes’ house was the same as it had been when I’d left. Utterly unchanged, from the strangely vibrant flora to the high-reaching architecture of the home. I tried to assure myself that it was proof enough that I’d not gone utterly mad, but I didn’t have time to stop in and exchange pleasantries. I planned to enjoy the holiday with my father, just as Agnes had suggested—whether she be a real person or otherwise.

My father lived on the outskirts of town, down several winding roads that still confused me to some extent, in spite of the numerous times I’d travelled down them. He was all that really remained of my family, save for some distant cousins twice removed or something of the like. My mother had died during childbirth, and I was an only child. My grandparents on my mother’s side resented me with all the passion of a burning flame, seeming to think I had taken their daughter from them too soon. My father’s parents lived miles and miles out, too frail to make the trip every year, or well, any year. As such, it had been my father and I alone for most of my youth, and though he was something of a gruff man with a grizzled exterior, he was all I’d ever really had. That sounds much sadder than I’d intended, but for the duration of working my way through college, I scarcely had the time to pursue things like a relationship. It wasn’t for me, I suppose. 

It wasn’t to say I’d never had any boyfriends, of course, but I wasn’t particularly well known for being a social butterfly. Agnes was the only acquaintance in my life that I currently had contact with—which wasn’t saying much, considering I didn’t have her phone number or any way to speak to her aside from knocking on her door with a polite ‘how do you do’. I was sure that wouldn’t be well received, though I couldn’t be sure if Agnes had anyone she was spending the holidays with. I found myself wondering what sort of family the eccentric woman might have had. Did she have children with those same vibrant red locks? Was there an estranged husband? I realize it probably seemed strange that I was so fascinated with the woman, but that air of mystery that surrounded her made it difficult to banish her from my brain, even as I continued down the back roads towards my father’s house.

She expected me back after Christmas, Monday at twelve sharp she had said. I was briefly grateful that I put in the effort to be impeccably punctual for my first visit. She did imply that lateness was something she would not tolerate. Even still, if she wouldn’t tolerate it, what could she do? Fire me? I had scarcely even learned anything about this job I’d found myself wrapped up in, drawn too deep to properly escape. I liked to tell myself that I wouldn’t be bothered to lose the apparent job that I’d not quite accepted as my own, but it added a necessary bit of spice to my remarkably average life. 

The holiday was even a relatively droll time for me, considering my father and I didn’t exactly celebrate. He cared very little for the festivities, and the last time I’d bought him a present he had promptly returned it to the store before driving to my place to deposit the money back into my reluctant hand. In spite of how much I loved my father, his nature made him the sort that even I didn’t want to repeatedly cross. I was under no illusion that he would do something as extreme as insulting me, or God forbid, hurting me. It was just that I couldn’t stand to stare into his disappointed eyes. 

It seemed invariable that I would experience some disbelief at the very least, considering I planned to get his advice on this new and remarkably strange job of mine. I needed an outside perspective, of that much I was very sure. I was too caught up in my fascination with the experience, the opportunity to hone my mental skills. It was almost like solving some kind of intricate puzzle, something grand and fantastic that would take years to put together. That may have been a little dramatic, but I did have to wonder about the longevity of my position with Agnes. 

Shaking off the thoughts, I pulled into the parking spot in front of my father’s house. His beat up convertible was in the garage around the side of the house, so it pretty much went without saying that this spot was reserved for me. I didn’t know if my father had much company otherwise, but I also didn’t want to consider the possibility that my dad may have been much more socially apt than myself. For all his rough exterior, he had an outgoing personality. I doubted he spent too much of his time cooped up at home.

He greeted me at the door with a fond smile, pulling me in for a tight hug. I threw my arms around the bear of a man, reveling in the familiar touch of a loved one. Though I was something of a meek little mouse, that facet of my personality evaporated in the presence of my dad. 

“Hey, kiddo,” he said, his voice a deep and rich baritone. I took a moment to take him in, not having had the time (or motivation) to visit him for some time. His dark hair was beginning to grey in spots, the stubble on his face just long enough to be prickly. His eyes were the same vibrant shade as my own, but he often joked that it was all I got from him. Apparently, I was otherwise the spitting image of my mother. 

“Hi daddy. Are you going to let me in?” I smiled, allowing him to guide me through the front door. I could smell the venison roast that he’d cooked, my stomach rumbling in anticipation. My father very rarely prepared the dish unless I was coming over, and even then, it was only on the rare occasion. I was all too pleased that the holiday season seemed to be reason enough to go all out, but before I could wander into the kitchen, he nudged me towards the sofa.

“It still has a bit of cooking to do. I’ll get you a soda,” he offered, moving away before I even had the chance to answer. I smiled to myself, stretching out and calling out to him.

“I’ll take a beer if you have one.” He didn’t seem particularly entertained, stepping out of the kitchen and pushing the carbonated drink into my hand.

“Not with you driving. I’m not going to be responsible if you smash into some unsuspecting driver,” he said firmly, though the light twinkle in his eye seemed to indicate he was joking. I could never really tell, even after being raised by the man. I sipped my soda, watching as he sank into his easy chair with a soft groan. “So, what’s new in your life, kid?” He asked, propping his feet up. I hesitated, realizing that a better opportunity to discuss my new job likely wouldn’t present itself. I didn’t want to go in full force, but it was unlikely I’d get another chance. I rummaged through my purse, still vaguely embarrassed that I’d kept the article clipping in my wallet even after solving the mystery—at least, the beginnings of the mystery. I handed it over to him, and he considered it with a quirk of his brow. I could see how deeply he was scrutinizing the offending newspaper clipping, and I could only hope that he didn’t think me entirely foolish for answering the ad.

“I got hired for a new job after seeing that ad in the paper. It’s kinda funny, I know it seems to be a bit nonsensical, but...,” I trailed off, catching the strange look he was fixing me with.

“Is this job... legal, dear? I know neither of us have a lot of excess dough to hand out, but if you’re up to something strange, I’d be happy to help you get out of a tight spot,” he offered, his expression earnest, if not a bit troubled. I was torn between being offended and amused, reaching out to take the clipping from his hands.

“It’s strange, sure, but definitely legal. I don’t really know the full extent of the position, yet. So far, I seem to be organizing files in her rather... strange organizational system,” I smiled, taking another swallow of my drink. He tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair, seeming to consider his next words very carefully.  I could tell that he was confused, but truth be told, so was I. I wouldn’t let it get between me and this exciting new experience, though.

“So you’re working for a woman... organizing her things. What sort of compensation are you receiving?” He asked, giving me a chance to explain myself. I opened my mouth to reply, pausing and flapping my lips for a moment when I realized I hadn’t been paid yet. I hadn’t even thought to discuss pay, with as much fun as I’d had.

“We haven’t quite discussed the pay, yet, but I’m sure I’ll be compensated for my time,” I said nervously, realizing just how bad that sounded. My father’s expression turned somewhat more stern, and he rose to his feet, offering me his hand.

“The roast is probably done. Come on, we can talk more over dinner,” he suggested, his voice sounding a bit more strained than usual. I couldn’t really blame him, considering he seemed to think I was being taken advantage of. I kept quiet for the time being, trying to formulate a way of explaining how the job seemed so important to me. I knew it didn’t make sense, or wouldn’t make sense to my father.

Sitting down at the table, I smiled at the older man as he served up some of the roast with a sizeable serving of mashed potatoes, gravy, and steamed vegetables. He completely filled my plate, and though I didn’t expect that I’d be able to finish the large meal, I didn’t say as much. When he sat opposite me, his expression turned pensive once more. 

“How much do you actually know about this woman? Did you do a background check, or anything to ensure she’s not some sort of psychopath?” He inquired. I tapped my fingers on the table, shoving a spoonful of food into my mouth to stall. I could lie, but I didn’t trust myself to do so with any measure of conviction. 

“I don’t know much of anything about her. I’m sure she’ll tell me more in time,” I said after swallowing. He still didn’t seem convinced.

“Well, before you quit your job at the framing shop, I’d suggest you give this woman a bit of a trial run. See how it works out, and then if it isn’t as... enthralling as you seem to think, you’ll have a normal job to return to,” he suggested. I hummed under my breath, realizing that he had already made up his mind that the position wouldn’t work out. I took another bite, savoring my food.

“I really think this job will be good for me. It’s strange, but I just have this certainty that everything is going to work out for the best,” I smiled. He nodded quietly, returning his attention to his food.

The rest of the visit passed rather uneventfully, and I bid my father a good night before making my way back through those winding roads. I was tired, and in spite of how sure I had felt, I was beginning to entertain some vague doubts. I didn’t know much about Agnes at all, except for her name. I hoped that was enough to get some measure of information from a web search. I immediately made a beeline for my computer when I got home, booting it up and opening my browser of choice. I typed her name into the search bar, only receiving a few scarce articles that sourced old work of hers. I couldn’t find the original source material for the life of me, but it seemed that she was something of a scholar. 

I decided that, regardless of my results, my dad had a point. I dialed up my boss’s number, reaching his voicemail as I might have expected. It was much easier to lie over the phone, so I swiftly made up some excuse about my father getting injured while hunting. I explained that I would have to be out for a week or so to take care of him, and left my contact number just in case there was any problem with the vacation. I doubted there would be, my boss was pretty lenient when it came to my days off. After all, I’d only used a total of around two sick days for the entire duration I’d worked for him. He had no reason to suspect I’d be making something up just to pursue other interests.

Hanging up the phone, I found myself grabbing the newspaper clipping from my bag, looking over it with a faintly fond smile. Though I had my doubts, I still had a large measure of excitement. Agnes seemed harmless, so the worst thing I could see her doing is ducking out without paying me—a difficult task considering she’d welcomed me into her home. I sincerely doubted she would move just to avoid the end result of a prank gone wrong. She was eccentric, I would admit that much, but I didn’t think she was entirely insane. I may not have been the best judge regarding a sound state of mind, but I was sure that things would work out.

They had to.
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Promptly at noon, as Agnes had specified, I rapped my knuckles on her front door. I waited patiently for an answer, startled when Agnes yanked the door open and considered me with a wry smile. She gestured for me to follow her inside and I, of course, obliged.

“Punctual. I like it,” she said quietly, as if speaking to herself. I felt somewhat proud of myself, in spite of how infantile it may have seemed. There was something about the woman that just made you strive to impress her. I was sure I was far from the only person to fall victim to her inexplicable charms.

We walked towards the library in a companionable silence, and I noted that the other woman seemed a bit more excited than the last time I’d seen her. I wondered what sparked the burst of enthusiasm, mouth hanging open a bit as she grabbed a large tome from her desk and placed it in my arms. I stared at the cover, not quite sure what to say. It was something regarding the discovery of the United States, for all the depths and intricacies of the subject. I smiled widely, touched to receive such a gift—especially considering that it seemed to have been taken from her personal collection. 

“What... what’s this for?” I said a bit nervously, worried I might offend her. She simply smiled, turning away from me to consider the documents that had piled up on her desk once more.

“Just a small gift. You seemed interested in the subject,” she said airily, and I sat the book on the desk, flipping it open. It was certainly extensive, and I found myself humming aloud as I considered the contents.

“I’ve never been that much of a history buff. The only reason I knew so much about this subject is because it was one of my dad’s favorites,” I admitted, realizing abruptly how ungrateful I must sound. She seemed nonplussed, in fact, she seemed particularly interested.

“Well, is there any subject in this library that you were particularly drawn to?” She asked, and I felt my cheeks redden a bit. It was strange for someone to care about my interests, though I’m sure she had to have some deeper reasoning. I didn’t think there was anything nefarious about it by any means, but she seemed to have a rhyme and reason to everything she did. I didn’t have to consider my answer for long, in any case.

“I’ve always been interested in Pompeii. I know that may seem a bit strange, considering how little information there is aside from the same old repetitive thing. It just seems like a mystery I’d like to sink my teeth into. Not that I’m a scholar by any means, not like you...” I trailed off, and she looked at me a bit oddly. “I was looking at some articles that sourced your work... I couldn’t find the source materials, which seemed a bit strange, but you seem to know your stuff,” I smiled.

“And you are the perfect picture of curiosity. The files were likely lost to the sands of time, I’ll see if I still have them in my possession,” she said a bit dramatically, especially considering that she didn’t look all that elderly. I couldn’t help but smile a bit at her antics, enjoying how curious it was to be working for the woman. I opened my mouth to speak, but she held up a hand as her cell phone began to ring. For some strange reason, I almost hadn’t expected her to have a cell phone—it seemed almost too modern for her. It was out of place in this vast library, filled with ancient texts and handwritten documents in languages I couldn’t always place.

I looked on quietly as she conversed with whoever it was who had called, watching as her expression shifted to one of delight. She gestured wildly while making mention of some ‘artifact’, and when she hung up I was nearly overwhelmed with anticipation. She shoved some of her things into a patchwork bag, throwing it over her shoulder and gesturing for me to follow her.

“Where are we going? Who was that?” I asked, butterflies of excitement curling their wings in my stomach. It was so different from the average, day to day life I’d been living—Agnes was simply so vivacious and bright, and her exuberance was nothing if not infectious.

“We’re going to the museum downtown. They have an artifact that they’d like for me to study, as I’m the most qualified in the area. I expect you’d like to come along?” The older woman prompted, and I nodded frantically. “Right then, come along,” she said in a hurry, bustling me out of the house and towards a rather expensive looking vehicle in a carport that I’d not paid any mind to previously. I had to swallow my gasp of awe, wondering just how wealthy Agnes truly was. If her house and collection of books were any indication, she had a vast amount of money—of the sort that someone like me couldn’t begin to fathom. In spite of myself, I found myself wondering just what sort of financial compensation she may be providing for my job as her assistant. Would it be hundreds? Potentially thousands? I didn’t want to get ahead of myself, but the odds were promising.

“Your car is quite nice,” I observed, trying not to feel intimidated as I reached out to open the passenger door. She hummed her acknowledgement, slipping into the driver’s seat and pulling on a pair of gloves. I watched with fascination as I settled into the passenger seat, fastening myself in before folding my hands in my lap. She glanced over at me, her eyes dancing with mirth.

“Are you ready to ride, Clyde?” She inquired teasingly before shifting into gear. She shifted to let the top down, and a thrill shot through me at the prospect of the wind blowing through my hair. 

“Y-yes. I’m ready,” I stammered out, feeling somewhat nervous. This car was much nicer than my father’s convertible (though God forbid he ever heard that implication). I felt wealthy by association just sitting at Agnes’ side. When she tore out of the driveway, I jolted before clutching the armrests of the seat. The other woman laughed, her voice melodic as we streaked down the city streets. If she was concerned about the law, or the repercussions of her speeding, she didn’t give any indication. It was as if she was free of such worries, safe to live her life in whatever manner she deemed appropriate. I longed to feel the same freedoms she did, to spread my wings and soar as she seemed so likely to.

“As my assistant, you will receive full access to the museum. Though I’m going for a specific artifact, you can feel free to explore as you wish,” she called out over the wind, and I nodded quietly, lost in thought. It was usual for me to become caught up in the intricacies of my own mind, though I was often burdened of thoughts regarding whether or not I was good enough. What I longed to be ‘good enough’ for was never specifically clear, just a sense of feeling like I should be better as a person. Less meek, more adventurous, more like Agnes, truth be told. The thing about being remarkably normal is that you’re not necessarily thrilled by your lack of excitement. I’d never had any sort of rebellious phase as a teen, getting good grades and doing right by my father through whatever means possible. I never felt the need to rebel like some of the other girls my age, with their vibrantly colored hair and tattoos gotten primarily out of spite.

“What exactly are you being sent to study,” I inquired softly, trying to tame my hair back into place as we parked in the back of the museum. 

“It’s actually quite ironic. You mentioned how much Pompeii interested you, and I’m called in to look over an artifact recovered near Mount Vesuvius,” she mused aloud, and I tried to ignore the excitement alighting shocking tingles through my extremities. To be part of something like this, to see something that may have been from the very lost city I dreamed of was an experience I never could have expected, coming into this job. It was an experience I never could have hoped to achieve, working my dull job at the framing shop. She watched my expression carefully, seeming amused by my almost childish sense of wonder. “Come along, then. Let’s go have a look,” she hummed as she emerged from the car. I moved to get out as well, forgetting about my seatbelt for one long and embarrassing moment. She didn’t linger to watch me struggle, and I was torn between being grateful and afraid that she’d slip away without me being able to follow.

“Agnes,” I called out, managing to unfasten the seatbelt and lurching out the side of the car. I nearly hit the ground in my hurry to follow her, but she paused at my bidding. “S-sorry, I got a bit, uhm. Tangled up,” I confessed, feeling utterly humiliated. She chuckled a bit before beginning to walk ahead again, almost too fast for me to keep up. I never expected her to be in such physical condition to be able to race around me in circles, though I suppose that reflected more on me than Agnes herself. 

As she reached the actual entrance, Agnes actually waited for me to fall in line beside her. She considered me from the corner of her eye, seeming serious. I wondered, irrationally, if she had somehow decided that she no longer wanted to allow me this great privilege. After all, I was just some dull city girl. I’d been capable of solving her puzzles, for the most part at least. Being privy to an artifact that likely hadn’t even been displayed yet was another matter entirely. 

“I expect you to behave with the utmost professionalism, Abigail. While I’m personally fond of your excitement for such things, you have a part to play. If it’s dreadfully clear that you’re not a scholar, I’m afraid it will reflect poorly on the both of us,” she said, her voice stern. I flinched, and her expression softened if only slightly.

“I’ll j-just... stand by and watch, if you’re even sure you want me here,” I mumbled, trying to ignore the potential disappointment of being sent away. She scrutinized me for a long moment before gently tugging me into the museum alongside her.

“Silly girl. I don’t waver so easily when it comes to my aides. I would not abandon you so carelessly,” she sighed dismissively, releasing me once we were inside. I trailed behind her of my own volition, nervous excitement creeping up on me once more. We strode through the museum, greeted towards the back by a tall man with a thick mustache.

“Agnes Astor Smith, it’s such a pleasure to see you. I swear, you look younger and younger every time we meet,” he said smoothly, though Agnes didn’t seem particularly charmed. She smirked, crossing her arms over her slight chest.

“Oh, Paul, you’ve always been a flatterer. I’m about as interested as always, which is to say, not at all,” she said slyly. I resisted the desire to flinch again, feeling bad for the older gentleman. He simply boomed out a laugh before gesturing for us to follow him deeper into the belly of the beast.

“Charming as ever, I see. Well, unfortunately for my ego, you’re just the person we need to take a look at this piece. It was recovered on the outskirts of Mount Vesuvius, and we’ve been able to determine that it’s either from the city of Pompeii, or the lesser known Herculaneum. The extent of its preservation inclines me towards thinking the former, but we need your keen eye to know for sure,” he said casually, and I hung on to his every word like it was food for a starving man. He didn’t seem to notice me, or at least, had very little interest in me. However, as we stepped towards the room where the artifact was presumably being kept, he paused to look me over. “Is this a new assistant of yours, Agnes? She looks a bit... green, to say the least,” he said a bit haughtily. I smiled awkwardly, trying to obscure my offense. Agnes was not so kind, turning a cold expression upon the cheerful man. 

“You should know better than to question my choices, Paul. I don’t take kindly to those who belittle my associates,” she said coolly. He reddened in embarrassment, and I couldn’t help feeling somewhat touched by the older woman’s quickness to defend me.

“O-oh, of course. Deeply sorry, young lady. Now, let’s get to work, shall we?” He boomed, though it was clear he felt rather embarrassed by the scorn he had received. Agnes humored him at the very least, her apparent irritation seeming to evaporate as she stepped into the study where the artifact was being housed. I lingered behind her, taking note of the obvious Roman origins of the piece. It appeared to be some sort of clay pot, appropriate to the period. However, something in Agnes’ expression shifted as she took it into her hands, turning it around and around.

“It’s in rather pristine condition,” she muttered, brushing her thumb along the side of the pot. To my amusement, her attention seemed to be focused on a woman portrayed in the art, vaguely reminiscent of herself. 

“Yes, a very beautiful piece,” the older man smiled, clearly trying to win her over again. She placed the pot back on the stand it had been placed on before we arrived, seeming to pay him little mind. She turned to consider me, her expression bright and her eyes dancing with something wild and unrestrained. I was almost shaken by the intensity of her gaze, resisting the desire to draw away as she reached out to take me by the wrist.

“I’ll do a bit of research and get back to you, Paul. Off hand, I would determine that it likely has origins in Pompeii. I need to look into things a bit deeper, however,” she said, though it was clear she had seen something in that clay pot that set her spirits alight. The man called after us as she drew me back through the halls of the museum, walking with purpose.

“What’s going on, Agnes?” I nervously implored, and she paused, seeming to consider her words before getting into her car.

“I’ll answer all your questions in due time, Abigail, but in the meantime, I have a question of my own,” she smiled. I hesitated before answering.

“What is it?” 

“Do you have a passport, dear girl?”
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Surprise, surprise. I just so happened to have a passport; bare of stamps but filled with dreams. I don’t think Agnes expected anything less from me, but then again, it was impossible to get a read on the older woman. The drive back to her estate was a short and quiet one, with Agnes looking a mix of pensive and excited. I dared not to break her from her reverie, too swept up in my own thoughts of what she could possibly have planned. Some sort of trip seemed like an obvious answer, though I could only wonder what sort of adventure Agnes had in mind. She seemed the sort who would be up for any sort of escapade, caring very little about the societal responsibilities or consequences. I didn’t know her well enough to know if I could properly call her reckless, but one thing was evident; and that was how utterly daring she was. I knew whatever she had planned would be plenty exciting, though I didn’t quite know what role I would play. At least, not yet—assuming I played any role at all. I internally weighed whether or not I should press her for answers, though I had no place to be making any demands of her. She seemed oblivious to my internal dilemma, humming Naples, of course. Where else would be going?under her breath in tune with the song playing on the radio. 

“So, Agnes,” I began in a manner I hoped was casual, smiling a bit nervously as she glanced towards me. 

“Abigail,” she replied amicably, making no effort to push me to continue the conversation. I drew my lip between my teeth, nervously worrying it for a moment before speaking again.

“Where, exactly, do you want to go?” I finally managed to get out, receiving an amused grin for my efforts. She pulled into the driveway of her estate, allowing the car to idle for a moment. 

“Naples, of course. Where else would you be going? You did express an interest in Pompeii, after all,” she said breezily, cutting the ignition before pushing her car door open and slipping out. I stared after her for a moment, fumbling with my seatbelt and lurching out of my side of the car.

“Y-you can’t be serious? Naples? Just because I expressed an interest in it?” I demanded almost frantically, trailing after her as she strode towards the front entrance.

“Well, not strictly because you’re interested. At least, not for that reason alone,” she seemed to muse to herself. I continued to follow her, stopping short as she paused at the front door. She spun around on her heel to face me, tilting her head almost like a curious dog. “Aren’t you going to go home and pack your things, dear?” She inquired, as if I were some sort of fool. Heck, in that moment, I wondered if I were some kind of dunderhead. 

“I thought you might want to discuss the trip further before I actually packed my things. After all, doesn’t this whole situation seem a little strange? I can’t be the only one who thinks so,” I muttered. She smiled a bit, seeming thoroughly entertained by my answer. I didn’t think it was all that entertaining, but Agnes’ smile was so infectious, I fought to hold a grudge.

