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Chapter One
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When I walked in that morning, there was no one to be seen in the den. I had expected to see one of my companions waiting for me, but I suppose it was natural that they would be busy. After all, Agnes wouldn’t have called me just for a social call. I suppose I should introduce myself. My name is Abigail Bean, and I was by all accounts an average young woman with an average life before I started my... journey, as it were. Now, average is one of the last terms I would use to describe myself. It all started when I met one Agnes Astor Smith, a strange woman who had a somewhat intoxicating nature to herself and her eccentricities. After answering a mysterious ad and finding myself in a whirlwind adventure as her assistant, things could never quite return to normal—not in the strictest sense. There was a new measure of normalcy by which I measured my life, and by association, the lives of Agnes and the others we’ve met along the way. I expected to find Agnes’ self-identified charity case, Isabella Dunn, lounging in the den when I entered. However, the vivacious young woman was nowhere to be seen, nor did I see Agnes or Robert. 

Robert was a strange sort, an older gentleman that claimed to be Agnes’ assistant in his heyday. When I’d first met Robert, I was under the impression that he was going to try and kill me to reclaim his place as Agnes’ assistant. While that couldn’t have been farther from the truth, you can’t blame a girl for entertaining the notion—especially considering the twists and turns my life has taken. In spite of my growing appreciation for the older man, it was a bit disconcerting to see how close he and Agnes were. Perhaps it was petty, but I was her assistant now! Not him! Alright, it was entirely petty, but once Agnes got you in her sights, you didn’t want to lose that place in the spotlight. 

I couldn’t help feeling petty, especially considering that when I found them, they seemed locked up in a private conversation as was the norm for the two of them. They quieted down immediately upon seeing me, though Agnes looked no less thrilled by my presence. She bustled over to me in a hurry, smiling broadly as she drew me in for a brief embrace. I returned the gesture with a faint grin of my own, trying to ignore the slight air of bitterness creeping up on me as Robert watched the exchange.

“A joy to see you as always, dear girl,” Agnes boomed, drawing away from me and giving me a brief pat on the shoulder.

“A joy, huh? Seems like I may have interrupted something,” I said slyly, though Agnes did little more than wave me off. Robert rumbled a chuckle, and I cast a cursory glance around the room to see if Izzie was anywhere to be seen. Seeming to sense my curiosity, Anges rolled her eyes and gestured for Robert and I to follow her towards the den.

“Isabella is asleep, I’m afraid. I tried to wake her once you informed me you would be here, but no such luck. The girl could sleep through the apocalypse, I’m sure,” she scoffed, and I quietly agreed as I settled at the spot on the couch Isabella would usually claim. Robert sat beside me, and Agnes rummaged through her bag, producing a large book that had the word “Croatoan” scrawled across the cover in large, bulky print. I quirked a brow quizzically, watching as she sat in her easy chair and opened the book. “I’m quite sure you know what this book is referencing, correct?” She pressed, and I hesitated for a moment before recognition dawned. 

“The lost colony of Roanoke if I’m not mistaken,” I piped up, grinning as she turned a big smile towards me. 

“Very good. I’ve received reports of an individual who matches Martin’s appearance to a troubling extent, skulking around Dare County, North Carolina—the location where the colony was said to exist. You can imagine why I’d want to investigate this appearance,” Agnes murmured, and I exhaled a sigh. It was difficult to hide how perturbed I was by the thought of crossing Martin again, especially after our first encounter in Naples. It had been a relief to be free of him in our last investigation of sorts, but I suppose it was only a matter of time before we crossed the man again.

“Wow, perfect,” I mumbled under my breath, catching the eye of Robert who seemed to feel much the same.

“I’m not thrilled by the prospect of dealing with Martin again either, Miss Bean, but it’s part of the job I’m afraid,” she announced, raising a brow at the man at my side. “And do you have something to say, Robert? I recognize that expression, and it’s obvious something is on your mind,” Agnes pressed.