“Isn’t the strangeness what keeps it so fun? Now run along. I’ll expect you to book us the quickest flight available. As far as the accommodations, don’t worry too terribly about that. I have a contact in the area who should be happy to host us for the duration of our trip,” she said airily. “See you in a few hours, dear. Money isn’t an issue, so simply finesse your way into the soonest available tickets,” she finished, waving a bit before slipping into her home. I stared after her for several long moments, not quite sure what to make of the entire situation. Then, with a faint smile, I turned and strode back to my car. I would do as she asked to the best of my abilities, and hopefully we would be in Naples by the end of the week. Somehow, I doubted that the end of the week would be an acceptable timeframe, so I noted to make my best effort to land the best flight available. As I slipped into my car, I had already pulled out my cellphone to browse some travel booking websites. The flight was my main concern, and though the idea of staying with some stranger was a bit disconcerting, somehow I knew Agnes wouldn’t place me in danger. At least, not on purpose. If she was bringing me along to stay with this acquaintance, I was certain he must be a reputable individual. I idly wondered how Agnes knew the man, salaciously wondering if perhaps she’d been across the map in some torrid love affair. I shook off the thought quickly, feeling almost ashamed at my behavior. This was my boss, I shouldn’t be entertaining myself with thoughts of her personal business—even if I was sure she would simply laugh and confirm my suspicions, regardless of their verity.

As I pulled into the parking lot of my apartment complex, I continued to browse flight bookings on my phone. There was a flight departing from the nearest airport in a few hours, but I wondered if that would be too soon. Was too soon even a possibility in this scenario? I swiped to claim the plane tickets, sending an email to Agnes to confirm whether the flight was a possibility. I didn’t expect an immediate response, so I busied myself with packing the necessities for such a trip. I had no idea what I might need on a trip to Naples, but I was going to prepare myself to the best of my ability. Regardless of how average I might have been in most cases, there was nothing average about this situation. I would get to visit my dream destination, and get paid to do so in the meantime. I mused that I should probably call my father and glanced at my phone, only to see a message from Agnes confirming that the flight later that evening would be ‘perfect’. Well, as exciting as that was, it meant I needed to put a rush on packing my belongings. I sent her a smiling emoticon before swiping away from the text, selecting my father’s number and dialing it up. I set my phone on speaker, placing it on the coffee table as I considered what I might need to take along. I definitely needed to pack several changes of clothes, though Agnes hadn’t made it very clear how long or short the trip might be. I packed clothes for the remainder of the week, hoping desperately that the older and eccentric woman wouldn’t find some reason to stay much longer. In spite of my fascination with the area, it wasn’t as if I could forsake my entire home life for some fun trip with a woman who I wasn’t even sure was going to pay me. Sure, the experience should have been payment enough in a perfect world. I needed cash to get by, however. I couldn’t eat the memories of a fun time shared with a woman I was coming to consider my friend. I knew it was a bit soon to think as much, especially considering that Agnes likely saw me as little more than a little pest that asked too many questions. I was so caught up in my thoughts, I didn’t realize my father had answered my call until I heard my name being screamed. I shook off my distraction, striding towards the coffee table to speak closer to the phone.

“Hi dad, sorry. I was a bit caught up in... my own mind, really.” I explained, hating how weak the explanation sounded, even to me. 

“It’s fine, kiddo. It’s a bit strange that you would call me and then forget about it, but, well... you’re an odd kid at the best of times,” he teased. I rolled my eyes, humming under my breath as I finished packing up my items.

“I just wanted to call and tell you that I’m going to be out of town for the rest of the week. Agnes and I are going on a trip to Naples—-,” I began, only for my father to cut me off.

“Naples...? You two are going to Naples? Why? This seems awfully sudden,” he said gruffly, doubt edging his voice. I couldn’t blame him, but I found myself growing a bit defensive in spite of myself.

“Well, I had mentioned my interest in the area, and Agnes has... a good share of connections. We’ll be leaving in a few hours, and she said we’ll be housing with a friend of hers for the duration of our stay,” I explained, trailing off a bit nervously. It sounded even stranger as I explained it more, but I felt as if my father knew Agnes, he would understand why all of this seemed so natural.

“So... this woman is taking you on a cross country trip, just on a whim?” He asked bluntly, and I hesitated a moment before nodding. It was belatedly that I realized he couldn’t see me, so I voiced my answer.

“If you met her, I feel like you would understand,” I said weakly, only to receive a grim laugh in response.

“Assuming you don’t get yourself killed on this wild trip, I’d love to meet this woman. She sounds like a riot. Seriously, though, Abbie. Be careful out there. You never know what the crazies in this world might do to do you,” he said warningly. I rolled my eyes, grabbing the phone off of the table and switching it off of speaker as I pressed it to my ear.

“I’ll keep that in mind, dad. I need to get a move on if I’m going to meet Agnes at the airport in time. I’ll try to update you as much as I can. Hey, maybe I’ll even get you some kind of souvenir,” I said with a smile. He chuckled, and I could picture him shaking his head in disbelief.

“My daughter almost got herself killed, and all I got was this lousy t-shirt,” he quipped.

“A bit wordy, but I’ll see what I can do. I love you, Dad. I’ll be in touch as soon as I’m able,” I said my heart cracking a bit at the nervousness with which he spoke.

“Alright. If anything happens to you, I hope you know I’ll have to kill this woman. I love you, kiddo. Be safe,” he breathed. I smiled, swiping to end the call before shoving the phone in my pocket. I glanced at the bags I’d managed to pack in the duration of the call, inhaling a deep breath before beginning to carry them to my car. It only took one trip, as I’d ultimately decided I’d need little more than the clothes on my back and perhaps my digital camera. I packed plenty of batteries to be safe. Once my bags were safely loaded in the car, I checked the time, only to realize more had passed than I realized. I sent Agnes a quick message to inform her that I would meet her at the airport. Slipping into my car, I sat behind the steering wheel and considered what I was actually doing for a moment. My dad was right, in a way. I had no idea what I was getting wrapped up in, and it did seem pretty strange that Agnes would want me to join her on such a trip so early on. A feeling of foreboding settled over me for the briefest of moments, but I dismissed it. As I pulled out of the parking lot, I yelled at a vagrant to extinguish the small fire his cigarette had caused. He swore after me, but I was too caught up in hoping that my dreams didn’t go up in flames just the same.
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When I met Agnes at the airport, I had to admit that I had my share of nerves. She had packed very sparsely for someone who had so much, the few things she’d brought along appearing to be old leather bound book that referenced the location. If she noticed my trepidation, she didn’t give any indication, patting me on the shoulder as we carried our bags to the plane. I would have wrung my hands if I weren’t so encumbered with my luggage, but it was just as well, I suppose.

“Are you excited for the trip, Abigail?” She asked with a faint smile, though she didn’t look in my direction. I hesitated, fidgeting for a moment before nodding. “Use your words, dear girl,” she teased. I felt my cheeks redden, resisting the desire to snap at what could be construed as condescension. However, deep down I knew as plain as day that Agnes would make no efforts to embarrass me. She simply guided me as she saw fit, though I wasn’t sure if I was exactly fond of that trait.

“I’m very excited,” I finally answered, and she smiled even more broadly. “But a bit confused as well.” I amended, expecting her to droop or react negatively in some way. She did not, much to my surprise. She only smiled slyly, reaching out to pat my shoulder again.

“That just adds to the thrill, doesn’t it? I’m sure you’ll find your answers in due time, but until then, relax and enjoy the ride,” she said passively. I slowly raised a brow, not sure how to reply. However, she quickly ushered me towards the gate we were exiting through, and I realized we’d made it just in time to board the plane. I shuffled quickly beside her, struggling to keep my carryon bag balanced as we rushed forward. Agnes didn’t seem particularly set on starting any deep conversation, and I could only dismiss it as her being tired or something of the like. Agnes didn’t seem the type to tire easily, but she tended to be somewhat talkative when she was in good spirits. I didn’t want to consider why she might be feeling less than content in that moment, but as she glanced over to me with one of her signature warm grins, the feeling faded away.

“Who will we be staying with for the duration of the trip?” I asked mildly, hoping I did not seem as if I were pressing her too hard. She hummed under her breath, pausing to allow me to take the window seat before shoving our bags into the overhead space. She slipped into the seat beside me, primly folding her hands as she settled in.

“Oh, just an old friend of mine. His name is Stefan, I’m sure the two of you will get along swimmingly,” she smiled. I felt myself grinning a bit as well, in spite of myself. I gave her a slight nudge, meeting her gaze with a toothy smile.

“Oh, an old friend?” I pressed, not sure what sort of reaction to expect. I was feeling bold, so sue me. She raised a brow curiously for several moments, narrowing her eyes as she seemed to realize what I was implying. 

“Yes, a friend,” she said bluntly, rolling her eyes a bit. “Honestly, Abigail. I may seem the type who gets around, but I hold no interest in Stefan. He’s too much of an old fuddy duddy,” she added dismissively.

“A fuddy duddy,” I repeated, resisting the desire to laugh. “I think you’re the fuddy duddy, considering you’re the one using that phrase,” I teased. She looked irate for a moment before breathing out a laugh and rolling her eyes. 

“Perhaps you’re right. It’s not exactly the most hip terminology, is it?” She hummed, standing for a moment to grab something out of the overhead storage. She sat down a moment later, flipping through a book about ancient history.

“I don’t think anyone expects someone as brilliant as you to be... hip, Agnes,” I chuckled, receiving an overly dramatic pout in response. I snickered a bit as she pressed the back of her hand to her forehead as if she were feeling faint.

“Oh, Abigail, you must know that it means everything to be in with the cool new lingo,” she said with a sigh, fanning her face. I rolled my eyes, nudging her with a smile. In spite of her supposed position as my boss, Agnes was an exceedingly friendly woman. She seemed to not place emphasis on how she was ‘supposed’ to act, instead doing what came naturally. It was an admirable trait, at least, as far as I was concerned. I wished I could be as open and honest with my inner feelings as the older woman was, but I had the feeling that the more time I spent in her presence, the more I would find myself opening up. It wasn’t a guarantee by any means, and perhaps I was foolish to think so, but there was some feeling deep inside of me that made me feel as if Agnes would somehow change me. Be it my outlook on life, or how I faced challenges, I couldn’t shake the thought. Then again, it was unfair to expect a woman who had hired me to do much else beyond paying my weekly checks. Heck, I wasn’t even sure if I would be receiving weekly checks at that rate. As far as I knew, the whole thing could be some sort of fraud on Agnes’ part. She didn’t seem like she would be anything but forthcoming with me, but I didn’t know her as well as I may have felt I did. She could be some sort of criminal for all I knew, flying me all the way to Naples to orchestrate my untimely death. My father’s concerns flashed to the front of my mind, but I dismissed them as ridiculous. What could Agnes get out of harming me? She seemed to notice that I was caught up in my own mind, giving me a little nudge with her elbow. “Stefan is a nice enough fellow, but he’s not exactly my type. Gods, dear, at my age, I don’t even know if I have a type anymore,” she chuckled. I smiled a bit, folding my hands in my lap as she continued to flip through the book.

“I’m sure any guy would be thrilled to court you, Agnes. You’re a fascinating character if nothing else,” I smiled, realizing that the statement might not have been as complimentary as I thought. She seemed to catch on as soon as I did, raising a brow slyly.

“Fascinating, hm?” She prompted, closing her book with a slam and turning to face me. “Sounds like you’re trying to be kind, Abigail. What, do you think I’m strange?” She smirked. I sputtered for a moment, not sure how to reply. Of course I thought she was strange, though not necessarily in a bad way. She was just eccentric, in the sort of way most people couldn’t speak for. I tapped my fingertips together, glancing out the window with a pensive expression.

“Not in so many words,” I finally settled on, rewarded with a rich laugh for my efforts.

“I see. You’re being polite, then. I appreciate the effort on your part, Miss Bean, but I’m not above admitting to my strangeness,” she hummed. She tucked her book into the back pocket of the seat in front of her, reaching out to rest a hand on my wrist. She turned to face me, her expression warm as she considered me for several moments. “I understand that this whole thing seems a bit odd, but I knew you were the perfect person for the job as soon as you walked through my door. I really hope you come to enjoy my company, Miss Bean. I’m not holding you hostage by any means, and you’re free to back out of my services any time you may like. Of course I hope it doesn’t come to that, but it’s always an option for you,” she explained gently. I gave pause for a moment, tapping my fingertips on the arms of my seat. She looked at me with such an earnest expression, that I couldn’t even begin to think she meant any harm for me- not that I’d ever thought as much to begin with. Still, there was one thing that troubled me about this entire situation.

“I have no desire to duck out, Agnes. I want to see this job through until the end, whatever that may be. I just... honestly, I don’t understand why everything has to be so cryptic,” I murmured. She smirked, her smile widening until she tossed her head back in a laugh that came straight from her gut. I stared in confusion, not seeing what was so humorous about the situation, but then again, Agnes seemed to find humor in even the smallest of things.

“Dear girl, it wouldn’t be nearly as entertaining for either of us if I came right out and told you exactly what I expect of you,” she grinned, the words coming as if it were the most natural statement in the world. I stared at her through wide eyes for a moment, musing that no, it wouldn’t be nearly as entertaining, but it would certainly make more sense. Deciding to give in to the sheer nonsensical value of the situation, I simply smiled and nodded.

“I guess you have a point,” I said amiably, settling into my seat and allowing my eyes to drift closed. There was still a long flight ahead of us, and as much as I enjoyed my conversation with Agnes, there were some hours yet until we arrived at our destination. I needed to get some hours of sleep, especially if I wanted to be in peak condition to figure out... whatever on Earth it was that Agnes wanted me to solve. I could hear her grab her book back from the pocket in front of her, flipping through the pages and humming a tune under her breath. It was a soothing little melody, and made me feel nostalgic though I wasn’t sure exactly why. It sounded ancient, somehow, though I couldn’t explain what about the melody made me feel as such. Maybe it was from one of Agnes’ previous expeditions, a little ditty that she’d learned from the locals in some distant land. There was so much I didn’t know about the woman, but I resolved that I was going to do the most I could to grow closer to the enigma that was Agnes Astor Smith. With that thought in mind, I allowed the comforting hum of her voice to lull me into a sense of peace. Sleep didn’t come immediately, but in spite of the danger that seemed as if it could befall me at any given turn, I felt as if I’d never been more safe in my life. It was weird, but such was the eccentricities that surrounded the woman at my side, and by association, myself when in her presence. I had no idea what the future had laid out for me, and though I wasn’t usually comfortable with the concept of the unknown, I somehow felt as if it would work out for the best. Sleep came gradually, finally, and when I drifted into the unknown that is the unconscious mind, I could see flames rising higher and higher all around me. The heat lashed out at my skin, and for a moment I was terrified. Through the dream, however, I could hear the soft melody that Agnes was humming. As it grew louder in my mind, the flames began to edge away from me until I was no longer sweltering. Instead, I was comfortably warm. It was a pleasant sensation.
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Chapter Seven
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As the plane touched down, I was jolted from my sleep just in time to see Agnes flip her book closed. I idly wondered if she had gotten any sleep for the duration of the flight, but I wasn’t curious enough to ask. It would likely seem a strange question, all the same. Instead, I offered her a bright smile as the pilot spoke through the intercom, informing us that we had reached our destination. She returned the expression a bit wearily, unfastening her seat belt as soon as we were advised to do so. I followed suit, standing from my seat and stretching my aching arms out over my head. My back cracked slightly as I stretched, and I flinched a bit at the sound. It hadn’t been the most comfortable sleeping position by any means, but I could only hope I hadn’t damaged myself too much in the process. Agnes quietly slipped into the center aisle, grabbing our bags out of the overhead bin and pressing mine into my hands. 

“You look exhausted,” I said bluntly, not really caring too much about how polite I sounded. She grumbled a bit, rubbing her temples as she waited for me to fall into step behind her. I obliged, and we made our way out of the plane.

“I am exhausted,” she finally admitted after a moment, glancing over her shoulder with a slight grimace. “I’ve never been able to sleep all that well on airplanes, so I just... didn’t sleep. I figured I can get a bit of rest once we arrive at Stefan’s estate,” she added in a mumble. I chuckled, moving to step up beside her as we strode through the destination airport.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were looking for an excuse to spend time with the old fuddy duddy,” I teased. She glanced at me from the corner of her eye, grimacing at the thought. 

“It’s fortunate that you know better, then, isn’t it?” Agnes said coolly. I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I had offended her. I dismissed it as tiredness on her part, and when we emerged from the exit of the airport, I was startled to see a pristine car waiting for us. At least, I assumed it was for us, if the elderly gentleman standing beside it with Agnes’ name was any indication. I glanced towards Agnes, and she smiled a bit before approaching the elderly man. She embraced him as I stood awkwardly to the side, wondering who on Earth the fellow could be. He looked almost ancient, though maybe that was a bit of an exaggeration. He did look to be seventy years old at the very least. 

“Abigail, don’t be rude. Come, come. This is Stefan. He’ll be hosting us for the duration of our stay,” she explained, and I met her gaze with a chastised expression. She smirked, drawing the man in for another brief embrace before slipping into the car.

“Abigail, hmm? It’s very nice to meet you. Agnes hadn’t told me she’d hired on a new assistant, but she is rather forgetful sometimes,” he smiled, winking as he opened the back passenger door of the car and allowed me to get in as well.

“Abigail here is a rather bright young woman who was the first to answer my advertisement in the newspaper. I know what you’re thinking, but I had such poor luck searching for help on the internet. Everyone kept referring to me as a troll, though I haven’t the slightest idea what they could have meant by that,” she sighed. Stefan laughed, a dry and hoarse sound as he pulled out of the parking lot and onto the main road.

“Well, having a youngster around will certainly help you become a bit more internet savvy, I’m sure,” the older man joked. Agnes rolled her eyes, and I found myself a bit confused by the exchange. Agnes didn’t seem old enough to be having trouble catching on the to the more modern amenities of our era, and she had mentioned correcting those missing files I’d referenced in our first meeting. She did seem somewhat abashed by her inability to grasp why people would be accusing her of trolling the web, but I could see why people might have been a bit put off by her presence, even if it was just her web presence.

“A lot of teenagers spend too much time on the net, trolling around and making people feel bad. They’re not exactly used to an awful lot of educated people in their midst. Perhaps you were just looking in the wrong forum—though, I have to say I’m kinda glad. If you’d found someone online, I wouldn’t be here!” I grinned. Agnes smiled as well, though she still looked a bit confused. “You know, trolling? Like tricking someone on the internet? It basically means they’re having a laugh at you for no particular reason, besides their own low self esteem,” I sighed. Agnes pressed her lips tightly together, crossing her arms over her chest.

“I can’t imagine why anyone would accuse me of such a thing,” she huffed.

“Well, I thought your ad was a joke at first. Not many people can catch on to the sort of puzzles and such you’ve laid out for me... not to make myself sound extraordinary by any means,” I said carefully, quickly correcting myself when it seemed like I was ‘tooting my own horn’, so to speak.

“You are much brighter than most I’ve encountered in Seattle, perhaps for the entire duration of my stay there,” she admitted. I didn’t ask how long she’d been in Seattle, or where she had resided before. I didn’t want to press the issue too deeply, for fear of being a bother. Stefan seemed entertained by our conversation, watching me through the rearview mirror before returning his attention to the road.

“So where are you ladies planning to spend your first day in Naples?” He asked, giving pause as Agnes raised a hand and pointed down a little side road. 

“I’m planning to spent some time resting in your guest quarters. In the meantime, I thought we could allow Abigail to explore the local scenery a bit,” she murmured. I stared at her, a bit startled by the idea of being set loose on my own. “Oh don’t look so nervous, you’ll be fine. Most of the people in the area we’re dropping you off speak fluent English, and if you have any trouble, one of the tour guides should be able to assist you,” she said dismissively upon catching my look of fright.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked nervously, fidgeting with the fabric of my blouse. Agnes and Stefan exchanged a look, and the older man shot me a reassuring look. 

“I assume that Agnes wants me to drop you off at the Villa of the Papyri,” he said, turning down another side road. “It’s a popular tourist attraction, I’m sure you’ll enjoy the experience,” he assured me. Agnes hummed her agreement, turning to look at me from the front seat.

“I’m not just turning you loose for a good time, however. You should know better than that. I’d like for you to examine the ruins and challenge yourself. I want you to take in the sights, the sounds, the smells, and determine if there may be some... deeper, hidden meaning,” she explained. I raised a brow, unsure of the implication of her words.

“Hidden meaning? Why would there be any hidden meaning?” I implored, receiving a reprimanding look in turn.

“Part of the reason I’ve brought you on this trip is to challenge your worldview. I don’t want you to accept things simply as they’re presented to you, I want you to look beyond the surface. You’re a bright young woman, Abigail. You have a lot of potential. I just want to gauge if you’re bright enough to warrant my guidance,” she said smoothly. I felt my eyes widen in disbelief, sinking into the back seat even as we pulled into the parking area for the tourist attraction.

“So this is some sort of test? I thought we were coming here because of my interest in the area, you had put me under the impression that I had already sealed the deal as far as the job,” I said weakly. I felt almost betrayed, but Agnes turned to rest a hand on my knee and smile warmly at me.

“I’m ninety nine percent sure you’re a perfect fit for this job. In most cases, that would be enough. However, it’s crucial that I know without any uncertainty that you’re the one I want to hire. Don’t feel as if there is a lot of pressure behind this, I don’t require that much from you, just a bit of digging on your part... Not literally, of course,” she smiled. I pouted a bit, hating myself for how much I doubted myself. Moreover, I was angry that I’d allowed myself to trust her so easily. “At the very least, you should enjoy the time we’re spending in the area. You did express an interest, and it was killing two birds with one stone, really,” she explained. I nodded, quietly unfastening my seatbelt and sliding out of the car. 

“Well... I’ll see what I can discover. How long will I be waiting for Stefan to come back and retrieve me,” I said, feeling torn between excitement and distress. The two exchanged another look and Agnes glanced at her watch.

“He will be back in two hours. That should be plenty of time for a bright girl like you,” Agnes assured me. I nodded, stepping away from the car and waving as they pulled out of the parking spot. “We’ll see you soon, Abigail,” she called out, and I nodded silently before making my way to the ruins. 

The area wasn’t particularly crowded, but there were a few tourists milling around. I made note of where the tour guides were standing, debating whether I wanted to be led around or look around a bit myself. Deciding to take the more proactive approach, I began to wander the site of the ruins, examining everything that was laid out for me to see. I took note of every stone, every marking and every scent that wafted beneath my nose. Nothing seemed particularly out of place besides the spicy scent of some sort of lunch a tour guide seemed to be enjoying. The young woman was mulling about with a bowl gripped in her hands, bringing bite after bite to her lips. I mused that it must have been an entertaining job at the least. At least this girl had some measure of job security where I did not. No one was going to lose interest in these ruins any time soon, but it only seemed a matter of time before Agnes lost interest in me. It was a bitter thought, and not one I wanted to contemplate too deeply. It was unavoidable, however. I meandered towards the young female tour guide, pausing as a particular marking just to the left of where she was standing caught my eye. I drew my lip between my teeth, my eyes widening in disbelief. It wasn’t a mark plastered all over the place, and it wasn’t one I recognized from any of my studies either. Something about the marking drew me in, however, and it took me only a few minutes longer to realize why it called out to me. When I realized the significance, I rushed towards the symbol, pressing my fingertips against the deep indentation where it was laid in the stone. The tour guide watched me curiously, but blessedly didn’t reprimand me for getting a bit handsy. I’m sure she had no idea why I was expressing such a sudden interest, but in my mind, I knew this was what I was meant to find. I had seen this very symbol scrawled on a number of Agnes’ personal documents. 
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Chapter Eight
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I approached the tour guide nearest the symbol, who continued to watch me with a rather intrigued expression. I considered how to pose my question, not wanting to seem entirely strange. It wasn’t as if the average tourist stopped in to decipher a mysterious puzzle that arguably didn’t even exist. Just as well, the tour guide seemed fascinated with my interest in the symbol. It was as is if she were longing for someone to notice it in the same manner that she had, but perhaps I was reading too deeply into things. All the same, I couldn’t stifle the desire to approach her and reach out in some way. Maybe she would think I was foolish, and perhaps I was some sort of simpleton for putting so much stock into the implication Agnes had made—the idea that there was something beneath the surface there. There was nothing to gain by simply standing by and wondering what might have been, in any case. 

The tour guide continued to enjoy her lunch as I stood in front of her, the young woman standing a good few inches taller than me. I offered her a nervous smile, receiving a much more confident one in turn.

“Hello, welcome to the Villa of the Papyri,” she said warmly, her voice deep and melodic. I nodded my head by way of acknowledging her, rubbing the back of my neck as I reconsidered whether I should push the issue. She seemed friendly enough, and likely wouldn’t laugh me out of the ruins for asking an admittedly strange question.

“Hi, thank you,” I began a bit awkwardly, glancing towards the symbol almost subconsciously. She followed my gaze, slurping up a bite of her food as she turned her attention back towards me. “So... I’ve never seen a symbol like this one, before,” I continued, rocking on my heels. I hoped that if I hinted enough, I wouldn’t have to outright ask about it. God knows why I felt so nervous. I suppose it had a lot to do with the fact that I was in this strange new world and didn’t feel entitled to asking any questions. It was silly, but I had longed to come to this place for so long... I felt like I should know more. Then again, Agnes had insisted that I try to challenge myself. “Do you know what it means? I mean, I’m sorry, that’s a stupid question. Of course you know what it means..., I just... can you explain?” I sputtered out. The tour guide raised a single well sculpted brow, holding up a finger and meandering to the nearest waste bin to toss her lunch in. I trailed behind her like some kind of lost puppy, reddening in embarrassment when she looked confused by how closely I was following.

“Hmm. Not many people think to ask about it. No one notices that it’s out of place among all the other symbols,” she said thoughtfully, crossing her arms over her chest. “Are you some kind of archaeologist in training?” She grinned, and I shook my head fervently, torn between lurching away and pursuing more information.

“Oh! No! Of course not, I’m nothing that special. It just caught my interest,” I explained weakly. She looked entirely entertained, gesturing for me to follow her. I continued to lag behind, trying to muster some confidence as she stepped up to the symbol again. She traced her fingers along the surface, humming quietly under her breath. Strangely enough, it seemed reminiscent of the very melody Agnes had been humming on our flight. I tried not to think too deeply into it, standing up straight and smiling when the tour guide turned to face me again.

“I’m of the opinion that everyone is special in their own way. Maybe that makes me foolish, but...,” she trailed off for a moment, offering me a broad smile. “It’s interesting to get to talk about this with someone else. You see, like I said, this symbol doesn’t exactly belong,” she continued, tracing the point of the symbol and following the direction it led to. 

“How do you mean, doesn’t belong?” I inquired softly as I followed her, startled to find a similar symbol several feet from the first. It was tilted slightly askew, and she seemed proud to see my awed expression.

“I’ve been around this ruin my whole life. I was born here, raised here, explored these ruins since I was old enough to walk. As you can guess, I wasn’t exactly the most favored visitor. Everyone seemed to think I was too curious for my own good... but isn’t curiosity what brings out the best in life?” She asked. I nodded, continuing to follow her as she made her way deeper into the ruin. “When I was a child and first noticed these runes, my mother told me a story about a man who appeared shortly after these ruins were discovered. Or, well, rediscovered, in the eighties. He was very mysterious, stayed for a short time, and in what seemed no time, he was gone. We call him the ‘other man’. I’ve always had a feeling that he had something to do with these symbols, but I can’t exactly confirm that. Most of my friends think I’m a bit of a nerd for being so interested in this place...,” she chuckled, rubbing the back of her neck. “Not that they’re wrong.”

“Do you know anything more about this... other man?” I inquired as we continued into the depths of the ruins. We finally reached a dead end of a corridor, where the symbol seemed to point straight towards a wall. 

“No one ever knew his name. There was one thing that was unique about him, and that was the tattoo of a crescent moon beneath his left eye. Not entirely unique, but I’ve not seen it on anyone else. I’d kill to meet the man and talk to him. God knows where he went off to, though,” she sighed. For a long moment, we stood side by side and simply stared at the symbol at the end of the corridor. “Anyway. As long as I’ve been here, I’ve never been able to find anything beyond this corridor. Maybe you’ll have better luck. My break’s over though, so I’d better get back to my station. It’s been nice talking to you...,” she trailed off, and I remained quiet for a moment before realizing that she was waiting for me to supply my name.

“Abigail. Abigail Bean. The pleasure is all mine, I’m sure.” I smiled a bit more confidently. It may have seemed to lead to a dead end, but the search in the ruins hadn’t been entirely fruitless. It seemed especially worthwhile to mention considering I wasn’t the only one who noticed the strange symbol. 

“It’s been grand, Abigail. Enjoy your stay,” she said dismissively, striding away from the corridor and towards the section I’d first met her. I hesitated at the end of the corridor for a moment, examining every inch of the walls for something that might be out of place. When nothing jumped out, I turned around to slip out of the ruins. I figured it was due time for Agnes and Stefan to show up again, and I was excited to share my discovery with Agnes. I hoped she would find it as interesting as I did, but I had my doubts. Agnes didn’t seem to be surprised by very much in life, and if she used to spend time in this area, I was sure she had made note of the symbols prior as well. Just the same, I refused to let myself talk myself down and inch back into my shell. The little glimmer of confidence that had made itself known wasn’t going to be given up so easily. As I emerged from the ruins, I spotted Agnes lingering near Stefan’s car. She was smoking a cigarette, something I’d not seen her do before. Granted, I’d not seen her in her off time very much at all. The flame at the tip of the cigarette seemed to burn almost unnaturally brightly, but I assumed it was simply my mind playing tricks on me. I strode towards her, a cheerful bounce in my step as I went. The idea that this was some sort of test seemed less offensive now that I was sure I’d passed, but the slightest bit of doubt still crept up my spine. When Agnes noticed me, she licked her fingertips and snuffed the cigarette between her fingers before placing it in her bag. I should have expected as much, as there was no way that the eccentric woman would dare sully this beautiful attraction with any sort of litter. 

“Abigail, just on time. Just as I had expected,” she said with a grin. “Tell me, did you discover anything of interest?” Agnes probed, and though I was ready to erupt with my discoveries, something made me hesitate. Was my discovery perhaps not as grand as I’d thought? After all, it wasn’t as if I’d been the first person to make it. I wished I had some sort of backup plan, something to provide if the initial discovery fell short. It was too late in that moment, however. Agnes stood all smiles, ready to hear what I’d found.

“Well... it wasn’t a brand new discovery, but I found it interesting at the very least,” I began, cringing as Agnes’ face fell slightly. I could tell she was already disappointed, and truthfully, I felt somewhat disappointed in myself for being unable to provide anything more. “There are these symbols scattered throughout the ruins. I didn’t realize at first, but they seem to point towards something. The tour guide mentioned that they were out of place, didn’t belong with the others. She seemed to think that a strange man placed them throughout the building when it was initially discovered,” I blurted, feeling less and less proud of myself as the minutes passed. The older woman’s eyes grew wider, and her hand lashed out to grab me by the wrist.

“Take me. Show me,” she ordered, her voice harsh. I was almost afraid I’d done something wrong, but I obliged her just the same. I guided her into the ruins, waving at the tour guide as I passed. She looked at Agnes a bit strangely, but smiled when she noticed me. Agnes seemed somewhat perturbed by the young woman as well, but said nothing as I led her deeper into the corridors. I pointed out each symbol as we walked, following the same path that the tour guide had led me down. Agnes’ face grew more and more and more tense until we reached the final rune, and she released my hand before approaching it and brushing her fingers across it.

“This is all I managed to find. I know it’s not much, but...,” I trailed off, noting that the other woman looked rather giddy all of a sudden. I swallowed whatever I was going to say, stepping up to her side and scrutinizing the symbol again. “It’s almost as if someone were going to hide something here. But why here, of all places?” I inquired, glancing towards Agnes with curiosity. She drew away, seeming to consider the area we’d come to as if she were mapping out every inch of it in her brain.

“The question is... why would the tour guide think it as well?” She mused. I shrugged my shoulders, glancing in the direction we’d come from. I was going to suggest that Agnes outright ask the young woman to relay the story herself, but the older woman seemed to be in too much of a tizzy. She grabbed my wrist again, and we strode out of the ruins. I waved at the tour guide as we left, and she waved cheerfully even as Agnes shot her a dirty look. I didn’t quite understand what was troubling Agnes, but I hoped the answers would be revealed soon enough.
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Chapter Nine
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As we strode out of the ruins, I noted that Stefan had apparently given Agnes use of his car. She swung the keys around on her finger, whistling as she settled in the driver’s seat. She seemed a good bit more cheerful, which was a definite relief. I fastened my seatbelt quietly, not yet one hundred percent sure that I’d passed her test of sorts. She’d given no indication either way, and while she seemed pleased with my discovery, I wasn’t prepared to get my hopes up until she gave me some sort of answer. I tapped my fingers on my knees as she pulled out of the parking area, noticing that she seemed to be glancing in my direction every so often. I tried not to let it bother me, but it looked as if there was something she wanted to say. I turned to her with a faint smile, appearing as unbothered as I could manage. I suppose I didn’t manage all that well, because Agnes smirked a bit before turning her attention back to the road.

“Are you hungry, dear girl? I’m absolutely ravenous after the day I’ve had with Stefan,” she inquired. My eyes crinkled with amusement, and I nudged her with my elbow.

“Really? I can see how a man like that would be exhausting. And here you were, insisting you were just friends,” I cajoled, yelping as she slammed on the breaks. I jolted forward in my seat, thankfully restrained by my seatbelt. I could hear car horns blaring as people swerved around us, and Agnes looked entirely unbothered as she began to move again. “What was that!?” I demanded, sinking into my seat and breathing a sigh of relief when it became evident I wasn’t going to die a fiery death.

“Just thought I’d put the fear of God in you. You should be careful with that mouth, Abigail, dear,” she chastised gently, as if she had not nearly killed us both. I stared at her in disbelief, mouth opening and closing as I struggled to come up with some retort.

“Okay,” I finally exhaled, my voice flat. She chuckled from the driver’s seat, and I resisted the desire to cross my arms and pout. This woman truly knew how to drive someone crazy. “For the record, I am hungry,” I added, looking at her with a hopeful smile. She hummed and nodded, turning down a busy street. She parked quickly, throwing the door open and getting out. I followed suit, noting how busy and crowded the city was. It seemed to be peak tourist season, and though I didn’t voice my fear of getting lost, Agnes seemed to catch on.

“Do try to keep up,” she said slyly, leading me towards the crowds. I grunted, wanting to point out that her ‘confidence’ in me was doing just the opposite of helping but managing to swallow the thought. The city was bright and vibrant, filled with color and life in every direction you looked. Agnes seemed to be entirely in her element, smiling and waving at people as we walked, exchanging words with them in their native tongue. I wouldn’t deny feeling a bit left out, but I didn’t want to ruin the casual air of happiness that seemed to surround the other woman. I had only seen glimpses of an angry Agnes, and I didn’t care to see her at her worst. I wasn’t afraid of her, per se, I just was highly aware that she could likely kill me with little effort and dispose of my body with even less. Alright, maybe I was slightly afraid. It wasn’t like I thought Agnes would actually kill me, but the woman was eccentric enough that I wasn’t particularly keen on pressing her too hard. 

The rich smells of local cuisine floated through the air, and my stomach gave a noticeable rumble when we got close to a nice looking cafe. I looked imploringly towards Agnes, but she no longer seemed to be paying me any mind. Well, for what small amount of attention she had been giving me in the first place. She seemed entirely focused on a dark dressed man who was striding confidently through the crowds, and before I could think to ask who he might be, Agnes gripped me by the wrist and began dragging me quickly behind her.

“Agnes, what in the world,” I hissed, stumbling to try and keep up.

“Hush now. Just follow me,” she said quietly yet assertively. I clammed up, struggling to meet her swift steps. For someone her age (whatever on Earth her age was), she moved very quickly. She seemed determined to follow this man, but from what I could tell, there wasn’t anything all that interesting about him. He was well dressed, but the majority of the tourists here were well dressed too. He did seem to navigate the streets more like a natural than someone who was just here on vacation, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was someone from Agnes’ past.

“Why are we following him?” I demanded, my voice coming out a bit louder than I’d intended. Agnes shot me a dirty look, and I smiled apologetically before moving to sprint after her. The man seemed to be moving faster and faster, and the city was a large one. It would be easy to get lost if I lost track of Agnes, but if she knew this man, I could see why she would so urgently need to catch him. The crowds of tourists grew more and more tightly packed, and I stumbled, crying out as I nearly fell. The man turned around, glimpsing me and Agnes before turning away and running as fast as his feet could take him. Agnes swore loudly, but helped me catch my balance before we began to trail after him again. “Who is he, Agnes? Why don’t you just talk to him?” I hissed, but she did little to acknowledge me. It meant very little in the scheme of things, as it seemed we had lost track of him. Agnes gasped for breath, her hands tensed angrily at her sides. “I’m sorry...” I began, cutting myself short as I caught sight of the man again. “Oh! Oh! Over there! In that... strange building,” I cried out. Agnes followed the direction I was pointing, her breath catching in her throat as it was me who dragged her this time. She quickly caught on, surging ahead of me and inside of the shop. It was a rather odd little corner shop, displaying stones that seemed to be connected to certain parts of the body if the charts displayed were to be believed. There also appeared to be what looked like spirit boards, as well as other divination items. The walls of the shop shimmered. It was quite odd...I almost felt dizzy. I quietly noted that it must have been some sort of metaphysical shop, though I had no idea why Agnes would be concerned with someone who would disappear in such a place.

“We lost him,” she said after a moment, her voice sounding resigned. She glanced around the shop for a moment longer before meeting eyes with the stern faced shopkeeper. As I looked at him it seemed as though I could see right through him. I shook my head to regain my senses. Agnes frowned, gripping me by the arm again and guiding me towards the door.

“How can you be so sure? Maybe he’s just... hiding somewhere. Or maybe we missed him slipping out the front,” I sputtered, though I had no idea whatsoever why I should even care. Agnes’ expression only grew more drawn, and I realized that I had seriously messed up in my stumble. “Who was he, anyway?” I asked weakly, trying to contain how utterly awful I felt. I felt as if I had failed my new boss, and if I doubted my ability to assist her before, the feeling had returned tenfold.

“Don’t worry yourself about it, dear child,” she said dismissively, walking back in the direction we had come from. I fought the desire to pout, though it appeared to be an entirely fruitless cause. I was near tears, and the one person in this whole area of the world who could possibly comfort me was probably furious at me. 

“I’m sorry, Agnes. If I hadn’t tripped,” I began weakly, my voice catching. She paused, turning to face me with a chagrined expression.

“Oh, Abigail. Don’t apologize. There was nothing to be done for it. I’m sure he would have found some way to escape one way or another. Let’s not worry about it. Come along, now. We’ll get lunch and discuss our next destination on our little trip,” she suggested with a warm smile. I was sure she was still angry at me, but she was doing an amazing job at obscuring it if so. I fell into step behind her, the thoughts of the day washing over me in full force. It seemed strange that she had planned this entire trip because of my interest in Pompeii, yet she had put together some sort of test for the moment we arrived. Even stranger were all the discoveries we seemed to be making, and the people who seemed so familiar with Agnes. It was as if this were all part of some deeper puzzle, but I didn’t quite have all the pieces to assemble it yet. I was drawn from my thoughts as we were seated outside the cafe from before, and Agnes began to peruse the menu. I tapped my fingertips on the table top, debating whether or not to voice the thoughts that were so terribly plaguing me. It was unlikely that all of this happened through sheer coincidence, but it wasn’t as if Agnes were some higher power. She couldn’t have planned to see, and subsequently lose, the man we’d been chasing through town. Something about the store we’d lost him in, as well as the way we’d lost him, was strange as well. “What will you have to eat dear? If I were to suggest something, it would be—,” she paused as I held a hand up to silence her.

“I’m not all that hungry right now, Agnes,” I said, realizing what a petulant child I sounded like. I truly wasn’t trying to be spiteful, my stomach was simply churning too much to even consider the thought of food in that moment. My companion looked troubled by my assertion all the same, closing her menu and folding her hands on top of it. When the waiter came close, she waved him off, assumedly telling him that we needed more time to decide. Once he had gotten far enough away, Agnes breathed a sigh and reached across the table to gently rest her hand on the back of my own.

“I’m sorry for being so irate with you, dear girl. I understand that everything must seem very confusing right now, but I can’t explain. At least, not yet,” she murmured. I hesitated, glancing towards her. She was still closed off, but may have been willing to give a little considering how much I looked like a kicked puppy.

“Agnes, I only have one question. If you can answer that, I will be happy. If you can answer this one question, I will follow your directions without any further questions. I’ll be happy to help you in any way I can, if you just... answer this one question,” I rambled, getting more nervous as her gaze became scrutinous.

“Well spit it out, girl. I don’t have all day. I did say I was ravenous, didn’t I?” She pressed, her voice lightly teasing though I could tell she was dead serious about my dawdling. I inhaled a calming breath, knowing that if I posed this question the wrong way, our entire relationship, for whatever it was, could be torn asunder. I didn’t want to seem as if I didn’t trust her, but...

“There’s more to this trip than my interest in Pompeii, isn’t there?”

Her expression told me all I needed to know.
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Chapter Ten
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I was almost angry, but I hadn’t truly entertained the idea that the older woman had planned this whole trip around my interests. The entire trip, something had seemed amiss, and I knew there was more at stake than Agnes was willing to let on. Well, turns out I’m smarter than even she gave me credit for. I sipped my drink, the feeling of betrayal weighing heavily upon me in spite of myself. 

“That’s not a pretty expression,” Agnes observed, and I found myself chuckling at her bluntness.

“If you can be so forthcoming about everything else, why not tell me why we’re really here?” I asked as casually as I could manage, but she tensed regardless, tapping her fingertips on the table.

“I intended to bring it up, after I had more time to ease you into the whole process of being my assistant. Perhaps it was silly on my part, but I didn’t expect you to catch on so soon,” she sighed, propping her chin up in her hand. “You’re terribly bright, and I do mean terribly,” she added as a bit of an afterthought. I laughed again, shaking my head in disbelief.

“Wasn’t that required in your advertisement?” I asked with a grin, receiving a thoughtful hum in return. She nodded a bit, smiling as the waiter approached again.

“You have a point. Now can we at least discuss things over a hot meal? That is, if I have your permission to order,” Agnes said with a smirk, glancing at the waiter and smiling a charming little smile. The young man seemed a bit flustered in spite of the obvious age gap between the woman and himself, and Agnes seemed tickled pink by his embarrassment. 

“Fine, order, but I doubt our waiter is on the menu,” I said, admittedly a bit cattily. The young man squeaked, holding his order pad to his chest and looking between the two of us. Agnes raised a brow daringly, looking him up and down with an expression that seemed downright sultry.

“Everything is on the menu if you know the right people, Miss Bean. However, I suppose for the sake of your dignity, I’ll settle for the gnocchi today,” she purred, outright purred!Egads! The man blushed, rubbing the back of his neck before jotting down her order. He glanced at me, seeming sheepish to have been caught checking out my companion.

“I’ll have the same,” I said a bit sourly, irrationally offended that he wasn’t more interested in me. Then again, Agnes had a certain mystique about her, in addition to her good looks, and charms and... well, if I were attracted to women, I might understand a bit more. Granted, the tour guide I’d met earlier would be more fitting to my type—tall, dark and handsome... in a way. Narrowing my eyes, I blushed at the pointless loops my mind seemed to be circling. 

“And to drink, ladies?” The waiter asked, seeming to have regained his composure.

“A tall drink of water,” Agnes smiled, her eyes devious in spite of her innocent smile. The man reddened again, sputtering and staring almost pleadingly at me.

“I’ll have a beer. Whatever is on tap. I feel like I’m going to need it,” I mused, resting my chin in my palm. Agnes giggled as the man walked away, staggering as if he had been almost entranced. “You’re insufferable, do you realize that?” I sighed. 

“Green isn’t such a lovely color on you, dear girl. I’m sure he would find you much more enticing if you weren’t such a brooding sort,” she replied casually. My eyes widened in shock and I barked out a laugh that sounded almost hysterical.

“Brooding? You’ve yet to see me at my broody... broodiest,” I began firmly, stammering off towards the end. Agnes hummed her acknowledgement, not bothering to look away from me as the waiter approached our table with our drinks. Placing the water in front of Agnes, I tried not to cackle as he ventured a charming smile at the older woman. She raised a brow, licking her lips slowly before taking a sip from her drink.

“Just as tasty as I’d expected,” Agnes smiled. He tossed his hair, brushing it back as if he were to try and engage her in conversation. “Dear, not that this isn’t flattering, but shouldn’t you keep your libido off the clock?” She said abruptly, causing him to grow considerably more pale.

“And in your age group,” I added quietly. He stammered for a moment, looking as if he would flee before Agnes rested a hand on his arm.

“Maybe I’ll look you up when your attention isn’t spread across the entire deck,” she said smoothly. He nodded shakily, placing my beer in front of me before scrambling away.

“You really are too much,” I mused aloud. Agnes shrugged a little, continuing to sip her water. “Anyway, you just took this as an out to change the subject. I still expect to know what on Earth we’re actually doing in Naples,” I paused, raising a brow. “Does it have something to do with that artifact with the woman who looks like you?” I challenged. Agnes seemed taken aback for a moment, shaking off my accusation with a wry smile.

“You are ever impressive with your intellect, Abigail. I wouldn’t quite say she looks like me, though. Her nose is far too large,” she sighed, glancing over my shoulder. I could only guess that she was staring in the direction of that strange store we’d lost that even stranger man inside of. “The artifact is Vesuvian in origin, the only issue is that the carbon dating applied to the sample didn’t quite add up. It’s a remarkable replica, but it is just that. A replica. It seemed to have been placed at the dig site after the eruptions of Mount Vesuvias. Some hundreds of years later,” she explained, examining her fingernails idly.

“Well, alright. That doesn’t explain why you would have come here to investigate. Maybe someone vacationing nearby did it to raise a bit of noise,” I pointed out. She smiled, glancing up at me.

“It was placed here long before the actual dig site of Pompeii was discovered. Around three hundred years prior. I’m not quite sure what anyone would have to gain from tossing a replicated piece of pottery into what, as far as anyone knew, was an empty pit. There’s something more to this whole scenario, as it were,” she admitted.

“Well what are we supposed to be looking for? And who was that guy you were chasing around town? Why would he have escaped in such a strange shop?” I continued to press, receiving narrowed eyes in turn.

“That’s my old apprentice: Martin Groves. If he’s here, he’s obviously caught on to our presence. The old man seems to get his kicks out of making my life miserable, ever since...,” she trailed off, glancing away. “Just trust that he is not a good man. Don’t be caught alone with him,” she muttered.

“Do you think he’s caught on to the same clues that we have? Or... good grief, Agnes, it would help if I had any idea what you were looking for,” I sighed.

“I will explain everything in due time. In the meantime, we’re going to enjoy our lunch and do a bit of shopping around town. If we’re here and you have an interest in the area, there’s no reason you shouldn’t enjoy yourself,” Agnes smiled. The waiter brought out our food, and I considered the dish with a slightly raised brow. The gnocchi, as it was called, seemed to be small dumplings in some sort of tomato sauce. My stomach growled loudly and conspicuously as I gazed into the bowl. “Enjoy your meal, Abigail. There’s nothing quite like this in the States, at least not prepared as well,” the older woman said with a grin before digging into her own food. I watched her eat like she’d not seen food in weeks, and though the sight was a bit off putting, I attributed it to the taste of the food. It must have been even better than it looked. I scooped up a spoonful, taking an experimental bite before moaning softly with pleasure at the taste. It wasn’t altogether unfamiliar; it was vaguely reminiscent of some pasta dishes I’d had in the past. Nothing I’d ever had before tasted quite so rich and velvety, however. The sauce was light yet somehow savory, and I had no doubt that it was made from freshly plucked ingredients. The food seemed to alight on my tastebuds, and I was sure I’d never had anything so delicious in my life. Where Agnes was ravenous, however, I wanted to savor every single bite. I chewed slowly, allowing my eyes to flutter shut as I swallowed. 