“When you told me about Martin, I was under the impression that law enforcement in Naples had dealt with him,” he said quietly, tipping his bowler hat back to more closely examine the older woman. She chuckled breathily, shaking her head as if in disbelief.

“You honestly think the law is going to stop Martin? Or any of us, for that matter? Please, Robert, I’d expect you to know better by now,” she said, a bit melodramatically. He hummed, but made no effort to correct her. Truth be told, I felt like it was pretty clear that we didn’t involve the law in our dealings, but wondered if Agnes’ stance had changed since she’d employed Robert. Had things been a bit more by the book when they’d been working together? How long ago had that been? It seemed as if it would have to to have been some time ago for Robert to be in any shape to keep up with Agnes. How old could the woman have been at that time, however? It was a bit fuzzy, at least in the details. 

A loud bang from down the hall distracted me from the conversation, and I looked up in time to see Isabella striding through the halls in her pajamas, her expression weary. I couldn’t help but smile, and Agnes caught my gaze before following it to the other woman. 

“How kind of you to join the world of the living, darling,” Agnes called out. Isabella grunted noncommittally in response, and the older woman rolled her eyes in spite of the soft chuckles that erupted from her. For anyone who didn’t know the two as well as Robert and I, it may have seemed that they had an antagonistic relationship. I was well aware of how deeply the two cared for each other, however, in spite of how reluctant they could be to show it at times. Isabella disappeared into the kitchen, and Agnes sighed before shaking her head. 

“Anyway, I take it we’re making the trip to North Carolina? Will we be driving? Flying?” I pressed, and the elder woman looked vaguely queasy for a moment as she pondered the response.

“Driving would take far too long, I’m afraid. We’ll be booking the earliest flight out, tomorrow,” she mumbled. I knew how much she hated airplanes, and made to offer her some comfort, but Robert beat me to the punch.

“Ah, dear woman, you won’t have to leave my side for a moment. I’ll even hold your hand if it will make you feel better,” he teased, wiggling his fingers at her. She scoffed in spite of looking faintly grateful.

“Get a room, you two,” Isabella piped up, walking back through the back hall with a tall plate of brownies. Agnes startled a bit, narrowing her eyes and leaping to her feet. She hustled over to Isabella, standing with her arms crossed in front of her. The younger woman looked nonplussed, grabbing a brownie off the plate and taking a bite. “Something on your mind, Aggie? You look tense. Does Romeo over there need to give you a back rub?” Isabella mumbled through a mouthful of chocolate, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the annoyance in Agnes’ gaze.

“Please, as if I could hope to bring a man I were interested in home to meet you. They’d flee for the hills, regardless of my charms. Now put that plate back in the kitchen. Robert prepared those for all of us to share,” Agnes said, tapping her foot impatiently. Isabella snorted, glancing towards the older man and giving him a thumbs up.

“Thanks for the goodies, Rob, my man. I promise you, they’ll have a good home in my stomach,” she called out, winking before edging around Agnes and slinking away—off to her room presumably. Agnes stewed for a moment, and Robert rose to his feet to cross the distance between them. He rested a hand comfortingly on her shoulder, and she glanced at him from the corner of her eye. 

“I can always prepare more Agnes. No need in getting upset,” he said soothingly. She crossed her arms, and for a moment, I wondered if there really was something between the two. It was almost too off putting to consider. 

“I suppose you present a valid point. I may as well let her enjoy the time she has before our trip. She’s going to be just as thrilled as Abigail here to see Martin again,” Agnes smiled. I groaned, sinking into the sofa as the two began speaking in hushed tones. Of course, I couldn’t make out any of their words. It was borderline offensive that they were having a private conversation with me seated in the same room, less than ten feet away. Nonetheless, I couldn’t grudge them too terrible. Agnes looked rather anxious, likely dreading the flight that we were going to be boarding the next morning. Robert rubbed her shoulder gently, and I scrutinized the two of them. If Agnes viewed the man through a romantic lens, she hid it tremendously well. As far as Robert... well, I was less sure about his intentions.