“This is divine. Your taste is impeccable, Agnes, I’ll give you that much,” I said with a sigh. She chuckled, devouring the final bite from her own dish and dabbing a napkin against her lips. Before I could say another word, the waiter from before shuffled eagerly over, reaching out to take the bowl.

“Would you care for a second helping, ma’am? On me, of course. You look like you’ve not had a good meal in months,” he said, his voice a deep baritone that seemed to echo around us in a gentle rumble. I may have expected Agnes to be offended, but she simply looked delighted—like a child that had been given free reign of a candy store.

“Oh, you’re too kind, dear. I’d love another helping, but I’m more than capable of paying. You’re right, I’ve not had a meal quite this delicious in some time,” she admitted. He smiled and nodded, taking the bowl away with a bit of pep in his step. I glanced at Agnes, unable to stop myself from considering her a bit strangely.

“I’ve always been too nervous to eat more than a single helping, especially in public. I’m always worried what people will think,” I said carefully. Agnes rolled her eyes, taking another sip from her glass of water. At least she seemed to be making that last.

“Do I seem the sort to care terribly what other people think, Miss Bean? Once you’ve been in my company long enough, you’ll learn that some things in life are more important than how the public views you. Even something as simple as enjoying a delicious meal should be savored and treasured for every moment,” Agnes said, sounding surprisingly deep in spite of the casual conversation. I considered her words, nodding but continuing to enjoy my food at a slower pace. It would take time for me to adjust to the life of extravagance Agnes seemed to offer, if I ever adjusted at all. It was difficult to take in; just how luxurious life could be for a person. Then again, Agnes was anything except your average citizen, and her rich outlook on life only seemed to add to her appeal. When the waiter emerged with the second bowl of gnocchi, Agnes patted him gently on the cheek.

“I’ll go ahead and take the check, dear, so you don’t have to fuss over us any longer than necessary,” she said slyly, seeming to watch me from the corner of her eye. I had a feeling that the young man would look for any excuse to fuss over us, as Agnes put it, and I was proven right when he laughed a jovial laugh and shook his head.

“Oh, miss, it’s no bother. This meal is on me, as I said. I get the employee discount, after all. One of the perks is being able to treat beautiful women to a delicious meal,” he said smoothly, glancing to me almost as an afterthought. “Your meal will be free as well,” he added a bit carelessly before returning his attention to Agnes. The older woman looked all too thrilled by his attention, grabbing a slip of paper from his order pad and jotting something down on it.

“You’re too kind, young man. Look me up when you get some time off, alright? It’d be a joy to spend my time with such a charming young man,” she purred, tucking the paper into his pocket. I could only guess it was her phone number. I rolled my eyes, unable to help the admittedly melodramatic groan that spilled past my lips. Agnes looked at me with a cheeky smile, reaching out to pat the back of my hand. “Oh, Abigail, dear. What did I tell you about envy? It’s not a fetching look on you,” she said in a stage whisper, where the waiter could obviously hear. He looked between Agnes and myself, the gears seeming to turn in his head. After a moment, he smiled a big and dopey grin. I could tell where his mind was headed, and I didn’t quite like the direction it was taking.

“She’s old enough to be my mother, I’m sure! Yours as well. What you two do behind closed doors is none of my business, but don’t think you’re going to be dragging me into it,” I hissed, shoving my bowl across the table at him. He flinched, and Agnes laughed loudly, an obnoxious and braying sound as she clutched her stomach.

“Dear God, Miss Bean, you actually think I would allow you in the same bed as myself?” She cajoled, and I found my cheeks growing red in irritation and embarrassment.

“Of course not! It’s your little boy toy you need to talk to,” I cried out, my voice rising in pitch. I realized belatedly that I was causing a scene when Agnes abandoned her remaining food with a soft sigh, pulling me away from the restaurant. She looked over her shoulder, calling out to the waiter. “Call me, honey,” she shouted before dragging me off. I stomped like the petulant child I felt like, glaring at Agnes as she fell into step beside me.

“I can’t believe you. He’s like half your age, and you just—,” I began, cut short as she laughed airily.

“I didn’t give him my actual number, Abigail. I’m not interested in men that look as if they could be my grandchildren,” she said dismissively, smirking a bit. “It was just interesting to see you get so flustered. Honestly, Abigail. I’m sure you’ve had plenty of men make a pass at you,” she sighed. I huffed under my breath, crossing my arms over my chest as I walked alongside her. She was quiet, and I was content to let the conversation drop when she spoke again.

“You’re supposed to argue the fact that he could be my grandson, dear. Are my looks failing that much?”

I had no idea what to do with this woman, my boss or otherwise.
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Chapter Eleven
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We strode through the city, with Agnes still wearing that self assured smirk. I felt a bit foolish for falling for her little trick, as it were. It was entertaining as well, if I’m telling the truth, though I felt a bit bad for the young man who obviously hadn’t been in on the whole trick. I couldn’t blame him for his fascination with Agnes, she was a rather intriguing character. In the moment, she seemed caught up in her own good humor, leading me towards the biggest shops in the city. The local clothes and trinkets served as a temporary fascination, but I hadn’t really brought a lot of money along on the trip.

“What exactly are you planning to buy?” I asked Agnes mildly, fidgeting with the silken threads of a beautiful blouse. She glanced at me from where she was sorting through some ancient history books across from me. 

“I don’t know. I suppose the urge will hit me when I see the right thing,” she said idly, flipping through a book I was sure I had seen a copy of in her study. She frowned, drawing her lip between her teeth and gesturing for me to follow her. “Bring the blouse. I’m buying it for you. You’ll look devastatingly beautiful in it,” Agnes said without even glancing in my direction. I hesitated, glancing over the blouse for a moment longer before obligingly taking it off the rack and trailing behind her. 

“Are you buying that? I thought you already had a copy,” I asked quietly, placing the blouse on the counter as Agnes pulled a wad of bills out of her wallet. 

“I left it at home, unfortunately,” she said with a sigh, handing the money to the cashier and waiting for our things to be bagged. “It’s rather pressing that I have a copy now, and not just when we return to the states,” she added, taking the bag and glancing towards me with a wry smile. “I’m sure you can guess why. Now, as much as I’d like to continue our merry venture through the shops in town, I think it’s probably best we head back to the ruins and see if we can find anything beyond your first venture. The fact that you found anything at all is a testament to your intellect,” she continued, leading me out of the shop. 

“I’m flattered, but I’m sure anyone could have found it if given a little guidance,” I said meekly, not used to such praise from anyone, let alone the fascinating older woman. She scoffed, taking me by the arm and guiding me back to her car—Stefan’s car, actually. I was sure she could buy it off of him if she felt so inclined, but I suppose borrowing it would suffice. I thought that if I had the excess funds she had, I might have bought a new car for every vacation location, but it was better to fantasize about than put into practice. 

“Are you going to fasten your seatbelt?” Agnes pressed, and I didn’t realize how distracted I had become. I smiled sheepishly before buckling in, settling into the passenger seat and staring out the windshield. “Silly girl,” she said softly, shaking her head. I couldn’t exactly dispute the validity of her claim—it wasn’t the brightest thing to zone out into another world while we were preparing to continue our explorations. Agnes seemed to dismiss the thought, fiddling with the knobs on the radio. I wasn’t familiar with the local hits, but I could appreciate the upbeat tempo and cheerful singing that resonated through the car. Agnes sang along under her breath, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel as we drove back to the Villa of the Papyri. I smiled to myself, watching the sights that raced past the window. We found our way back at the ruins in short order, and Agnes grabbed the book she had purchased out of her bag. She grabbed a pen as well, opening to a seemingly specific page before circling a certain photograph. I glanced over to see what she was doing, but before I could get a proper look, she was bustling out of the car. I struggled to match her pace, unfastening my own seatbelt before staggering out of the passenger side. She glanced over her shoulder, presumably to make sure I was following along, before striding directly towards the guide I’d met earlier that day. I smiled brightly as the dark haired woman glanced us over, smiling politely at Agnes before turning to me.

“Nice to see you back so soon. Going to do some more exploring? I’d love to join you, but I got reamed for leaving my post for so long last time,” she admitted, looking a bit abashed. I frowned, reaching out to rest a hand on her shoulder. 

“I didn’t mean for you to get in any trouble,” I apologized, and she chuckled before shrugging her shoulders.

“Don’t think anything of it. I get in trouble like it’s going out of style. Weirdness seems to follow me wherever I go,” she said, looking over Agnes once more. Suddenly alarmed, I tightened my grip on her.

“You’re not attracted to her, are you?” I demanded, my voice reaching an embarrassingly high pitch. Agnes looked at me with a smirk while the tour guide simply looked between us with a curious expression.

“Not really my type,” the tour guide finally seemed to decide after dawdling for a moment. To my delight, Agnes looked almost offended. The young woman smiled apologetically, patting my hand before stepping away from my touch. “No offense, ma’am. I just don’t make a habit of flirting with tourists,”  she smiled. Agnes only seemed to grow more irate, poking the tour guide in the chest. The younger woman looked at Agnes with a quirk of her brow, an easy smile on her lips.

“I’m anything but a tourist, I’ll have you know! I’m the leading expert when it comes to this region,” she announced, sounding a bit over the top as far as I was concerned.

“Sorry, miss,” the tour guide said mildly, offering me a sly wink before shuffling back to her post. I felt my cheeks redden slightly, entertained by how flustered Agnes seemed by the idea of being considered a tourist.

“The gall of these young locals...,” Agnes grumbled, taking me by the wrist and leading me deeper into the ruins. I tried to keep her pace, stumbling a bit as I, once again, tried to take in the sights that surrounded us. I yanked my wrist out of her grip, pausing at what looked to have been some sort of mural, ages ago. I brushed my fingers to the stone, humming softly as Agnes seemed to scrutinize the very same mural. She grabbed her book, and I glanced over in time to see that this very place was the one she had marked in her guide. I smiled, admittedly, a bit haughtily. “I had initially attributed your good fortune to beginner’s luck, but you continue to surprise and alarm me at every turn, Miss Bean,” she sighed. I stepped back, watching as she traced her fingers along the faded remains of the mural. I watched her for a moment, my initial victorious feeling beginning to fade as she closely scrutinized a flower in the corner of the image.

“I thought we were here to look for more clues,” I asked bluntly, crossing my arms as Agnes turned to face me.

“And we are, dear girl. Don’t you see the plethora of mystery cloaked in these ruins? This mural, it speaks to me,” she trailed off, continuing to examine the large image. I couldn’t help but scoff a little, wondering what on Earth she could possible find in a picture on the wall. She seemed to sense my growing antsiness and stared dully at me. “You’re welcome to explore in any manner you prefer, but I don’t think that little tour guide of yours is going to be of any help. After all, you’ve gotten her into enough trouble, don’t you think?” Agnes said airily, and I couldn’t help feeling as if it was a low blow. I narrowed my eyes, worrying my lower lip between my teeth before decisively turning away from Agnes and going to explore on my own terms. I passed the tour guide as I strode through the ruins, and after a moment, she began to trail behind me.

“I never caught your name, miss,” she said amicably, dragging her fingertips along the stone walls.

“It’s Abigail. Abigail Bean. I didn’t catch yours either,” I said carefully, pausing to allow her to fall into step beside me. “I thought you had gotten in trouble for leaving your post to help me last time,” I muttered, feeling apologetic. She scoffed, walking backwards so that she could face me as she moved.

“It’s Isabella.  I got in a bit of trouble, but I may have exaggerated because of your strange companion. Something about her seems odd, like I’ve seen her in a dream,” she mused aloud. 

That was odd. I had the same recollection myself, as if I'd met Agnes before, in a dream or another life. Isabella and I had more in common than I thought. We weren't the same age, she being perhaps 10 years older than me, but she had a youthfulness about her.

“The bathhouse,” she supplied, lingering near the entryway. “Locals seem to flock here, especially as of late. You might find what you’re looking for if you chat with a few,” Isabella said, offering me a smile before turning to walk away.

“Why are you helping me? I don’t even understand what I’m doing, here,” I inquired, gesturing in a wide and grand gesture across the bathhouse. Isabella lingered a moment longer, shrugging her shoulders and seeming a bit troubled herself. 

“This man who comes here sometimes... when he’s near, I catch the hint of gardenias. They’re my favorite flower. I thought it strange, but... I get that same scent when I’m near you. Maybe it’s fate. Maybe I’m delusional. All I can figure is that I’m meant to help you in some way,” she said in a surprisingly calm voice. I tilted my head, but before I could press the issue any further, she darted back in the direction of her post. I watched her go, breathing a sigh before turning to approach Agnes. She was watching me with an odd smile, and I raised a brow before deciding I didn’t want to indulge her strangeness.

“Seems we found our way to the same place,” I said quietly, and Agnes chucked in response. 

“Thanks to your little friend. She may prove useful to us,” the older woman replied, and I felt myself grow irrationally indignant.

“People are worth more than your personal use for them, Agnes,” I grumbled, crossing my arms. “And I’m sure I would have found my way here eventually. Have you spoken to any of the locals lingering around? Isabella said—,” I continued, only for the older woman to cut me off.

“On a first name basis now? My, my, Abigail. I thought I was the one who got around,” she teased with a grin. My eyes widened, and I sputtered for a moment before shaking off the accusation—if that’s even what it was intended to be.

“Right, well. She said that there’s a strange man who comes here sometimes. She mentioned that he smells like flowers and... so do I, I guess? I’m not wearing any perfume, but—” I was cut off again when Agnes narrowed her eyes and rounded on me.

“Flowers? How strange,” Agnes mused, though something in her gaze told me that she didn’t find it particularly strange at all. I shrugged, edging past her to engage with some of the other tourists. Agnes remained behind me, leaning in to give me an experimental sniff.

“You smell like sweat,” she said bluntly. I rolled my eyes, wrapping my arms self-consciously around myself.

“Well I haven’t had time for a shower yet,” I grumbled. “I’m sure you don’t smell any better... perhaps Isabella just caught a whiff of someone else,” I said with a shake of my head.

“Somehow, I doubt that,” Agnes murmured. She followed me as I spoke to the locals, each of which seemed somewhat dazed. The group seemed to agree upon one thing, and one thing alone, and that was the appearance of an eccentric man who happened to be at the ruins whenever they stopped in. They also agreed that there was the aroma of flowers when he was around, though they couldn’t decide on what particular flower he smelled like. None of the other tourists mentioned catching the smell on me as well, but I decided not to think too deeply into the matter. 

“What do you gather from this whole situation?” I asked Agnes, noting that her expression was tense. She shook her head, remaining silent for a moment. “Are we going to continue looking for clues? Whatever kind of clues we’re supposed to be finding? Maybe Isabella can help,” I offered meekly. Agnes snorted, but after her initial disdain, she seemed to actually consider my proposition.

“Perhaps she can. We’re not done here, that much I know. I’m just trying to place these strange phenomenons in a way that makes some manner of sense. I have an idea, but...,” she trailed off, taking me by the wrist. “Let’s find your friend, and see if she has any further insight. Somehow, I feel like all of this means we’re on the right path,” she said authoritatively. I nodded, hesitating as I looked over the bathhouse once more. There was something strange about this trip, something that I had yet to actually put my finger on. I knew Agnes had some ulterior motive for bringing me along, but I couldn’t fathom it for the life of me. What could I possibly provide that she could not figure out on her own? At the very least I could assure myself that I got along with people a bit more easily than Agnes seemed to. I wasn’t sure if that would help us, ultimately, but it was worth investigating. I led Agnes through the ruins, back to where I knew Isabella would likely be lingering. I wondered if the young tour guide would be expecting us, and when she came into my line of sight, her eyes immediately met my own.

Stranger and stranger.
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Isabella had a rather smug expression when Agnes and I approached her, and I had the inkling of a feeling that she felt as if the older woman were eating a slice of humble pie. I didn’t know how I was going to cope with both of their large personalities for the duration of the trip, but much to my surprise, Agnes was all smiles as we approached the tour guide.

“Yes, Isabella, was it?” Agnes began with the ever so charming smile she used to get her way. Isabella considered me from the corner of her eye, her lips curled into a sly smile.

“I guess my reputation precedes me. That, or my name tag,” she said, tapping the piece of plastic fixed to her t-shirt. I considered her with a quirk of my brow, parting my lips to speak. “I usually don’t wear it, but upper management has been in a tizzy lately. Apparently I’ve been dawdling too much,” she paused, smirking at me. “Perish the thought.” I could sense that Agnes was torn between irritation at the tour guide’s cocky attitude, and amusement at how easily flustered I was.

“Right, right, of course. Our little Miss Bean has a way of drawing people out of their shell, isn’t that right, dear?” Agnes smiled, her expression saccharine sweet as she pinched my cheek. If she expected the tour guide to be put off by the comment, we were both surprised when Isabella simply shrugged instead of biting out a retort.

“Can’t argue that point. I take it you’re not just here to chat, though,” she hummed, tapping her fingertips on her forearm. Agnes’ expression tensed slightly, and I couldn’t help but giggle at how serious she was.

“Abigail, please, we’re trying to make a good impression,” the older woman hissed. Isabella pushed away from the wall she was leaning against, stepping towards us with an undeniable swagger in her step. I averted my eyes, feeling strange for how blatantly Agnes and I were staring at the tour guide.

“Miss, you don’t have to worry about the whole first impression thing. Your little Bean here has that part covered. If you need help with something, I’m all ears. It’ll just have to wait five minutes or so, because I have to at least pretend to be professional until my next break,” she chuckled breathily, gesturing vaguely towards the wall across from her. “In the meantime, can I interest you in this fascinating rock?” She said with a smirk, only serving to ruffle the older woman’s feathers. I hid a smile behind my hand, patting Agnes on the shoulder.

“I know plenty about these so called rocks, young lady. I’ve studied this area extensively for years,” she bit out, and Isabella raised a brow with a smile.

“Eons, I’d imagine,” she said casually, her eyes filled with mischief. Agnes squawked, completing the bird-like image of herself. 

“Come on, you two. Can’t we just agree to get along for the sake of...,” I trailed off, realizing I still had no idea what we were here for. Agnes crossed her arms over her chest, huffing melodramatically as Isabella considered the two of us. I almost wondered if I had blown our chance when the tour guide turned her back towards us, shuffling back to what I could only guess she had designated as her post. She rummaged through her bag for a moment, grabbing a ripe green apple and flinging it at Agnes. The older woman caught it through sheer reflex, and I stared between the two of them as Isabella grabbed two more of the sumptuous fruits in her hands.

“Consider yourself blessed, your majesty. I don’t share my snacks with just anyone,” she directed towards Agnes, who looked the apple over as if it might have been poisoned. “As far as getting along, I suppose I can manage for your sake, little Bean,” she hummed, taking a bite of her apple as she pressed the third into my hand. “And for the sake of a bit of adventure,” she smiled, and I felt my cheeks redden in spite of myself. She was charming, if a bit full of herself. I’d give her that much. I suppose I had a way of attracting the bold and proud type. Agnes had resorted to sniffing the apple in her hand, her expression hilariously serious for someone who was standing in the middle of ancient ruins smelling a piece of fruit. 

“Trade with me,” Agnes said abruptly, shoving hers at me. My eyes widened in disbelief, and Isabella barked out a laugh as the older woman yanked my own snack out of my hand. “She likes you. If the apple is poisoned, she won’t let you eat it,” Agnes asserted, pointing two fingers at her eyes before whirling her fingers around towards the tour guide.

“You can’t be serious...,” I muttered, shooting Isabella a warning look that she thoroughly ignored.

“Alas, my evil misdeeds have been discovered. Now the world will know how I regularly poison tourists at the attraction I work for. Surely it has taken a genius to reveal my ploy. How else could I...,” she trailed off, rolling her eyes. “I’m bored with this already. It’s time for my break. What is it that you two are so curious about?” She inquired, continuing to munch on her snack. I took a bite of my own without hesitation, and the tour guide winked at me before gesturing for us to follow her. Agnes was quietly stewing, and I decisively took it upon myself to keep the conversation going, just for the older woman’s sake.

“Locals have mentioned that a strange man comes here sometimes. The same you mentioned, I gathered,” I began, and the tourist guide hummed noncommittally, seeming to follow a random path as she strode through the ruins. I stammered for a moment, wondering if I sounded as foolish as I felt.

“Go on,” Isabella pressed, and Agnes seemed to content herself with methodically picking pieces of the apple’s flesh off with her long nails. I rolled my eyes, deciding that someone in our little entourage needed to show a bit of maturity. 

“We think there’s something strange going on here. You seem to know a lot about the ruins, and you said you’ve been exploring here since you were younger,” I paused, fidgeting for a moment. “I was hoping you would be able to direct us... somewhere.” I finished. She stopped abruptly, turning to face me with a scrutinous expression.

“Oh, Abigail. You wound me. Here I thought we were friends, and you’re only using me for my big beautiful brain,” she sighed, flinging her apple into a nearby wastebasket. My eyes widened, and I sputtered for a moment before she snorted and shook her head. “I’m kidding. I’m a tour guide, this is the sort of fare I deal with on a regular basis. You’re gonna want to check out the boathouses. If your friend has studied this place as deeply as she suggests, you should know about the heaps of skeletons that were found there,” she said sounding bored. I couldn’t help worrying if I had really offended her, but Agnes took charge and stepped up around me. 

“Of course. It’s said that they were seeking refuge, but no one has been able to determine just what they were hiding from. What makes you think anything of importance would be found there?” Agnes demanded, receiving a smirk in response.

“I’m sure you and little Bean can figure things out from here. Continue down this corridor, and when you see the big archways, you’ll know you’re in the right place,” Isabella said casually, moving to walk away. I grabbed her by the arm, and her cheeks flushed as she looked at me inquisitively.

“I...,” I began, swallowing before forcing myself to continue. “Thank you for helping us. Is there anything else you can tell us?” I asked meekly. Isabella stared at where my hand gripped her wrist for a moment, and I released her immediately. She pursed her lips, turning her eyes skyward before sighing. 

“I just think if I had something to hide, seeking refuge in a place where I would be remarkably average would be helpful. They were all hiding from something, after all. Who would notice if there was something deeper to their companion’s fear?” She mused aloud, and I worried my lip between my teeth as she shook her head and glanced at me with what seemed to be finality. “Not that I’m the type to keep secrets. Be careful, little Bean,” she smiled, saluting before disappearing around the corner. I stared after her, feeling as if some weight had been placed on my shoulders.

“Strange one, that girl,” Agnes murmured, seeming to sense my unease. “Seems fairly taken with you, at least. I don’t think she would lead us astray,” she continued grudgingly, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“No, I don’t think so either. I just..,” I trailed off, rubbing my arm uncomfortably. “Do you really think we’ve been using her?” I inquired softly. Agnes hesitated, reaching out to grab my shoulder and turn me around.

“Such is the nature of the beast, Abigail. I wouldn’t overthink it too terribly. In time, you’ll see how insignificant one tour guide is in the grand scheme of things,” Agnes said, her eyes softening upon seeing how deeply her words troubled me. “You can apologize later, if that will make you feel any better. For now, come along,” she said sternly, leading me deeper into the boathouse. I trailed behind her, feeling a bit disconcerted with being in a place where so many had lost their lives. Agnes strode off in one direction, and though I was sure she expected me to follow, I decided to go the opposite way. I felt drawn towards something, and the unmistakable chill in the air was almost eerie. I paused at a point where the floor seemed somehow... off. Different in some way. I blinked, and when I opened my eyes, I briefly saw bones scattered in a vast pile. I swallowed a shriek, my eyes following the bones to where a single man stood. He fidgeted with a loose stone in the wall, pulling it loose and shoving something inside before replacing the stone. He looked at me, his expression twisted in anguish, before he withdrew a blade and slit his own throat. As he hit the ground, he turned into bones like the rest that seemed to surround me. I blinked hard, my breath catching as things finally returned to normal. I hesitated for a brief moment, hands tensing at my sides before I rushed over to the stone and tested it to see if it would budge. It slid away with ease, but nearly crushed my foot as it clattered to the ground. I hadn’t expected it to be so heavy, which may have been foolish on my part. I glanced inside, my heart skipping a beat. I was sure this was it—this was what we were seeking the whole time! Agnes would be thrilled, I would receive a steep paycheck and whatever was going on in this place would be resolved. However, I was disappointed to see very little in the hidden compartment. It looked as if something may have been there, but if it had been, it was gone now. I sighed, jolting upright as something touched my shoulder. I wheeled around, and Agnes stared at me with a curious expression. She edged past me, looking into the compartment and exhaling sharply through her nose. 

“What does the symbol mean?” I asked quietly, feeling as if I had let the older woman down.

“What symbol-,” she barked back, pausing as she noticed the small etched sign. “Oh. This is a symbol of Neptune. I can’t imagine why...,” she trailed off, glancing at me as if I had bestowed her with the gift of everlasting life. “The House of Neptune and Amphitrite...” she whispered. She grabbed me by the wrist, yanking me alongside her as she sprinted at a speed that I could barely match. 

“What are you...,” I began, squealing as she came to a complete stop. I stumbled forward, my foot catching on a stone and knocking me to my knees. I cringed, the pain alighting every nerve in my body.

“You,” I heard Agnes hiss, and before I could sputter apologies, I looked up to see the very man we had been chasing through town. He smiled cheekily, standing in front of a large hole in the wall. He withdrew what seemed to be some sort of rolled up paper, giving it a little wave and a wink in Agnes’ direction. The older woman almost seemed to roar in anger, rushing past me in an attempt to follow him. I staggered to my feet, managing to keep pace with them—though just barely.

“Agnes!” I cried out, feeling as if my leg would give out at any moment. She ignored me, so I inhaled a deep breath and attempted to keep the pace. It seemed to be a losing race—as fast as Agnes was, this man was faster. I had no idea why we were chasing him or what was so crucial about the bit of paper clutched in his hand, but I knew I couldn’t stop. As we continued through the ruins, I caught sight of the tour guide who had led us to the boathouse, pacing in a hall just adjacent to the one I was chasing Agnes and the man down. As I paused behind her, she stopped abruptly, as if a jolt had gone through her body. 

“Little Bean?” She began, stepping towards me. My leg chose that very moment to give out, and I stared bleakly after Agnes as she continued to race after her target. I felt remarkably useless, and in spite of feeling vaguely wounded, I was almost thankful that the older woman hadn’t stopped to check on me. I’m sure her reaction wouldn’t have been particularly pleased if I came between her and... whatever she was after. Still, my chest ached as I pressed my palms to the floor and tried to help myself to my feet. A hand touched my arm, and I knew it could only be Isabella. She helped me up, looking me over with an intense expression. I followed her gaze to see that my skinned knees were bleeding, and I parted my lips to assure her I was alright. She shook off whatever seemed to be troubling her so deeply, dropping to her knees and fumbling around in her bag.

“I need to find...,” I paused, leaning against the wall and cringing as the sting of antiseptic touched my scrapes. Evidently tour guides carry around a small first aid kit in their bags. 

“She can’t have gone far. Good Lord, what are you two even doing here?” Isabella muttered.

“I have no idea.”
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Chapter Thirteen 
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I couldn’t help feeling absolutely useless as Isabella busied herself with fixing up my scraped knees. I felt like a toddler preparing to pitch a tantrum, wanting to insist that she let me loose so I could find my boss. Not just my boss—my friend, granted she was a friend who would readily fire me. I knew it was pointless to carry on sprinting down the hall, however, especially with two bum knees. I resigned myself to watching Isabella work, her tongue poking out from between her lips as she wrapped my legs with bandages. It seemed over the top and although I was touched by her concern, I had other things to worry about. Sighing, I let my head droop back against the wall behind me.

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Isabella muttered, tucking her medical supplies back in her bag before swinging it over her shoulder and rising to her full height. I frowned, feeling like a kicked puppy and probably looking the part as well. “I guess you want to find your friend? She looked to be heading back towards the exit,” the tour guide mused, flinging my arm around her shoulders and moving to guide me forward. I should have allowed myself to be led, truth be told. At least if she was leading me through the ruins I couldn’t get hurt or lost. However, something tickled at the back of my mind, and my thoughts turned back to the ghostly figure I’d seen in the boathouse.

“Do you know where the House of Neptune and... uhm,” I began, my memory briefly failing me.

“ The House of Neptune and Amphitrite, yeah. I know where that is. What, you don’t suppose you’ve done enough exploring for one day?” Isabella said quietly, but guided me back in the direction I’d come from. She made a face as we passed the hole in the wall that the strange man had presumably made, tutting under her breath. “More and more wannabe archaeologists. I’m going to have to report this to the guards, and once again, get reamed,” she muttered, and I felt a rush of remorse.

“I’m sorry,” I apologized immediately, and she considered me from the corner of her eyes.

“Eh. It’s only a matter of time before I end up getting fired, anyway. Starting to feel like my time in this place is up,” she said, her voice tempered with a melancholy tone. I hesitated, not sure I liked the way she was speaking. I didn’t have awfully long to think about it, however, as she guided me into a massive chamber. “Anyway, this is where you wanted to come. Lead the way, because I have no idea what you two are after,” she sighed, releasing me but continuing to keep a hand on the small of my back—in case I happened to stumble again, I suppose. Even though I’d already said as much, it didn’t seem particularly smart to repeat the fact that I had no idea what Agnes and I were searching for, either. Something about this place called out to me, though, and I knew there had to be a reason everything seemed to point to this place. I walked carefully, casting my gaze across the chamber we were currently striding through. I was sure that whatever I was looking for would jump out at me once I found it, but perhaps I was feeling more confidence than was truly warranted. All the same, Isabella simply hummed under her breath as she walked alongside me. I reflected on what she had told me, wondering if the inexplicable scent was the reason she seemed to always find me. Gardenias, she had said. I scarcely even knew what the flower looked like, let alone smelled like. My feet continued moving as I mused over everything that had happened in my time in Naples, taking a sort of comfort in the hand pressed against my back. While Agnes had been kind to me, I was under no illusion that she actually needed me. I was likely disposable in the eyes of the older woman, and feeling as if my company was actually treasured, for once, was a nice feeling. Isabella’s humming stopped, and she laughed breathily before pulling me to a stop. I looked up, reddening as I realized I had nearly walked straight into a wall. At the very least I could pretend that I was just interested in the remaining mural on the wall... very interested, considering my face’s close proximity to the stone.

“Sorry,” I said softly, taking a step back. The tour guide chuckled, shaking her head a bit. 

“You apologize too much. It’s fine. This is actually my favorite spot in the entire ruins,” she paused, tapping her fingertips against the wall. “Gardenias. My favorite, remember?” She smiled, and I was relieved that she seemed unperturbed by my distraction. I looked at the mural, finally able to place what flower she was talking about as I saw them painted in meticulous detail. Though the mural had faded, it was still in rather impeccable condition. I was acutely aware of the tour guide’s hand still resting on the small of my back, but I said nothing for fear of driving her away from me. I exhaled a sigh, musing that it seemed that I had come to another dead end. A gorgeous dead end, but a dead end just the same. I traced my fingers along the mural, my fingertips brushing a stone that seemed just slightly off kilter. I paused, feeling a slight sizzling sensation in my skin as I touched the stone. I made note of the image painted on the particular stone: a vaguely off color gardenia. I took a step back, and Isabella watched me rather strangely as I examined my own hand. The tip of my fingers were slightly charred, and I quickly brushed the ash off of my hand before my companion could notice.

“I guess you didn’t find what you were looking for, then?” Isabella asked, her voice echoing in the chamber. I hesitated, taking note of the off kilter stone for a moment longer before drawing away. 

“Not really. That’s okay, though. It was nice of you to keep me company. I know you probably have better things to do,” I smiled. She chuckled, her cheeks tinged pink as she shook her head.

“You really overestimate my schedule. The guys up top are pretty much looking for a reason to fire me at this point. Might as well give them one,” she paused, her hand tensing before she awkwardly patted me on the head. In spite of how condescending it should have seemed, I couldn’t help but laugh, giving her a slight shove.

“I’m not a dog,” I said plaintively, flattening down my hair. She shrugged, turning to walk away from the mural.

“You’ve got the kicked puppy look down, though. You can see how I’d be confused,” she mused aloud, as if it were the most natural thing in the world to say. “And anyway, I’m the one who should be thanking you. You and your friend have certainly made things interesting around here. I just feel kinda bad that I’m not able to help as much as I’d like,” she muttered, holding her arm out for me to take. I could only guess that she thought I was still unsteady on my feet, and though I was sure I could manage, I took the proffered extremity with a small smile.

“Well, my friend is actually my boss. I’m not sure how happy she’s going to be that I decided to go off on an adventure of my own while she was...,” I paused, realizing that mentioning the fact that we were chasing someone wasn’t exactly prudent. “Well, who even knows what she’s doing,” I muttered. Isabella hummed in the back of her throat, a soft sound of acknowledgement. We strode to the entryway of the House, stopping short as Agnes stormed down the hall. I immediately flinched upon seeing her, and while I was fairly certain she wouldn’t actually hurt me, she looked as if she would like nothing more. 

“Having a good time, Miss Bean?” She asked icily, and I managed a weak smile. She lowered her eyes to my legs, quirking a brow. “What on Earth happened to you? Are you some kind of clumsy child?” She demanded. I shrunk away, suddenly aware of the hand settled soothingly on my back once more.

“It’s my fault, really. She wanted to find you, but I insisted she see my favorite mural here,” Isabella said casually, examining her fingernails. “I’d apologize, but I’m not really all that sorry. You’re kinda being a jerk, here,” the tour guide continued, sounding as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

“I’m being a jerk, am I? I’m a scholar and this is my assistant. We’re not here for some little play date. I have things to do, and I’m not going to waste my time with some ninny of a girl who keeps distracting my employee,” Agnes gritted out, grabbing me by the arm. I wanted to defend my new friend, but I also knew Agnes wouldn’t be any more willing to hear me out than she was for Isabella. I shot the tour guide an apologetic smile, but she didn’t meet my gaze, continuing to examine her nails. 

“You’re free to do what you want, lady. Just like I’m free to do what I want on my own time. If I want to spend my day with a nice young lady, there’s nothing stopping me,” she said calmly. 

“You’re not on your own time. You’re supposed to be doing a job, one you’re not doing worth a damn! I could have you fired—I should have you fired!” Agnes hissed out. It felt unfair that her anger was turned on someone who had been little more than a bystander, but I just couldn’t build up the nerve to correct her. I was afraid, as ashamed as I was to say it. Truth be told, I wasn’t all that sorry for going off on my own, either. While I didn’t have any actual fact to back my story up, I had a feeling that I had discovered something in that mural. The lingering tingle in my fingers insisted on as much. 

“I don’t need you to tell me I suck at my job, miss. I’ve heard it from a dozen others with a stick up their ass too. None with the entire tree jammed up there, like you seem to have, but...,” Isabella trailed off, her lips curling up in a smirk. “Well let’s just say I have experience,” she finished. I wished they would just stop arguing, or at least that Agnes would ask for my opinion. I should have been willing to voice my opinion as readily as either of them, but God knows what I had messed up by not helping Agnes chase that strange man down. He had something that the older woman wanted very desperately. I had no idea what it was, but as that very woman’s assistant, it was my job to get it for her. Instead, I’d been dawdling just because I enjoyed the company of a tour guide with a foul yet fascinating attitude. Agnes had a tight grip on my arm and I couldn’t have pulled away even if I wanted to. However, as she began to drag me along behind her, I was tempted to resist just for a moment. 

“You’re not even sorry that you got her injured. Honestly, Abigail, I would expect you to spend time with people of a higher caliber,” Agnes groused, and I waited for Isabella to correct her—I’d been injured when the tour guide found me. Agnes was the one who had left me behind. A part of me thought she knew that, but the opportunity to ignore it had been presented, and I didn’t expect the older woman to relinquish it so easily. For her part, Isabella said nothing, simply watching us go with her arms crossed. I wanted to shout out an apology, do something to make up for this whole mess, but before I could drag my eyes off of her, her lips curled into a smile as she winked and waved at me. Relieved that she wasn’t angry at me, but unsure of her motives, I fell into step beside Agnes. 

“I’m sorry, Agnes. I didn’t mean... I just had a feeling,” I began, quieting down when Agnes turned a glare upon me.

“Your feeling lost Martin. I would have been able to catch him if I hadn’t realized I wasn’t being followed by my simple minded assistant,” she said coolly. Though I knew I should defend myself, I also hoped that if I just rode the situation out, Agnes would forgive me in due time. She seemed too tense to even offer a kind word as my legs nearly buckled beneath me again, but she supported me with surprising strength as she led me to Stefan’s car. “Get in. We’re going to do some research at the estate. I’m hoping we’re not too late, but at this rate...,” she trailed off, gritting her teeth and shaking her head angrily. “Just get in,” she ordered, circling around to the driver’s side to slip into the car. I joined her, fumbling with the seatbelt and feeling grateful that she at least cared enough about me to ensure I didn’t go flying through the windshield. Granted, that may have been more concern for her friend’s car, on her part. I expected that Agnes could be cold at times, but she had always been so kind to me. I suppose that was because I had always been on her good side prior to that day. I resolved that I would do whatever it took to make sure I made up for my mistake. I would prove that I deserved this job, somehow. In the meantime, I could only try to get on the older woman’s good side again. The friendly tour guide had at least taken the brunt of her anger off of me, but the woman in the driver’s seat ws still seething nonetheless.

“I have a feeling that there’s time... to find whatever you’re looking for,” I said quietly, cursing myself for how meek I sounded. Agnes was quiet for a moment, seeming to muse over my words. Before she started the car, she turned to look at me, her expression serious.

“I hope for your sake that you’re right, Miss Bean. I truly hope you’re right,” she said. That was seemingly that, as she turned to face the street and shifted the car into gear. I swallowed anything else I may have wanted to say, sagging in the seat as we made our way to the estate. This was going to be a long trip. That much was for sure.
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Agnes was vaguely apologetic for her cold attitude the day prior, but not apologetic enough to warm the cold shoulder she was giving me. She busied herself with piecing together clues that seemed to fit together at the very least, and in spite of her mild irritation with me, I was determined to do all I could to help. She seemed wrapped up in studies about something called alchemy, which I can’t say I knew much about prior to an in depth explanation from the older woman. She seemed tense, her voice almost seeming to crackle with unspent energy—though I suppose I could have been letting my mind get away from me. At the very least, when I had approached her with the request to help her, she had nudged a book in my direction. The words on the cover were in Latin, but fortunately, there seemed to be English translations written at key intervals at the book. I idly wondered if Agnes had done it for my benefit, and the way she occasionally glanced at me from the corner of her eye only made me more curious. I’m not sure that she expected much from me, but I was determined to show she had made the right choice in allowing me to be her assistant. As cranky as the woman could get when things went awry, the entire trip would likely be the most excitement I could have ever ask to experience in my lifetime. I also knew that Agnes cared about me, as slight as she may have. 

“So... there seems to be a good many women involved in this whole... alchemy thing,” I said idly, flipping through the pages of the book. Agnes hummed noncommittally, glancing towards me with a faint smile.

“Likely more than are even attributed to. When alchemy was at its highest point, women didn’t exactly receive the same respect that you and I would. Many wrote under the guise of anonymity, or in some cases, even used their husband’s name to publish their findings,” she murmured, looking a bit bitter. I could only wonder what troubled her so much about the subject, dismissing it as sympathy for fellow scholars. I nodded quietly, drawing my lip between my teeth and tracing my eyes along the lines of the book. I had been reading for some time, and though I was still a bit confused about the entire science, as it were, I had caught on fairly well. A name I saw repeated through the book was that of Nicolas Flamel, and I idly wondered if he was one of those men who used his wife’s knowledge to rise to infamy. It seemed he hadn’t truly gotten his big break until after he had died, or had supposedly died. Apparently a common theory was that the man had discovered how to make an elixir of immortality—one both he and his wife drank from. There wasn’t a lot of information about the woman: Perenelle Flamel. 

“I wonder if this Flamel guy was all he was cracked up to be,” I mused aloud. Agnes scoffed, and I glanced at her just in time to see her expression of disdain. “I guess you’ve studied enough about him to know, then?” I pressed, and she parted her lips for a moment before pressing them tightly together.

“Alchemy is one of my many passions, dear girl. I can’t speak for other scholars, but something about the man just seems terribly... off, in my opinion,” she muttered, turning to another book and seeming to dismiss whatever I was going to say next.

“It is a bit weird that people actually think he was immortal. If he never died, don’t you think he’d have done something worthwhile with his later years? He’s been alive since the seventeenth century, if you were to believe the theories. I know if I’d been alive for hundreds of years, I’d have something to show for it,” I announced, flipping the book closed and reclining in the chair I was stretched out in.

“Do you not suppose that common society would find it rather strange, if he were to be out and open about his immortality? He would be badgered to death for his supposed elixir of life. If I were to be granted immortality, I would be much more subtle about it,” Agnes said with a faint smile, glancing over her shoulder at me before returning her attention to her laptop.

“I hardly think anyone would believe him. If you were to say you were immortal, you’d be tossed in the loony bin,” I sighed, closing my eyes for a moment. “It’s an interesting notion to consider, at the very least. Imagine the mountain of opportunities you would be granted with such a long lifespan. He could perfect any number of studies. He had the philosopher’s stone, so he could make as much gold as he could ever want. He already created an elixir of life. What if he were to focus on something like... oh, I don’t know; a cure for cancer, maybe?” I continued to wonder aloud, and Agnes scoffed again, as if she knew something I didn’t—which truth be told, was extremely likely. I had only just dipped my toes into the water of this whole alchemy thing, and she had been studying it for years. I could only wonder how she managed to make time for all the things she was so well versed in. There was one thing that was without question, and that was the brilliance of the woman who had chosen me to be her assistant. Did that speak in my favor? I certainly hoped so.

“Flamel is a selfish, selfish man,” Agnes said quietly, and I nearly didn’t hear her.

“Hmm?” I pressed, tilting my head curiously.

“Oh. Nicolas Flamel. He was notoriously self absorbed. Just something I read in my studies. He wouldn’t focus his energy on something like helping others—no he would just find some way to amuse himself for the rest of eternity,” she corrected casually. I chuckled, throwing my arm over my eyes. At the very least, Agnes seemed to be in better spirits. She wasn’t particularly bothered by the break I was taking, it seemed. Though I suppose I had been doing very little to help. I sat upright with a soft sigh, bringing the book closer to myself and scanning the pages again. The words seemed to blur together, and I couldn’t help cursing how utterly exhausted I felt. 

“He’d have his wife to keep him company, at least,” I pointed out. Agnes barked out a laugh, flipping furiously through the pages of her book. I raised a brow, unsure of what had her so edgy.

“Flamel wasn’t the type to remain loyal for long,” she said dismissively. I wondered where on Earth she had found such personal accounts on the man’s life, especially considering how little seemed to actually be known about him. I wanted to ask, but I was sure she would just laugh me off; I didn’t want to appear uneducated. I liked to think I had begun to prove my worth, but if my smarts didn’t amount to much, I had no doubt Agnes could find a replacement.

“He seems like he was a jerk. Is a jerk, if these ancient texts are to be believed,” I chuckled. She laughed again, a warmer sound this time around. She pushed back from her desk, rising to her feet and stretching her arms over her head. “What, the great Agnes Astor Smith is putting her books away?” I teased. She rolled her eyes, gesturing for me to follow her. I obliged, hands tucked in my pockets as I trailed behind her.

“There’s no use studying on an empty stomach,” she said with a sigh, her voice seeming to grow tense again. “I’m going to order some takeout, then we can pick up where we left off. I think... I think we’re getting close, but I can’t be sure. I need to be sure,” she said urgently, something of a sizzle in the air from her intensity. I tilted my head, resting a hand on my stomach but making no move to stop her. I was hungry, and even if she was on a trail, it would do little good for either of us to find ourselves in another bad mood.

“Agnes...,” I began, my voice a bit weak with trepidation. She glanced back at me, smiling gently in spite of her otherwise stressed expression. Her eyes looked weary, the most tired I had ever seen them. I could scarcely even believe Agnes could get tired, as ridiculous as that thought was. I’d seen her tired before, so it wasn’t anything terribly new. Still, something about this weariness seemed different. More intense.

“What is it, Miss Bean?” She asked softly, guiding me into the den of Stefan’s estate. She grabbed his landline, flipping through the phone book beside it with a soft sigh. I could have easily done a web search for restaurants to choose from, but she seemed content with the old fashioned way. I inhaled a shaking breath, realizing for the first time just how nervous I was. She had never been extremely cold or callous with me, so I wasn’t sure what had me feeling so timid. I just didn’t want to upset her any more than necessary, I guess.

“I think it would help... help a lot, if I knew what we were actually looking for,” I said quietly, tapping my fingertips together in a nervous little tic. She considered me for a moment, looking away from the phone book and seeming to think over my words. Her lips curled in a faint smile, and she stepped away from the phone to rest a hand on my shoulder.

“I don’t think you’re quite ready, yet. But soon, dear. Soon.”

I could only hope she was being truthful. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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“I’ve got it!” Agnes said victoriously, a linguini noodle hanging limply from her mouth as she made her cheerful proclamation. I smiled a bit, tapping the corner of my mouth as she looked towards me. She looked chagrined for a moment before slurping to noodle up and placing the rest of her food aside. I had finished mine some time ago, and it was a bit of a change from Agnes’ usual desperate devouring of her meals. She had been too consumed in her studies to actually eat; not that I could blame her. I still didn’t know what I was supposed to be looking for, but from what I could tell, it was important. Granted, I doubted there was a world where Agnes would waste her time with anything less than crucial. Multiverse theory be damned, even in a universe with unlimited possibilities, it just wasn’t possible. 

“What have you got, then?” I said amicably, waiting for her to go off on a tirade that made sense to hardly anyone but herself. She smiled brightly, grabbing several sheets of paper she'd been making notes on. On the papers, I saw she had recorded everything we’d found in our time prior, as well as making note of particular happenings that might have been of special significance. Additionally, she had marked some nearby locations, and the specific relevance they held to... whatever it is that we were seeking. She hadn’t clarified, even on her own notes, what I was supposed to be searching for. I could only suspect it was a piece of paper similar to the one the strange man had withdrawn from the wall at the Village of the Papyri—but then again, that was just a guess. There was any number of things I could have been looking for, but I had to assure myself that I would recognize it when I saw it. How hard could it be? 

“If you’ll look over these notes, you’ll find that I’ve found several potential clues. I have written down those most likely to help our cause. I have also recruited someone to drive you around town while you piece together the final pieces of the puzzle,” Agnes said with a grin. Suddenly, Stefan’s doorbell rang... once, twice, three times. Agnes narrowed her eyes in the direction of the entryway, grabbing me by the wrist and pulling me along. The older woman pulled the door open, forcing a smile at the younger woman on the other side. Isabella quirked a sly smile, and I grinned upon seeing my new friend.

“I thought you two didn’t get along,” I pointed out, noting the way Agnes exhaled a snort through her nose.

“We don’t. But she seems to care about your wellbeing, and I suppose I should make good use of her,” Agnes said casually. Isabella saluted mockingly, leaning against the doorframe and spinning her keys on her fingers.

“Not that I’m doing this purely out of the goodness of my heart. Since your boss got me fired, I could use the spare cash to get by,” Isabella said coolly. My eyes widened, and I looked towards Agnes with an incredulous expression. The older woman shrugged, smiling sheepishly. “Anyway, not that it matters. I’m supposed to be taking you on some super secret mission, right?” Isabella said with a small smile, and I hesitated for a moment before smiling a bit as well.

“Your guess is as good as mine, really,” I said, trying not to look as chagrined as I felt. “You don’t have to do this, you know. You’ve helped me plenty, and all we did was get you fired,” I said sheepishly. Isabella rolled her eyes, looking at Agnes with a raised brow.

“Good Lord. Do you beat the kid or something? Come on, Little Bean, grow a spine. Boss me around something proper, it’s on your boss’s dime, after all,” Isabella grumbled, and Agnes laughed airily. 

“Not everyone uses violence to get what they need, Isabella, dear,” the older woman said with a smirk. I huffed a bit indignantly, stepping out the door with the notes clutched in my hands.

“And not everyone is as bossy as the two of you,” I said haughtily. Isabella scrutinized me for a moment before barking out a laugh. 

“Later, Aggie. I’ll bring your little princess back in one piece, alright?” The former tour guide said snarkily, turning her back on us and striding towards a beat down little car that was parked in the driveway. I glanced at Agnes, drawing my lip worriedly between my teeth.

“You really got her fired?” I whispered, hands fidgeting nervously together.

“I wasn’t thinking clearly. In any case, she’ll be better served helping us if she proves her worth,” Agnes said with a grin. I sighed a bit melodramatically, shuffling the papers in my hands before making my way to my new friend’s car. Isabella stood by her car downing what looked like a Ding Dong. She licked the wrapper after disposing of the Dong. 

“It’s been a rough day, alright? Don’t give me that look,” Isabella said, tossing the wrapper into the back seat and starting the ignition.

“You’ll gain weight,” I pointed out, a bit more snidely than I intended. She only chuckled, not sparing me a glance as we backed out of Stefan’s driveway. 

“Don’t go making promises you can’t keep, kid,” she hummed, shifting into gear and guiding her sputtering car down the street. I stared critically at her, and she rolled her eyes. “I’m kidding. It’s not like that job was the only thing going for me, anyway. I have a pretty steep inheritance to my name, it just gets boring sitting at home all day and rolling in hundred dollar bills,” she exhaled.

“You’re kidding,” I said blankly, just as the car shuddered. She chuckled, shaking her head.

“Well, I don’t keep a wad of hundreds on me at any given time, no. As far as Bessie, here, she’s just something my mom left behind for me. She wasn’t loaded like my dad’s side, but she gave what she could,” Isabella muttered, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel.

“Was your father some sort of businessman? Or royalty... or—,” I began to babble, getting excited. Isabella rolled her eyes, snatching one of the papers out of my hands.

“Nothing as romantic as royalty, I’m afraid. I could have used that to pick up dates, but no such luck. No one really knows where my pops got his share of wealth. People always liked to make up rumors. My favorite rumor was involving my apparent relation to Nicolas Flamel,” she snorted, looking over the paper. “Anyway. Have you even looked at these? Are you getting some kind of feeling from all this mess?” She pressed, and I sighed before shuffling the papers through my hands. I hadn’t looked at them much, hadn’t been given the opportunity until that very moment. However, as I looked over the clues that Agnes had pieced together, something seemed... wrong. Isabella picked up on my anxiety, reaching out to pat me on the shoulder. 

“I just... I have this weird feeling,” I muttered. The clues seemed to point to one distinct location, but it just didn’t speak to me. It wasn’t anything rooted in fact, just an odd feeling I had. All the same, it wasn’t as if I could tell Agnes that she was wrong without even exploring the option.

“Weird feeling, huh? I’m full of ‘em. Usually means I’m hungry,” Isabella said bluntly, turning on her turn signal. “Back to my old haunt, huh? You seem to spend a lot of time there,” she mused. I nodded quietly, examining the paper. The clues looked as if they could point to something, but something about them seemed off. “Anyway, you two are lucky I didn’t get banned from the villa. My boss was just aching to kick me out. Not even a ‘have a nice day, Isabella’. Now I have to figure out what the hell I’m going to do from here,” she rumbled, pulling into the parking area. She unfastened her seatbelt and got out.

“Now, lead the way,” she replied, gesturing grandly to the entrance of the ruins. I exhaled sharply, leading the way in spite of the bad feeling in my gut—a feeling that had nothing to do with the minor bit of garbage. Something told me that I wasn’t going to find what Agnes expected with these clues, and I wasn’t entirely prepared to face her with another failure. I was determined to solve the mystery of this place, and prove myself as her employee. 

“Okay, so... I think I know where this should lead,” I said nervously, rubbing the back of my neck. Isabella looked over my shoulder, grunting in acknowledgement. 

“Yeah, I know this chamber. Come on,” she announced, striding ahead of me. I rushed to keep up, the uncertainty I felt creeping up my throat like bile.

“Well, well. Look what the cat dragged in,” one of the tour guides pointed out upon seeing Isabella. She offered him a one finger salute, sticking her tongue out as she pulled me along.

“Oh, come on. A cat? Anyone can tell that Little Bean here is a stone cold fox,” she teased, giving me a little nudge. I rolled my eyes, giving her a slight shove in response. 

“I can be crazy like a fox too, so you better look out,” I said, a sudden surge of boldness overcoming me. The tour guide simply frowned at us, and Isabella cackled as we rushed through the hall. I shook my head in disbelief at myself, laughing breathily as we walked in the direction of the chamber.

“You know, I thought that guy was my friend. Turns out, I’m not as charming and likeable as I thought. He just wanted in my pants,” Isabella said casually, and I stiffened a bit. I grabbed her by the arm, forcing her to face me.

“You are totally likeable! I’m not exactly the type of person who makes a lot of friends, but you’ve been nice to me from the start. Don’t let some dumb guy make you think poorly of yourself,” I said forcefully. She rolled her eyes, flicking my forehead.

“Thanks for the pep talk, kiddo. Keep your eye on the prize, though. We’re supposed to be finding something about...,” she paused, turning into the next corridor. “Here, right?” She finished, pointing to the back wall. I nodded, dread creeping up on me once more as I approached the wall and began to press against the bricks with my hands, feeling for any loose stones. I could feel Isabella watching me from a safe distance, and I tried not to make my frantic searching too obvious. This had to be it. It had to be the right place, it’s where Agnes told me to come.

“I don’t think there’s anything here,” the former tour guide said gently, as my roving hands became more desperate. I scraped my hands trying to pry one of the stones loose, looking for something—anything. 

“That’s impossible,” I bit out, slamming my fists against the wall. I winced as the skin of one of my knuckles busted open, drawing away with a frown. “I think you’re right,” I admitted, examining my knuckle.

“I’m starting to think this place is too dangerous for you, Little Bean,” Isabella chuckled, rubbing my shoulder reassuringly.

“Yeah. Maybe. I guess we should report back to Agnes...,” I mumbled, crossing my arms. She shook her head, holding up a finger and wagging it. She curled it towards herself, turning to make her way to the exit. I trailed behind her, feeling bad for how sullen and immature I was acting. It still didn’t seem fair, not by any means. How was I going to explain this to Agnes.

“Yeah, Aggie?”  I heard Isabella say abruptly, and the blood drained from my face as I saw her chatting into her cell phone. “You sent us on a wild goose chase, silver fox,” Isabella said casually, her expression calm even as I heard Agnes growing irate on the line. “Well, even geniuses can be wrong sometimes. Take it from me,” Isabella sighed, glancing at me and winking. I buried my face in my hands, feeling simultaneously cursed and blessed for having made a new friend on this trip. At least she could deal with a raving Agnes, but I dreaded seeing the older woman when I returned to Stefan’s estate. “Anyway, I’m taking the kid out on a day trip. You don’t mind, do ya? She’s really stressed out over this whole mess,” the former tour guide continued, gripping me by the wrist and pulling me towards her car. I stared at her in confusion as she hummed in agreement with whatever Agnes was saying. “Alright. Later, sweet cheeks,” she said, swiping her phone to disconnect the call before shoving it in her pocket. I couldn’t think of what to say, what to ask. I was sure I would be fired as soon as I returned to Stefan’s estate, but Isabella didn’t look awfully concerned.

“Sweet cheeks?” I asked weakly. It was the only thing I could bring myself to question.

“Yeah, the pet names really tick her off. It’s great. But yeah, she was pretty okay with it. We’re going to explore Naples a bit and get your big beautiful brain off of this mystery for a while,” the older woman said casually, slipping into the driver’s side of her car. I fumbled with my own door for a moment before nearly yanking it off the hinges. Isabella raised a brow, blowing a puff of smoke out the window.

“It was really that easy?” I asked in obvious disbelief.

“She probably thinks it’s my fault, somehow. We’ll go with it. In the meantime, just buckle in and get ready to have your mind blown,” she grinned. I sagged into the seat, fastening the seat belt and allowing my head to slump against the head rest.

I stared out the window at the landscape that passed us by as we raced towards the main city. She hummed under her breath, and I moved to turn the radio up, only to be answered by static. “You actually think the radio works in this death trap?” She snorted. 

“I hoped I could die in comfort, at least,” I retorted. She pressed a button on the display, and suddenly a familiar song began to echo through the car. I grinned like a maniac.

“Dumb luck,” she teased. 

“Shut up, this is my favorite song,” I ordered, swaying from side to side in my seat. At the same time, we both began loudly singing the chorus to the bubbly pop song. I snickered as Isabella belted out the more scandalous lines, fading into one of the rapping bits of the song as if it were nothing.

“Doesn’t strike me as your tastes, little Bean,” she said breathlessly when her apparent favorite part ended, and I chuckled before loudly singing the next few lines.

“I’m not just an old fuddy duddy, you know,” I grinned wildly. She raised a brow, and I groaned, burying my face in my hands again. “I didn’t just use the phrase fuddy duddy,” I muttered. 

“Aggie must be rubbing off on you,” she snickered, pulling into the parking lot of a large store. I recognized it almost immediately as the strange store we had initially lost Agnes’ target inside. I glanced at Isabella for any sign that she knew that little bit of information, but she only unfastened her seatbelt and moved to slip out of the car. “The guy who runs this shop loves me. He’s a real Flamel fanboy, and his wife usually makes some cookies for him to bring to the shop,” she grinned, meandering towards the door. I trailed nervously behind her, remaining close to her as she greeted the shop owner. He had a kind face, his voice booming out a greeting as he spied Isabella. She gestured to me, and his expression drooped for a moment before he shook his head and stuck his hand out for me to shake.

“Welcome to Naples, Miss...,” he trailed off, smiling awkwardly. I grabbed his hand, giving it as firm a shake as I could manage.

“Abigail. Abigail Bean,” I said before I could chicken out. The shop owner knowing my name could work in my favor potentially, or it could do just the opposite. I wasn’t going to overthink it too much.

“Are you here for some of my wife’s famous cookies?” He prompted, grabbing a basket from behind the counter and holding it out. I was almost afraid I would be poisoned, but when Isabella eagerly gobbled three down in rapid succession, I decided to risk it. I hummed in pleasure at the taste, my eyes fluttering shut.

“This guy is full of stories. Tell her about the uh... the stone! The sword stone!” Isabella exclaimed eagerly. The man looked hesitant, but it seemed that he could resist the former tour guide about as well as I could.

“Oh, the stone of fire. It’s not much of a story...” he trailed off, tapping his fingertips on the counter. “It was said to be born of the mantle of Vesuvius. A local family was chosen to keep watch over it, but that was eons ago. The story is that it is hidden away, somewhere near its birthplace. Thousands have tried to find it, but one can’t simply find the stone for the sake of finding it. The stone must choose you, determine if you are worthy, and pure of wicked intent,” he explained, getting into the story a bit more as he told it. “Martin always presses me for details. I almost think he’s looking for the stone. There’s something about that man that makes you want to give in to his desires. There’s something about him that... smells like...,” he trailed off again, resting his chin in his hand.

“Home.” Isabella supplied.The man nodded, and I hesitated a moment, wondering if this was the possible breakthrough I needed.

“Is Martin a customer of yours?” I pressed, smiling innocently as the shop owner looked at me.

“One of many, Miss Bean. I care very deeply for my regulars and their privacy, but...,” he sighed before continuing. “If the stories about the stone are true, I am sure he will be unable to find it. He doesn’t strike me as the type to be pure of heart. As much as it pains me to say it, just the opposite seems true. You didn’t hear that from me, though,” he smiled, offering me a little wink. As much as I knew I should rush home and tell Agnes everything that I’d been told, something was holding me back. This situation seemed too convenient, almost predetermined... as if it were meant for me to hear. I didn’t suspect Isabella of any ill will, nor the shop owner, really. At least, not intentionally... 
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Chapter Sixteen
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I couldn’t help fretting in the passenger seat of Isabella’s car as she drove me back in the direction of Stefan’s estate. The former tour guide idly munched on one of the cookies the shop owner had given her, steering one handed while occasionally glancing towards me from the corner of her eye. She frowned, looking torn as to whether or not she actually wanted to speak—not that I expected her words to be of much comfort. It wasn’t like I blamed her for my shortcomings in discovering whatever it was that Agnes wanted me to find, but I was still caught up in my own bitterness. I wasn’t exactly prepared to face the elder woman, but as much as I wanted to beg Isabella to take me somewhere else-—anywhere else, I knew better than to avoid the inevitable.

“Feel free to blame me,” the former tour guide said abruptly, taking another large bite of her snack. I glanced to her with a curious expression, and she seemed utterly apathetic to my gaze. Could she truly not see how important this was to me? I couldn’t simply lie to Agnes, it would surely find me jobless. “You’re overthinking it, Little Bean. Aggie won’t blame you too terribly. Believe it or not, I think she’s pretty soft on you,” she continued idly, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. I huffed softly, crossing my arms over my chest. I could recognize the streets leading back to Stefan’s estate, and as tempted as I was to fling myself out of the car, I could only hope she was right—to some extent or another.

“You seem awfully confident in your theory. Agnes doesn’t seem the type to just entertain any little fool who crosses her door frame,” I said bleakly, and Isabella chortled a bit.

“Any little fool, hmmm?” She mused aloud, glancing at me with a cheeky smile. “You don’t think very highly of yourself, do you?” She observed. I scowled, staring out the window as I tried to come up with a response that didn’t seem horribly depressing. I wasn’t a self loathing person by any means, but I couldn’t deny that this whole experience seemed beyond my means. I was average in every sense of the word—there was nothing special about me. Figuring out the puzzles Agnes had laid out for me seemed so minor in the scheme of this whole job—though I’d yet to figure out the true purpose of my job. 

“I have no reason to have a high opinion of myself, Isabella. I’m not like you. I’m not blessed with some rich heritage or extravagant inheritance. I’m not like Agnes either—I could never aspire to be as brilliant as she is. I can barely keep up, and she’s leagues ahead of me at any given time. I’m just your average young woman,” I sighed, propping my chin up in my hand as we traversed down the final street before arriving at Stefan’s estate.

“Mm,” the other woman hummed in vague acknowledgement of what I was saying, remaining silent for several beats after the fact. It seemed she wouldn’t say anything in regards to my foul attitude, though I suppose the tables had been turned in a sense. It was usually her position to be the more sour of the two of us. “Have you considered...,” she paused, pulling into the parking space in front of Stefan’s estate. She turned to face me, not bothering to unfasten her seatbelt. I hesitated, unsure of what exactly I should be doing. I knew Agnes would be waiting for me, but my new friend seemed to have something on her mind. “Did you ever stop to think that maybe your value is due in part to the fact that you were not born into some extravagantly exciting life? It’s easy to have a rich heritage, as you say I do. Even the inheritance... all I really had to do was be born. And somehow, I suspect that the silver fox we know and love has never had to experience an average moment in her life,” Isabella suggested, idly fidgeting with the knob on her radio dial, though we were both well aware that it didn’t function. It was easier than looking her in the eye as she spoke so earnestly, in any case. Isabella could be rude and crude, but when it came down to it, she seemed to have a level head on her shoulders... sometimes, at least.

“I think you’re just trying to make me feel better,” I muttered, smiling a bit as she narrowed her eyes in frustration. 

“Or you’re too stubborn to acknowledge that you’re not the plain Jane you seem to think you are,” she exhaled, dropping her hand to the center console and glancing in my direction. “I’m not the nicest person in the world, here, kid. I wouldn’t lie to make you feel good about yourself. I don’t know an awful lot about the world outside this city, but... you’re special. I know that much for sure,” she grumbled, unfastening her seatbelt hurriedly. “Now come on, nerd. Aggie will get testy if I don’t bring you home in one piece,” she huffed, lurching out of the car. I laughed faintly, shaking my head in exasperation. God forbid the woman admit she have a kind bone in her body. If I hadn’t known her to be so soft in our previous interactions, I might think she was emotionally stunted. “Come on,” she whined, yanking open the passenger side door. I offered her a small smile, unfastening my seatbelt and gripping her hand to help pull myself to my feet. She made a face, brushing herself off as she strode towards the entrance of Stefan’s estate.

“You really don’t think Agnes will be upset? What universe do you live in?” I asked teasingly, and she rolled her eyes in response.

“You’re starting to make me feel as delusional as you seem to think I am,” Isabella sighed, pushing through the front door without bothering to knock.

“Rude,” I whispered under my breath, blanching when I lay eyes on Agnes. She was focused on her laptop screen, her expression tense as she clacked at the keys of her keyboard. I forced a smile, and Agnes drew her eyes away from her laptop to consider the two of us lingering towards the doorway. Isabella gave me a light shove, and I stumbled a bit before catching myself and managing to make myself look moderately refined. The older woman steepled her fingers in front of herself, her eyes darting from me, to Isabella, back to me again. 

“So, it was a dead end, then?” Agnes said carefully, her expression schooled into neutrality. The scrapes on my hands tingled, a bitter reminder of my desperation to find something indicative of her discovery. 

“I’m afraid so,” I said softly, shuffling a bit to shove my hands into my pockets. Agnes hummed, her expression sour as she turned her attention to Isabella.

“I suppose you can leave, then,” she said dismissively, and Isabella parted her lips for a moment, as if to speak. Agnes narrowed her eyes at the other woman, and Isabella rolled her eyes, ignoring the tension in the air and meandering in the direction of the kitchen. “Where are you going?” Agnes demanded, twisting in her seat to watch the former tour guide.

“I’m getting a snack. I get hungry when I’m stressed,” Isabella called out casually, and Agnes narrowed her eyes for a moment before exhaling a sharp and exasperated sigh. 

“She gets hungry a lot,” I offered nervously, and Agnes scoffed, turning to face me again.

“That much is apparent. If you expect me to go off on you, I’d honestly expect you to know better by now, Abigail. I’m disappointed, but it’s by no means your fault that my trail didn’t lead in the right direction,” Agnes sighed, though the disdain was obvious in her voice. She clearly wasn’t used to being wrong, likely about anything, and I could scarcely believe she actually thought she was wrong this time. “We will be heading back to the States soon, in any case. I suppose this trip was in vain,” she breathed, eye twitching as there was a crash in the kitchen. She leaped to her feet, rushing to see what Isabella had broken, and I watched her go with a faint sense of despair. I suppose it had been good while it lasted, though I had no doubts the older woman would fire me as soon as we returned to Seattle. I was sure I had made one mistake too many, and as forgiving as Agnes could be, I didn’t expect her to forsake her expectations altogether just to keep me on as an employee. It was only a matter of time before she let me go, at any rate.

However, a small but strong part of me wasn’t content to let it go so easily. While the experience had been a strange one at times, I could easily say that the trip was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to me. I’d made a new friend, found brilliant new discoveries, and all of that was because I had happened across that strange little advertisement in the newspaper. Was I really going to give up so easily—after all that I and the older woman had been through in our time together? Of course not. Though I may have been remarkably average, I had been granted an opportunity to shine. I may have made my share of mistakes, but by God, this was the most fun I had ever had in my life. I wasn’t willing to give the position up so willingly, not by a longshot. No matter what it took, I was going to find what Agnes was looking for. 

God save anyone who got in my way.
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Chapter Seventeen
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When I walked into the kitchen, Isabella was picking up small shards of glass with her bare hands while Agnes watched with a faint scowl. I cleared my throat, and Isabella looked at me with a chagrined smile.

“Your friend is clumsy,” Agnes pointed out, but Isabella didn’t respond beyond sticking her tongue out. 

“We need to get moving,” I said in an attempt to be assertive, but the two other women simply looked at me as if I’d grown a second head. Isabella grimaced as a piece of glass cut her palm, but continued picking up the shards she’d dropped. Agnes considered me for but a mere moment before turning her attention to the grounded woman.

“Hurry up, would you? I hope you know you’ll be expected to replace that,” the eldest woman said in a bored tone, as if she’d not even heard my comment. I blinked, stepping forward and clearing my throat.

“Agnes, we can’t let this lead drop. There has to be more to it, don’t you think?” I pressed, and Agnes sighed before busying herself with helping Isabella.

“I don’t need your help,” the former tour guide grumbled, but Agnes only rolled her eyes and tossed the majority of the glass in the waste bin. Isabella exhaled a sharp sigh, standing upright to toss her own glass in the garbage. “Fine, busybody,” the dark haired woman muttered, grabbing an apple from a bowl on the counter.

“Do you ever stop eating?” Agnes hissed, and I felt myself growing annoyed by how easily they seemed to be ignoring me. Was I invisible? Did my opinion not matter? I stomped a foot, crossing my arms as the other women looked towards me. Isabella had a vaguely amused expression, but Agnes looked concerned—as if I had truly lost my mind. 

“Aren’t the two of you even going to pretend to listen to me?” I demanded in a bark, almost immediately shriveling at my own tone. Isabella continued to smirk like the snide person she tended to be, but now the eldest woman looked amused as well. “I’m not prepared to give up on this whole trip. Agnes, I know you probably think I’ve failed you, and you may very well be right. But at any rate, I’m prepared to make up for it. We’ve come this far! We can’t just toss away everything we’ve found,” I began assertively, losing steam as her expression remained unchanged. Isabella idly munched on her apple, seeming grateful to have the older woman’s scrutinizing eye off of herself for once. Agnes hummed under her breath, leaning against a counter and propping her chin up in her hand. I tried to keep my expression steely, not wanting to reveal how utterly terrified I was at the idea of losing my job. She didn’t seem to buy my attempt at composure, circling around the counter to stop in front of me. My expression faltered, and I internally cursed myself for the sign of weakness.

“You silly girl. Do you truly think I’m going to strike you, or something equally ridiculous?” She demanded lightly, eyes dancing with amusement and... what strangely seemed to look like regret. 

“Yeah, Little Bean. Do you think I’d let her get away with slapping your face off?” Isabella supplied, adding very little to the conversation. In spite of myself, I couldn’t help but chuckle at her assertive comment.

“What would you do, you chunky thing? Sit on me?” Agnes grumbled, and Isabella grinned before raising her shirt. She slapped her stomach—what gut she had, anyway, winking at the older woman. I was not terribly surprised to see her well formed abs, feeling a bit jealous that my body wasn’t in quite such peak condition. 

“Oh come on, Aggie. You wound me, am I really unworthy of your prime insults? You’re going to poke fun at my weight, instead?” The former tour guide pouted, and Agnes made a face, pulling the other woman’s shirt down.

“Have some decency, would you?” Agnes hissed. I rolled my eyes at how easily distracted the two seemed to be, but the eldest woman turned to face me with a coy smile. “So sorry to interrupt, Abigail. It seems as if we’ve interrupted your tirade. Please, do continue,” she said with a faint chuckle. Isabella nodded, hopping up on the counter and letting her legs dangle off the side. I expected Agnes to chastise her, but the two seemed to be adjusting to each other’s presence at the very least.

“Right, right. Well... you just seem ready to give up on... whatever it is, we’ve been looking for. I know you probably don’t think I’m ready to know what it is, and maybe I’ll never know. I don’t have the highest hopes about keeping this job at this point...,” I trailed off, rubbing the back of my neck. “I just think we should put more effort in. Give it one last try, you know?” I said, my voice cracking with desperation. Agnes frowned a bit, her brow creasing as she seemed to consider my proposal. 

“Alright. Say I give you another chance. Are you willing to give it your all? Use all the wits you have about you?” The older woman demanded.

“Yeah, Little Bean. Put that big beautiful brain to work,” Isabella grinned, tossing her apple core towards the waste bin. It circled around the rim before sinking inside, and she pumped her fist victoriously. “If that’s not a sign of things to come, I don’t know what is. Come on, kiddo. I know you’ve got it in you. Whatever it is,” the dark haired woman grinned, winking salaciously. I snorted, looking at Agnes with as serious an expression as I could muster.

“I promise to give it my all, this time. No more missteps. No more mess ups. I’m going to prove I deserve this job, if it kills me,” I asserted. The eldest woman smirked, glancing towards Isabella with a raised brow.

“Well, you heard her. Get off your rear, chunky,” she teased. Isabella nodded quietly, stretching her legs out in front of her before hopping off the counter. “You are to ensure she doesn’t actually die, after all,” Agnes added, shuffling back to her study. I trailed behind her, and I could sense Isabella lagging behind me. “If you want to get back on track, you should pick up some supplies for me. As kind as Stefan has been to host us, I think it best if we replenish our own foodstuff. Be sure to bring plenty of apples for Granny Smith, over there,” Agnes said, jotting some items down on a list.

“I’d consider myself more of a Golden Delicious. Not that you would know anything about that, my beloved silver fox,” Isabella said airily, and I looked between the two with an expression of exasperation. 

“Can’t you two be serious for once?” I inquired balefully, and Agnes glanced at me with a faint smile.

“You’ll find I’m serious when it comes down to the wire, dear girl. As for your friend... well, at the very least, we’ve come to tolerate each other. Shouldn’t a new friendship be celebrated?” She grinned.

“I suppose. In any case, what other sort of supplies are we going to need?” I asked.

“Check that metaphysical shop that we lost Martin in. I’ve written down some essential supplies that you may very well find there,” Agnes ordered, and I glanced to Isabella with a confident smile.

“Are you ready, then? Since you’re supposedly my bodyguard or something,” I teased. Isabella smirked, ruffling my hair before grabbing her keys out of her pocket and spinning them around her finger. She said nothing more as she shuffled through the house towards the entryway. I hesitated for a moment, glancing towards Agnes with an expression of trepidation. 

“Martin... how do you know this Martin guy, Agnes?” I inquired, receiving little more than a sour look in response. 

“We can discuss that later. Just carry on with your task for the time being, alright?” She ordered, patting me on the back and turning her attention to her stacks of books. I watched her for a moment longer, cringing when a loud car horn sounded from outside. “Your chariot awaits,” Agnes hummed, opening her laptop. I nodded quietly, rubbing my aching ears with a grimace before striding towards the door. Isabella sat eagerly waiting for me, as I might have expected. I slid into the passenger seat, buckling in just before she began speeding down the street. I clutched the arms of my seat, trying not to panic as she weaved through cars on the main road. 

“What’s the hurry,” I demanded, and she shrugged a shoulder noncommittally. 

“Just ready to get a move on,” she muttered. She slowed down a bit—thankfully, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Before I realized where we were going, however, she had parked in front of the metaphysical shop. 

“You just wanted more cookies,” I accused her, and she winked before sliding out of the car. She strode towards the entrance of the store, and I trailed behind her, stopping short as she came to an abrupt stop in front of me. She fidgeted uncomfortably, her hands quaking at her sides in agitation. I could only wonder what was bothering her, but as I edged past her, I saw the problem rather quickly. The door to the shop was boarded up, as well as the windows. It was a wonder we hadn’t noticed before pulling into the parking lot. Isabella took a hesitant step towards the door, giving it a little push. It refused to budge, and she looked at me with a panicked expression. Feeling a bit nervous myself, I gestured for her to follow me as I walked into the shop next door. It was a busy little cafe, and I was sure the workers would know something about the metaphysical shop and its owner. 

“Excuse me,” Isabella began, offering the cashier a nervous little wave. The woman smiled, though there was a somewhat distant look in her eye—as if she were simply staring through us.

“How can I help you?” She inquired, her smile only growing as I grew more nervous. Something about the entire situation seemed wrong, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. I stepped up beside Isabella just the same, resting a comforting hand on my friend’s shoulder.

“I was curious as to what caused the shop next door to close down. We just spoke to the owner, and he didn’t imply anything was wrong,”  I pressed, receiving a confused look in response. Somehow, the expression seemed farcical, but again, I couldn’t back up the feeling with factual evidence.

“Sorry, miss. You must be confused. The owner of that shop died years ago,” the woman said, looking between Isabella and myself. The former tour guide stiffened at my side, and I tensed my grip on her shoulder to keep her from erupting. “Can I interest you in a nice cup of coffee?” The woman continued, as if the conversation had been entirely natural.

“No thank you,” I smiled, all but dragging Isabella out the door. Izzy's breath was quickening, and she had a vaguely queasy expression on her face. I rubbed her back comfortingly, hoping she wouldn’t vomit in the middle of town. It wasn’t as if I could really blame her—she had just found out one of her dear friends had supposedly been dead for some time. I wondered if it was restless spirits at work, but something about the situation didn’t seem to fall into place. Though I’d seen my share of spirits, or what I could only guess were wandering souls, the man in the metaphysical shop had been nothing like... say the man I saw in the ruins, for example. The shop owner hadn’t died before my eyes, he hadn’t turned into dust as we left the store. I even shook his hand. He simply... ceased existing, for all intents and purposes.
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“SOMEONE IS FOLLOWING us,” Isabella managed to grate out, grabbing me by the wrist and pulling me along. I parted my lips to question her, but she stopped short, nearly doubling over and gagging. She rubbed her temples, looking at me with a miserable expression. “The smell... it’s so strong,” she muttered weakly, and before I could react in any further attempt to comfort her, another hand gripped me by the shoulder and forced me to turn around. I inhaled a shaking breath, having a vague idea of who my assailant may be. I wasn’t awfully surprised to see the man Agnes and I had been chasing for the duration for our trip—Martin? His expression was twisted in a sneer, and he flicked his tongue out to moisten his lips before speaking—appearing vaguely snake-like. Where he had been said to smell of flowers by everyone else in this city, I could only inhale the overwhelming scent of smoke. I gritted my teeth, mentally preparing myself for anything he might throw at me.

“You must be my newest replacement. Figures. Agnes never could account for taste,” he said snarkily, his lips pressed tightly together when he fell silent. His face seemed to be warped in a permanent grimace, and though I had no idea what he meant, I could put two and two together to an extent. It seemed this man used to hold my position as the assistant of the mysterious older woman—granted, she didn’t seem much older than the man who stood before me.

“What are you trying to accomplish, Martin? Are you only here to make Agnes uneasy? Do you get your kicks out of making people uncomfortable?” I asked bitterly, gripping Isabella’s hand tightly in my own. It seemed that my friend could use the grounding sensation, as she was swaying nauseatingly from side to side. She gripped my hand like a vice, her face pale as she stared at Martin. He smirked at her, his tongue flicked out to moisten his lips once more.

“I’m only here for the same reason as you and the old fool. Rest assured that your trip has been entirely pointless. I’m going to find it before either of you could ever hope to figure out where to start,” he hissed, smirking as if he had all the answers in the world.

“You mean... you don’t have it already?” I asked blankly, and he tilted his head curiously. After a moment, he erupted in laughter—a maniacal and hateful sound.

“You don’t even know what you’re looking for, do you? She’s brought you all this way, and doesn’t even trust you with the knowledge of what you seek. How could she expect to come out on top? I swear, that crazy old bird will forever baffle me,” he said, his voice amused at first before hardening entirely.

“She doesn’t think I’m ready to know yet and I’ve been respecting her wishes,” I said, though I didn’t feel nearly as confident as I tried to sound. He smirked, crossing his arms over his chest. For a moment, it was as if it were just the two of us. I could vaguely feel Isabella’s hand tightly squeezing my own; could hear the rasping wheezes of my friend at my side. All the same, something about this strange man made you sit up and pay attention to whatever it was he had to say. He seemed to have a strange mysticism about him. 

“Well, from one of Agnes’ used play things to another, I can at least fill you in,” he sneered. “You’re looking for her lover’s journals. She’s nearly found the entire thing, and I’ve recorded everything we found in our time together. Unfortunately for the both of you, however, I plan to find the last missing pages. There are only eight, after all, and while she seems to think she’s on the right trail, she’s sorely mistaken,” he continued, reaching out to touch my cheek. The smell of smoke felt as if it flooded my lungs, and my eyes widened in something of a panic as his hand drew nearer. There was something insidious about the man, but I couldn’t find it within myself to back away. All at once, Isabella lurched forward and took a protective step in front of me. She bared her teeth almost animalistically at the man, hands tensed into fists at her side.

“Back off, dude,” she bit out. Martin looked her up and down, his eyes dancing with mirth.

“Ah, yes. Flamel’s young one. It’s only suitable that you would have found yourself wrapped up in this whole thing. Pity you’ve found yourself on the wrong side of a losing battle,” he smiled. She took a threatening step forward, and the briefest flicker of fear appeared in his eyes as he stepped away from the two of us. “He won’t be pleased, but... well. It seems you’ve made your choice. It’s alright, though. Even the most discriminating minds can be manipulated,” he chuckled. I grabbed Isabella by the back of the shirt as she made to lurch forward—well aware that she was intent on smashing the man’s teeth down his throat.

“Come on. Let’s just leave,” I hissed, giving her a slight tug.

“Yes, little lost one. Take your leave. We’ll find each other in due time, after all,” he paused, glancing at me with a wicked smile. “As for you... you will find that Agnes isn’t the kind and gentle woman she pretends to be. She holds many a secret, and when you crack the code, you’ll be thrown away just as easily as I was. All that woman cares about is the use she can get from a person. Once you’re properly drained... well. You’ll see,” he continued. Isabella made another attempt to lurch forward, and I was actually tempted to just let her kick his ass. However, he turned away and bustled in the opposite direction before she could get close enough. She made to follow him, but I gave her another tug to catch her attention.

“We need to tell Agnes about all this. Maybe she’ll have an explanation. At the very least, she’ll be happy to know that jerk doesn’t have her lover’s journal pages,” I said gently. Isabella grimaced, her eyebrows knitting together as she looked between me and the strange man. 

“Alright. Something about that guy isn’t right. There’s something sickly about him. His scent has changed. He smells like a rotting corpse,” Isabella said weakly, turning to wrap an arm around my shoulders and guide me towards her car. I could tell the entire situation had her frightened, and truth be told, I couldn’t blame her.  I felt a bit nervous after the interaction with Martin as well. It was obvious that he knew something that I didn’t—something that Agnes hadn't deemed me worthy of knowing yet. I was determined to get an answer out of the older woman before we went any further, however. I got the feeling that this situation was becoming increasingly dangerous, and it was only a matter of time before someone got hurt. I didn’t have a death wish by any means, but I knew in that moment that I would do anything to protect the friends I had made.

I deserved to know what role I played in this whole scheme-—what being the assistant to the mysterious older woman actually involved. I had thought I knew, but it was becoming increasingly evident that nothing in this city was as it seemed. It was only a matter of figuring out what I’d gotten myself wrapped up in.
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Chapter Eighteen
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“Martin doesn’t have the journal pages!” I blurted none too subtly as Isabella and I strode through the door of Stefan’s estate. Agnes raised a brow, seemingly bewildered by the fact that I even knew about the journal pages. She had been keeping them from me, after all. Her attention briefly turned to Isabella, and her expression became vaguely concerned.

“I’m not sure I want to know how you found out that little tidbit of information,” Agnes sighed, stepping towards the two of us. Isabella was still queasy from the experience with Martin, rather green around the gills as Agnes pressed the back of her hand to her forehead. “You’re burning up. Go lay on the couch,” the older woman ordered, and Isabella sagged against the doorframe with a forced smile.

“And miss this party? I wouldn’t dream of it,” the dark haired woman said. I couldn’t help but look at her with a fair share of concern, and she responded by shooting finger pistols at me. 

“I’m with Agnes. Come on. I’ll help you along,” I said firmly, grabbing the taller woman’s arm and throwing it around my shoulder. Isabella breathed a sigh, and Agnes trailed behind the two of us as we made our way to the den.

“I changed my mind. I want to know. What exactly did Martin tell you?” Agnes said abruptly, giving the queasy woman a shove towards the couch before forcing me to look at her. Her expression was unreadable, but I could only guess she felt more than a little trepidation faced with my newfound knowledge. I hesitated, knowing that if I dismissed her, she would be extremely displeased. Just the same, it didn’t seem prudent to tell her that Martin’s goal seemed to be getting her goat.

“He just wanted to get your bloomers in a bunch, Aggie,” Isabella mumbled, her voice muffled by the fabric of the couch that she was lying face down on. Agnes frowned, and it was all I could do to keep from expressing my exasperation. For her part, if Isabella sensed the tension in the room, she gave no indication as she rolled over to face the two of us. “Seems like it worked,” she said astutely, curling comfortably on the expensive piece of antique furniture. Agnes simply scoffed, dismissing the sickly woman as she turned to consider me once more.

“Well, I think it was rather helpful, don’t you? Finding out that he doesn’t have the journal pages, as it were,” the elder woman hummed thoughtfully, tapping her finger on her chin. I shrugged a little, relieved that she didn’t seem too upset by the developments. 

“Helpful for you, yes. I still have no idea why we’re looking for the pages of your lover’s journal,” I said nervously, rolling my eyes as Isabella barked out a laugh.

“Oh, is our dear Aggie still chasing dreams of a lost lover?” The third of our trio piped up, and Agnes scowled, crossing her arms almost like a child ready to throw a fit.

“Ex lover, and you’re only sour that no one could ever love you,” Agnes snipped. Isabella gasped overdramatically, and though she was being silly, I was glad she seemed to feel better. “In any case, the journal pages are very important to me. I can’t exactly disclose why—I’m not sure I trust the two of you to that extent. Especially not this one over here,” Agnes mused. I frowned, but  nodded obligingly just the same. She didn’t need to trust me yet, it was something I needed to earn. “Have you learned anything else in your adventures around town?” The elder woman asked idly, and Isabella glanced in my direction with an arched brow. 

“Something about a stone of truth. It’s really strange. The man who told us the story just... disappeared,” I offered, hands fidgeting uncomfortably at my sides. Isabella looked troubled once more, but Agnes seemed excited by the prospect of the stone if her bright eyed gaze was any indication.

“I think that weirdo had something to do with the whole thing,” Isabella spoke up, and Agnes frowned a bit as she rubbed her chin. 

“Something tells me we need to return to the ruins. Perhaps now that we have a clearer sense of what we’re looking for, we can actually put this situation with Martin to rest,” I piped up, shrugging self consciously as the two turned near-matching stares towards me. “I mean... if Martin wanted to learn more about the stone of truth, it’s clear that it has something to do with what he’s looking for. It’s late, I know, but—,” I paused, cut short by Isabella.

“The guards won’t say much if I come along. The night watch always had a sweet spot for me,” she replied, brushing a hand through her hair. I expected Agnes to roll her eyes and accuse the former tour guide of having a big head, but she simply grinned and pulled Isabella in for a tight hug. The other woman stumbled, swearing aloud as Agnes tightly gripped her.

“I knew you would be of some use to us, and as usual, I was correct,” the elder woman said proudly, reaching up to pat Isabella on the head. The former tour guide scowled a little, but made no move to remove herself from Agnes’ grip. I doubt she could have broken the eccentric woman’s hold on her, even if she tried.

“So that’s the plan, then? We check out the ruins after hours, when this Martin guy shouldn’t be anywhere to be seen. We find these journal pages, for whatever reason Aggie here needs them... and then what? You two make your happy way back to the States? Ugh. My life is going to be awfully boring when the two of you are gone,” the dark haired woman sighed. Agnes patted her on the head again, and Isabella grumbled as she tried to slap Agnes’ hands away.

“W-well. If you have nothing tying you down here, I’m sure Agnes could use... a maid or something?” I offered, shrugging my shoulders. In spite of myself, I didn’t much like the idea of leaving my newfound friend behind either. 

“A maid. Do I have to wear one of those frilly uniforms?” Isabella demanded, and Agnes chuckled before striding towards the door.

“We can discuss the terms of your service once we’ve found what we’re looking for. We’ve come too far to go back to the States empty handed. I want something to show for the work we’ve done,” Agnes announced. Isabella and I exchanged a look, and I cracked a smile as the other woman rolled her eyes. Though neither of us had any idea why Agnes would need her lover’s old journal entries, we also knew better than to question it at that point—especially with the elder woman in such good spirits.

“Alright. I’ll drive, then. It’ll look less conspicuous,” Isabella announced, swinging her keyring around on her finger once more. Agnes made a face as we stepped out into the fading light, and her eyes fell upon Isabella’s prized car.

“You actually drive this death trap?” Agnes demanded.

“It’s not that bad. She has some nice cds,” I piped up, grabbing the handle to the passenger side door. As I pulled, it came off in my hand and I stared blankly at the hunk of rusted metal gripped in my hand. Agnes looked on in horror, and Isabella rolled her eyes, taking the handle and shoving it back into place. She took a step back, kicking the door for good measure. It popped open to my surprise, and the former tour guide quirked a smile before circling around to her side of the car.

“You’re not actually letting her drive us in this thing,” Agnes hissed as I moved to slide into the passenger seat. 

“Don’t mind the chocolate wrappers in the back seat. Just kinda... sweep ‘em off into the floorboard. I wasn’t prepared to practically chauffeur royalty,” Isabella said in a very serious tone, though the glint in her eye was anything but serious.

“Gods. The things I let myself be talked into,” Agnes grumbled, swiping her hand across the backseat. The crinkle of candy bar wrappers was loud and obnoxious, but Isabella looked entertained all the while. She peered at me from the corner of her eye, winking as she revved the engine.

“Alright then. Two tickets to the Village of the Papyri after hours. Please no flash photography, as it will only agitate the spirits,” she announced in a sing-song voice, slamming the pedal to the metal and causing Agnes and I to lurch in our seats.

“Sweet Lord,” Agnes said with a trembling voice, and as I looked into the back seat, I realized I had never seen her actually frightened before. She looked like a cat trapped on a hot tin roof.

“Come on, Izzie. Take it easy on her,” I whispered, and the driver of the car glanced into the rearview mirror, sighing as she slowed down. Agnes relaxed a little, muttering under her breath as she stared out the car window. 

“You two really know how to ruin a good time, you know?” Isabella sighed balefully, pulling into the parking area of the tour site. She unfastened her seatbelt, sliding out of the car and grabbing a candybar from the inner pocket of her jacket. I shuffled out of the car, offering Agnes a helping hand as Isabella crunched on the chocolate. 

“You really know how to make one worry for their life,” Agnes bit back sourly, brushing herself clean of imaginary lint. Isabella hummed as she tossed the candy wrapper in the back seat and strode towards the ruins. Agnes and I trailed behind her for a moment before Agnes decided she was tired of behaving in such a submissive manner. The older women walked side by side in front of me, and I chuckled at how determined they seemed to impress each other. Agnes allowed Isabella to walk ahead as the three of us approached the guards, and Isabella grinned a toothy smile as a handsome and well-built young man rushed towards her. He tugged her into his arms, giving her a tight hug. Agnes and I exchanged a look, smirking at the scene. It was cute in a way, though Isabella would have been reluctant to let us see such an affectionate show in any other case.

“Hey Brad. These are my friends, Little Bean and Aggie. They really wanted a more private look at things, and I figured you could pull some strings for your best gal,” Isabella said in saccharine sweet tones, brushing a hand through the man’s hair. He was gorgeous in every sense of the word, with platinum blonde hair and vibrant blue eyes. Agnes seemed to be wondering what he saw in someone like Isabella, and I might have felt the same if I hadn’t fallen so easily for the tour guide’s charms. There was something about Isabella that made you want to be near her, as a friend, or as this cute boy evidenced, as a lover.

“Oh, Izzie. You know I’m not supposed to let anyone in, after hours. I could get in a lot of trouble, especially considering how eager the bosses were to let you go,” the man, Brad, said nervously. Isabella pouted, and for a moment I was worried our secret plans would be ruined. 

“You know my lips are sealed, sweetheart. They won’t even notice anyone’s been in the place. Aggie and Little Bean are very polite, and they know I’d kick them in the teeth if they put your job at risk,” the former tour guide purred, tracing her fingers along the man’s chest. He shivered a little, his lips turning down into a frown as he seemed to consider his options.

“Alright. Go on in. Just be sure you don’t stay long. I mean it, Izzie. There’s only so many strings I can pull,” he muttered. She beamed, kissing him on the cheek before gesturing for us to follow her. I looked at the man, Brad, with a bit of sympathy as I passed him, but he seemed to be paying me very little mind. For her part, Agnes seemed a little too entertained by the stunt Isabella had pulled.

“Lordy, aren’t you a little minx?” Agnes grinned, and Isabella snorted, swaying her hips from side to side as she walked before settling back into her usual slumped gait. 

“Well, I figured I would need to be able to compete with the silver fox,” Isabella smirked. Suddenly, she stopped midstep, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Wait... something isn’t right,” she muttered. Before we could ask her to clarify, a half dozen men stepped out of the shadows. Their knives glinted in the low light, and for a moment it was all I could do to remember to breathe. I could vaguely hear Agnes calling out to me, her voice frantic, but it felt as if she were miles away. I blinked slowly, looking up as one of the thieves lurched towards me. My breath caught in my throat as he raised his knife, but all at once I was shoved to the side and things seemed to resume at a normal pace. Blood spattered the ground where Isabella was sliced, just beside her eye. The wound was strangely crescent shaped, but I realized my dawdling was only costing us time. Isabella grappled with the man who had been trying to kill me, wrenching the knife out of his hand. Agnes was gesturing for me to follow her, and as much as I wanted to stay behind with Isabella, the danger was growing with every second that passed.

“Abigail!” Agnes called out, and Isabella wheeled around to face me, her teeth bared in an animalistic snarl.

“Go!” She roared, nearly getting thrown off of her feet as two of the thieves converged on her. I rushed towards Agnes, ignoring the desire to remain behind and help. I followed my instincts and those alone as Agnes guided me into the nearest hall, pulling me along behind her. I could hear the sounds of a struggle behind us, and my heart clenched painfully as I heard Isabella cry out in pain.

“We should be helping her,” I hissed, hands tensing at my sides. Agnes ignored me, and I knew she had every right in the world to do so. I’d nearly gotten us all killed in my hesitation, freezing on the spot when I should have been helping fight off the thieves. A small part of myself wondered if this was what I should be doing... was I in the right place? Was a job in the face of such danger one that I was willing to risk my life for? Was the money worth risking the lives of my friends? There was hardly any time to think that over, however. Agnes and I needed to keep moving—as much as it pained me to leave Izzie behind. I could only hope the guards would hear her struggle before anything too serious happened.
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Chapter Nineteen
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Drawing me into an offshoot of the main hall, Agnes held a finger to her lips to indicate the need for silence. She drew me closer, and we watched as a group of men with knives and guns stormed through the hallway. Several of the men looked somewhat worse for wear, with deep cuts along their exposed skin. I realized all at once that they wouldn’t have hesitated to kill Izzie if she’d gotten in their way. My breath caught in my throat, and my eyes teared up a bit as Agnes tightened her grip on my arm. It couldn’t be... it shouldn’t have been, yet there he was. Martin himself, leading his men through the ruins. I wasn’t sure what to do. A very large part of me just wanted to tuck tail and run, but I knew I owed Agnes far more than a cowardly escape. A gasp pulled itself from my lips as I saw several of the men dragging an unconscious Isabella along, her entire body battered and bruised. Agnes’ expression hardened, but she simply gestured for me to silence myself once more. Once the final man cleared the hall, Agnes exhaled a long sigh and turned to face me. 

“We need to keep moving,” she ordered, her voice leaving no room for argument. I tightened my hands into fists, resisting the desire to scream. We were in too deep, and now the third of our trip was being subjected to God knows what. “They won’t kill her. Martin thinks he needs her,” she said, as if she’d read my thoughts.

“You don’t even know where we’re supposed to be going,” I said quietly, receiving a rueful smile in response. 

“That’s why you’re taking the reins, dear girl. Martin seems to have some idea of where they’re going, but all I have is your hunch to go on. I know it is unfair for me to place such pressure on you, but... we have little choice,” Agnes said wearily. She seemed more affected by Isabella’s capture than I had expected, though she also seemed to know something about the other woman that I did not. As much as I wanted to resist, and as much as I didn’t want to be in charge, I knew that I could not risk faltering again. I inhaled a steadying breath before emerging from the hallway. Agnes remained at my side, a hand at her side. I realized that she was gripping a knife that she’d managed to get off of one of our attackers, and though I realized one knife was nothing compared to the dozens in their possession, it comforted me slightly. 

“We’re going to follow Martin and his men. First things first, we’re getting Isabella back. You say they won’t kill her, but we both saw how severely they beat her for resisting. We’ll have to be sneaky, but you have experience with that, I’m sure,” I said firmly, ignoring Agnes as her eyes widened and she seemed prepared to protest. 

“If they capture us, we won’t be nearly as merciful,” Agnes murmured, but she made no effort to stop me as I strode in the direction Martin and his men had gone. I expected her to let me carry on alone, but she remained at my side, her expression tense.

“If one of us had been captured, do you think she would have left us behind?” I demanded, trying to keep the harshness out of my voice. “Whatever reason they have for keeping her alive, she knows nothing about it. If she thinks we left her behind, she may never forgive us. Worse, I’ll never be able to forgive myself,” I continued, hands fidgeting at my sides.

“You’re too selfless, Miss Bean,” Agnes said quietly, almost as if she were reflecting on it. I hoped she was considering her own callous nature as well. I could understand her desire for self-preservation, but she needed to understand my perspective as well. After all, for whatever reason, she seemed to need me. We walked side by side in relative silence, and though I didn’t know the exact location the men were going, they had left a helpful trail of blood. The sight made me faintly queasy, and Agnes seemed to be having a similar reaction as she realized what trail I was following. “They wouldn’t kill her,” she repeated under her breath, though she seemed less sure of herself.

“What’s so special about Isabella that they would choose to keep her alive?” I asked quietly, and Agnes laughed softly. 

“It’s only a working theory, as it stands,” she mumbled. I scowled, but resisted the desire to raise my voice.

“So you’re not even sure yourself?” I demanded in hushed tones, and she narrowed her eyes in response.

“I’m fairly positive. Her rich heritage speaks volumes about her,” Agnes said bitterly, crossing her arms. I rolled my eyes, but said nothing else, turning the corner and stopping short as I saw a man lingering just ahead. He continued to walk ahead, but at a more strained pace.

“Not that I’m not flattered by the whole not killing me thing, but it would be swell if you would get your dirty hands off of me,” Isabella hissed, and the man grunted. He seemed to be carrying her bridal style, but she wasn’t making it easy on him by any means. I was simply relieved to see that my new friend had survived the attack, though blood still trickled from a wound I couldn’t quite make out.

“Well I think it would be just swell if the boss would let us slit your throat, but apparently, you have something to do with his master plan,” the man said callously, and Isabella barked out a laugh. Agnes looked at me with an ‘I told you so’ expression, and I frowned as we edged closer to the two of them. He seemed to be lagging behind the rest of the group, and I had high hopes that we could isolate him long enough to free Isabella from his grip.

“You have the wrong girl, buddy. You’re just sour that I handed your ass to you on a silver platter,” Isabella said disdainfully and I fought to swallow a laugh. He paused, and I wondered if my slight snicker had been audible. However, he only seemed to be struggling to keep his grip on the wiley woman, and I gestured for Agnes to have her knife at the ready. “Besides, don’t you have anything better to do than search for some old guy’s journal pages? You really need to get your priorities in order” Isabella continued snidely, and the man dropped her unceremoniously to the floor. She hissed in pain, and I saw that one of her legs had a long laceration along the side. That seemed to be where the blood was coming from. He gripped her by the hair, yanking her to her feet and all but dragging her alongside him.

“You could have kept your mouth shut. The boss said to play nice, but he didn’t specify how nice,” the man grumbled, and Isabella awkwardly limped alongside him, pain evident in her grimace. My stomach lurched, and Agnes made a move to step ahead, looking fully prepared to slice the man’s adam’s apple. It was at that exact moment Isabella seemed to notice the two of us trailing behind her. Her eyes widened, and she simply mouthed the words ‘go, go, go’ over and over. I expected Agnes to follow her advice, but the two of us drew closer to her and the man who was dragging her along. 

“Look out, you idiots,” she shouted, and Agnes and I stopped short. I wasn’t sure how to feel about her revealing our position, but I suddenly felt myself gripped from behind. Isabella struggled all the more valiantly, and Agnes grimaced as she realized she was trapped between the man we’d been following and two who had been trailing behind us—all the while it seemed.  She wielded her knife threateningly, but the other man simply rushed forward and gripped her wrist tightly in her hand. She cried out in pain, dropping the knife and trying to break free. 

“Let go of me, you bastard,” Agnes hissed, yelping as she was heaved over his shoulders. 

“We got ‘em boss! We got the old hag,” the man cried out, and Isabella snarled as she tried to wrench herself free. 

“Let them go! You don’t even need them! I’ll do whatever you creeps want, but that’s my hag! Let my friends go,” the former tour guide gritted out. 

“Oh dear, but it’s so much more enjoyable this way. Agnes. Accomplice to Agnes. I think we have something you want,” Martin said coolly, his expression twisted into a sick smile as he paused in front of us.
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Chapter Twenty
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“Ugh, I’m so sick of your villainous bull. Just cut to the chase,” Isabella hissed out, and though I thought the circumstances could be a bit better for her to say as much, I couldn’t help but agree. Martin frowned, glancing towards Isabella with a disdainful expression.

“You’re such a mouthy little pest. Let the adults talk, now,” he said with a sigh, turning to approach Agnes. Isabella exchanged a look with me, looking much like a kicked puppy. It was obvious that she carried her share of remorse about us being caught, but as much as I wanted to reassure her, there simply wasn’t time. I turned my gaze to Martin, remaining silent as he scrutinized the woman I had come to respect—not just as a boss, but as a friend. “Agnes, my dear old friend...,” Martin began, reaching out to touch her cheek. She jerked back, but the man with a grip on her merely narrowed his eyes and tightened his grip. “Tell me everything you know, and your little trio will be freed. It’s as simple as that. I know you’ve always been a selfish woman, but surely you can find it in your heart to see that these young women aren’t killed in their prime,” he continued, his lips curled in a smile.

“Eat dirt,” Isabella supplied helpfully, and Agnes looked at her with a pained expression.

“Mark, silence the key,” Martin ordered harshly, turning his gaze upon the man who held Isabella in his grip. Though it was unclear what he meant, I could only assume that Isabella was the key he was referring to. I cringed as the man forced the former tour guide to her knees, taking his boot and grinding the heel into the wound on her leg. She gritted her teeth, refusing to make a sound in spite of the tears rolling down her cheeks. Blood poured from the wound anew, and it was obvious that Agnes was just as distressed as I was.

“I don’t know any more than you do, Martin. All I’m sure of is that she’s not what you think she is,” the elder woman asserted, trying to break free of her captor’s grip. 

“Is that so? Well, as I’ve always said, there is usually more than one way to go about solving a problem,” Martin said dismissively. He glanced towards me, raising a brow slowly. “Then, tell me. What does this little one have to do with your plan? It’s obvious that she’s very important to you,” he paused, glancing towards Isabella with a smirk. “Both of you, I suppose. Little Flamel, do you have anything you would like to contribute to this conversation?” He asked in saccharine sweet tones.

“I hate to repeat myself, but I’ll make an exception. Eat dirt, you sick son of a—,” Isabella spat, trailing off into a cry of pain as the same tortuous treatment was applied to her injured leg. Her voice echoed into the halls all around us, and Martin rolled his eyes as if he were bored by the entire situation.  

“Keep her quiet, would you? We wouldn’t want law enforcement to be called in. Not when I’m so close to breaking the hag,” he scowled. Isabella struggled to get away from her captor’s grip as he placed his palm over her face, restricting air from both her nostrils and mouth. Panic shone in her gaze, and I braced myself for what seemed the inevitable climax. At least one of us in these halls would die, and I was determined to make sure it wasn’t either of my friends.

“She’s not what you think she is!” I blurted. “Agnes has been training me, not her! Isabella has nothing to do with any of this! If there’s anyone you should be holding captive, it should be me!” I continued in a shout, trying to wrench myself free. The man gripping Isabella allowed his hand to fall away from her face, and she inhaled a shuddering breath as she nearly collapsed to the floor. 

“Is that so? Agnes, you fiesty old devil,” Martin grinned, stepping towards me with a grin. “Men, dispose of the mouthy little pest. It seems we won’t be needing her,” he announced grandly, stepping forward to grip my chin in his hand. His eyes met my own, and I was certain I had never seen such concentrated evil in my life. His words struck me belatedly, and I looked frantically at Agnes who looked almost... resigned. 

“I won’t help you! If you kill her, I won’t help you,” I hissed. Martin placed a hand to his chest, feigning surprise at my resistance.

“Well, I’m afraid you can’t have it both ways, dear girl. If you refuse to help us, not only will your little friend die...,” Martin paused, gesturing for Isabella to be drawn to her feet. Her leg nearly gave out from under her, but she managed to brace herself against the man gripping her. In response, he wrapped a large hand around her throat. Her expression was bitter, but she looked unafraid even in the face of death. “Your employer will face the consequences as well. It’s your choice to make, ultimately,” he said, as if he were having the most casual conversation in the world. I looked between the two, my heart pounding in my chest. This was my fault. If I hadn’t gotten Isabella captured... if I had just been stronger...

“No!” I cried out, breaking free of the grip that held me. I lurched towards Martin, swinging a wild left hook towards his face. He looked moderately surprised, but something told me that he wasn’t as oblivious as he made himself out to be. He took the blow, hitting the ground with a grunt. The men who were holding Isabella and Agnes seemed to almost... glitch, somehow. Their grips loosened, and Agnes slammed her elbow back into the face of her captor. He cried out in pain, and before I could even react to the turn of events, Agnes had gripped me by the arm and was pulling me along. “Izzie—” I began.

“Present,” Isabella gritted out, dragging her leg behind her as she tried to match our pace. Her face was twisted in pain, and blood marked our path, but Agnes released me and made to help the other woman in our mad dash. “No. You two... get where you need to be. Whatever this whole thing is... it can’t fall into this guy’s hands,” she hissed out, drawing away from Agnes.

“Don’t be ridiculous. He’ll kill you, now that he knows he doesn’t need you,” I said harshly, gripping her by the wrist.

“I’m not trying to be a hero here, Little Bean. Just don’t let me slow you down,” the former tour guide said wearily. 

“We need to keep moving,” Agnes asserted, and the thundering of feet could be heard following us through the halls.

“Find what you need and do it now,” Isabella barked out, glancing over her shoulder. She smirked a little, pushing me ahead. “They can’t use their guns or they’ll all be arrested. This is freakin’ beautiful. Just beautiful,” she chuckled, grabbing a stone off of the ground and lobbing it at the nearest man. It struck him right between the eyes, and he collapsed to the ground, knocking several of the men surrounding him off of their feet as well.

“Martin isn’t done yet. He knows that Abigail is the key to the puzzle. He won’t let us go without a fight. We need to move quickly,” Agnes muttered, pulling me along. 

“The key to what puzzle!? I don’t even understand why all of this is happening! I’m just your average woman, there’s nothing special about me! This is obviously much deeper than you ever told me, Agnes,” I said desperately. 

“Now isn’t the time for an existential crisis, here, little Bean,” Isabella mumbled, her breath coming in labored gasps.

“I’ll explain everything once we’re back in the States—” Agnes began, and I barked out a disbelieving laugh.

“You mean if we make it back to the States,” I said, nearing hysterics.

“Outside of a body bag, that is,” Isabella offered helpfully, pausing in her stride. “There’s too many. We can’t hope to get... whatever it is Aggie here needs, if they’re hot on our trail. We need to take some of them out,” she continued, rummaging in her bag. I looked on, hoping that she had something of use in there. Instead, she withdrew a chocolate bar, desperately pulling at the wrapper before taking a large bite.

“How can you eat at a time like this, you... you—,” Agnes hissed out, unable to finish her sentence.

“If I’m going to die, I’m going to die happy at least. Want a bite?” The former tour guide offered, tossing the bar towards Agnes before coming to a complete stop. Agnes grabbed it out of the air, looking confused as Isabella turned to face our attackers. 

“You can’t hope to beat dozens of men on your own,” I hissed out, trying to pull her along.

“I can at least stall them a bit. I may not be the key, but I’m not going down in the history books as some mediocre tour guide who couldn’t even keep her job,” she said with a sly smile. I made to argue, but she was already darting in the opposite direction. 

“She’s an idiot!” I swore loudly, and Agnes barked out a laugh, pulling me along. 

“Recklessness is in her blood, my dear. As much as it pains me, she’s right. If they’re all trailing behind us, we can’t expect to escape with what we need,” she muttered.

“Are you suggesting we let her martyr herself out of existence?” I demanded.

“I’m suggesting we move quickly before she has to.”

I surged ahead, determined to solve this mystery before anyone else had to get hurt. Agnes met my pace, and though we could hear the sounds of a scuffle behind us, we didn’t pause. All I had was a hunch to go on, but it would have to do the trick. I led Agnes deeper into the ruins, until the sounds of the thundering footsteps behind us faded into the distance. I frowned a bit, praying to whatever powers that be, hoping that we were fast enough to escape with our lives. Agnes seemed a bit uncertain as she began to trail behind me, the path we were taking becoming a more familiar one. 

“The House of Neptune and Amphirite? We’ve already been here, Abigail. There’s nothing here. Anything that was here... it’s gone,” she said derisively, and I chuckled a bit, drawing her in the direction of the mural Isabella had shown me in a time that seemed so long ago. I could remember the sizzle in my fingertips, the way that oddly colored flower seemed to stick out from the rest in a way that was inexplicable. 

“You’re working under the same theory they are. This mural was important to Isabella, and...,” I paused, realizing how ridiculous I would sound if I tried to articulate myself. “I may be the key, but each of us playing a part isn’t mutually exclusive. She brought me here when you were chasing Martin. It’s as if it were almost fated,” I explained, pausing in front of the mural as we came upon it.

“Every guide in these ruins probably has a favorite place! What makes you think this is so important!?” Agnes demanded.

“Everyone smelled a different floral scent when they were near Martin. She said she smelled the same thing in my presence. Gardenias” I paused, gesturing to the wall. “Gardenias.” I repeated, the very flower painted by the dozens in the very mural I gestured to. Agnes raised a brow, remaining behind me as I began to feel along the wall. “I don’t know what it is about her that made you and Martin alike think she’s so special, but I don’t think you’re wrong either. Heritage or otherwise... I don’t know what she has to do with your lover’s journal pages, but I have a feeling. We’ve been going with my hunches all along, haven’t we?” I paused, my hand brushing across the very stone that had charred my fingers the last time. A searing pain went through my hand, but I kept it in place, trying to pull the stone from its place in the wall. To my relief, it gave way, falling to the ground and revealing two pieces of paper, as well as some strange stone fragment.

“You have to be kidding me,” Agnes blurted, reaching out to take the items out of the hidden compartment. 

“The puzzle pieces were all there. It was just a matter of assembling them,” I said quietly, looking up fearfully as the sound of footsteps neared the corner of the hall. Agnes tightly gripped her treasures, prepared to bolt at any given moment. 

“Fancy seeing you two here,” Isabella piped up, bracing herself against the stone wall. I was surprised to hear Agnes whoop in celebration upon seeing the third to our trio, rushing towards her and gripping her in a hug. Isabella made a strange face, looking at me with confusion as she patted Agnes on the back. “Uh. Yeah, it’s really nice to see you too, Aggie. But I suggest we get a move on. I figure Martin and his goons only followed me so far before realizing they were on a wild goose chase,” she said carefully, extracting herself from the elder woman’s grip and looking between the two of us.

“I thought you were going to fight them,” I grinned, stepping towards her and thumping her on the forehead. She smiled wolfishly, crossing her arms over her chest.

“I’m a lover, not a fighter,” she said teasingly. I rolled my eyes, gesturing to her leg. 

“I think we all know that’s not true,” I replied. She shrugged a little, glancing at the items in Agnes’ hands before grabbing us both and pulling us along. “How did you manage to get them to chase you? How did you lose them, for that matter?” I inquired as Agnes and I trailed behind the former tour guide. 

“Eh. Bait and switch, I guess. I shouted some crap about you guys running ahead, then acted like I was going to fight them to the death or something equally stupid. When I got the snot properly beaten out of me, I ran. They followed,” she explained, shrugging. “As far as losing them... I know this place like the back of my hand. There are some hidden paths that aren’t usually open to the public, so I figured I may as well make use of them,” she smiled.

“Do you know what I think, chunk? I think you actually planned to fight them, and when that blew up in your face, you needed to improvise,” Agnes said slyly. Isabella scoffed, paused, scoffed again. I couldn’t help but smile, happy to hear the two at their usual banter.

“The point is, they’re somewhere in the lowest levels. Regardless of how I worked my magic, all that matters is that I very much did so. Now, if you ladies will join me, that ends your after hours tour of the Village of the Papyri. Make your way to the nearest exit, and enjoy the rest of your evening.”
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Chapter Twenty-One
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When Agnes and I returned to the States, the first thing I did was call my father and tell him how much I loved him. He seemed a bit confused by the call, but I made no real effort to explain myself before hanging up. Being placed in a near death situation tends to make you appreciate your loved ones all the more, but I couldn’t exactly tell him that I’d nearly died. I was too old to be grounded or anything of the like, but I was sure he would find his way around that technicality. For her part, Agnes seemed to be her old self again, and I was all too happy to return to her manor when she called for me again. She had paid me triple what I thought was fair for. Of course I almost died so maybe you can't put a price on your life. Regardless, I was happy with my payment and ready to serve again when I got the call from her. I found her in the study, busying herself with scrutinizing the pages of the journals she’d found. She’d yet to make the big reveal as to who her secret lover was, but I hoped the information would come in time.

“What up, little Bean?” Isabella called out from her place in my usual chair. It was somewhat strange adjusting to the fact that Agnes seemed open to the third of our trio living with her for the foreseeable future, but Agnes never really went by the book. I had yet to determine if she was actually performing any duties around the home, janitorial or otherwise. Part of me wondered if Agnes was just happy to have the company. 

“Hey, Izzie. Where’s your french maid uniform? I was pretty excited to see that spectacle,” I grinned, sitting beside Agnes at her work station. Isabella rolled her eyes, decidedly crunching on a chocolate chip cookie instead of actually replying. Agnes looked up from her work, watching the two of us interact with a small smile. In a way, Isabella and Agnes seemed to fit together as housemates. Not like two peas in a pod, but something you wouldn’t expect to go together-—they were like peanut butter and pickles.

“That would imply she did any actual work around here,” Agnes supplied, proving herself to be the sour pickles of the equation. 

“I work! I see to it that no snacks in your home go uneaten. It’s a crime how many boxes of treats you had, nearly expired...,” Isabella said dramatically, wagging a large bag of cookies. “Want one?” She directed towards me, and I chuckled as I shook my head.

“I’m not sure I want to know your definition of nearly expired,” I replied lightly. I received a cookie to the side of the head for my response, and Agnes leveled a glare at the other woman. Isabella played oblivious to our stares, looking at the ceiling as if it were the most fascinating thing in the room. I picked up the fallen treat, humming to myself as I looked over it. “At least there’s no mold on them. Color me impressed, Izzie,” I announced. Agnes laughed, pushing an open book towards me and resting her chin in her hand.

“Dear girl, you’ve changed so much,” she mused aloud, and I quirked a brow as I caught myself nearly biting into the cookie that had been on the ground. I made a face, chucking it across the room at Isabella. She caught it without even looking up, beginning to chow down on it as well. Agnes and I exchanged vaguely disgusted expressions, and her words belatedly struck me.

“I haven’t changed that much,” I muttered, flipping through the pages of the book she had given me. It was the usual fare about Flamel, and though I’d yet to determine the older woman’s obsession with the historical figure, I was sure I would learn more about it in time. 

“You’ve changed so much!” Isabella called out, rising to her feet and limping towards the table. She held an old walking stick in her hand, and I sighed as I watched her struggle to make her way over to us. The injury to her leg had done more damage than any of us could have expected, leaving the young woman with irreversible nerve damage and a permanent limp. She was making strides adjusting at least—she’d refused to use any sort of aid in the previous times I’d seen her.

“You didn’t even know me before the trip. I like your cane by the way,” I said, examining the intricately carved wood.

“Aggie gave it to me. Apparently it’s from her collection of old doohickeys. She sure knows how to make a girl feel special,” she paused, taking a seat at the other side of Agnes. “And I may not have known you before the trip, but you’ve changed even from the first time we met,” she continued, drawing a book towards herself. She frowned at the illustration on the page she was on, picking the book up and holding it beside her face. “No resemblance, right? I swear, this Flamel business is getting old,” she muttered. I tilted my head, observing the two images and deciding to keep it to myself how alike they looked.

“That’s just an artist’s depiction, dear, not an actual photo. You do share the same scar, though,” Agnes said idly. Isabella sighed dramatically, slumping in her seat. “In any case. Abigail, dear, think of what a mouse of a woman you were before coming into my tutelage. I never could have pictured you going hand to hand with a man,” she smirked.

“One punch does not constitute hand to hand combat,” I replied sourly.

“I’ll look up the definition. But yeah, that was pretty cool,” Isabella said idly, grabbing a dictionary that she kept handy and flipping through the pages.

“You don’t have to look up the actual definition,” I hissed, yanking the book out of her hand and tossing it across the table. I paused, smiling in embarrassment as Isabella and Agnes watched me with matching expressions of disbelief. “Alright. Perhaps I have changed... just a bit,” I admitted. Isabella hummed, her expression vaguely victorious as she turned her attention back to her book. 

“Now that we’ve settled that issue, we need to buckle down. We do have six more journal pages to find, girls,” Agnes announced, glancing over as Isabella rose from the table and shuffled away. “Where on earth are you going?” She demanded, rising from her own seat to trail after the younger woman.

“I’m making lunch. If we’re going to be planning some big adventure, Little Bean is going to need some fuel for her big beautiful brain,” Izzie called back. I snorted, but didn’t argue, moving to follow the two. They continued to bicker as we walked, though Agnes helped keep Isabella on her feet when the younger woman nearly lost her footing. Whatever the two said about each other, it was clear that they’d come to appreciate each other as friends. 

“Pizza or tacos?” Isabella demanded, drawing me from my reverie. I hesitated, looking between the two of them with a curious expression. They both looked hopeful, and I knew I was the tie breaking vote. 

“Tacos?” I replied hesitantly. Isabella cheered, and Agnes made a face as she grabbed the phone book and flipped to the nearest Mexican restaurant. Isabella offered to give me a high five, which I returned with a small smile. The two of them were strange, remarkably so. Agnes was fascinated with a historical figure that practiced some mysterious science. Isabella just happened to supposedly be related to the very same man. The circumstances that brought them together were odd, and I would almost slate it as fate. In spite of the way they had argued when they first met, they now acted more like sisters, or even a mother and daughter. They weren’t the normal pair, not by any means. All the same, they were my sort of strange, and I wouldn’t trade them for the world. 

After all, it wasn’t as if I could call myself average anymore. Perhaps I had my share of strangeness as well. 

“Abigail! Do you want mild or spicy sauce!” Agnes called out.

“Spicy!” I replied, watching as the two began to bicker over that decision as well. Though we weren’t average by any means, that didn’t stop us from being human. Being human, after all, was the strangest notion in the world.
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