“So, where are we going to be staying on our trip?” I piped up as I nervously tapped my foot. Agnes hummed, her expression thoughtful. 

“I’ve rented the use of another cabin—” she began, and I began to groan in misery. “Before you make a fuss, it’s a proper rental cabin with all the modern day amenities that you may need. That means clean, running water,” she interrupted in a rush, looking annoyed by how dramatic I was being. Then again, it wasn’t as if she’d had to deal with the snake in her bed at the last cabin we’d stayed in.

“If it’s of any consolation, we stayed in this very same cabin in the first venture Agnes and I made to Dare County. I made sure to confirm that everything was in good working order. It won’t be anything like the last trip, of that much I can assure you,” Robert smiled, glancing briefly towards Agnes before striding towards me again. “You have in on a Englishman’s honor,” he said with a wink, tipping his bowler hat. I snorted, ever amused by his antics. In spite of the jealousy I felt regarding his closeness with Agnes, I couldn’t deny he was a nice, well rounded gentleman. 

“Alright. Well, if you two want to continue making plans, I’m going to go see if I can wrestle some of those brownies away from Isabella,” I announced, rising to my feet and looking between the two of them. Agnes seemed almost relieved, and I could only guess that she wanted to continue her private conversation with the man. I offered them a faint smile in spite of the fact that my blood was actually near to boiling, turning my back on the two of them and making my way in the direction of Isabella’s room. Maybe if I was lucky, I’d actually get a brownie. 

...Maybe.
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Chapter Two
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Boarding the pain, I trailed behind Isabella and peered over her shoulder to where Agnes and Robert were striding ahead. Isabella bounced and swayed along to the music playing on her mp3 player, whispering under her breath in time with the music. I couldn’t help but smile, unable to understand how she was so upbeat about the entire situation. Granted, I wasn’t sure if she even knew the purpose behind our trip, having tumbled out of her room with a packed suitcase and a chagrined smile thirty minutes after Agnes ordered her to get ready for the flight. Sometimes I mused it might have been better that Izzie didn’t know the entirety of our purpose in these trips—as much as I wished Agnes would divulge the reasoning behind her desperation to me, at least. She seemed to be swept up in such desperation, presently, from what I could see of her frantic gesticulating in front of Robert. I wanted to sit beside her on the plane, but there was no question that the older English gentleman would be taking that place. Isabella pulled me towards the opposite side, flopping heavily in her seat and popping an earbud out to address me.

“You excited for the trip, little bean?” She piped up cheerfully, kicking her feet up on the back of the chair in front of her. I hummed under my breath, glancing towards Agnes and Robert while trying to pick up on some semblance of their conversation. I could only hear an occasional word, as the two of them kept their voices relatively level throughout their conversation. I could hear a crunch over my shoulder, glancing back to see Isabella munching on a large chunk of a chocolate bar. I narrowed my eyes marginally, and she smiled toothily upon noticing me flicking her tongue out in a mocking gesture. I scoffed, struggling to hide my amusement as I turned my attention back to Agnes.

“Excited is one word I’d use for it,” I finally replied, tapping my fingertips on my knee. Isabella grunted her acknowledgement, rummaging through her bag for something I was unsure of. After a moment, she produced a bag of spicy chicharrones and pressed them into my hand. 

“Well, get hyped kid. I don’t really know why in the world we’re going to Hicktown, North Carolina, but I’m excited all the same. Although...,” she trailed off, following my gaze to the two older passengers in first class. They were huddled close together, and Agnes’ expression was tense, as if she couldn’t bear to be caught up in her own thoughts. “Agnes does act noticeably more strange when we go on these trips,” she admitted reluctantly, relaxing in her seat and allowing her eyes to flutter shut. I hesitated a moment, glancing between Agnes and the woman at my side, giving Isabella a little nudge after a moment. She peeked an eye open, looking faintly annoyed by the interruption of her sleep.

“Do you know what’s been bothering Agnes, lately? She seems stressed, more stressed than usual, in any case,” I inquired in hushed tones, receiving a soft snort in response. 

“Agnes is always stressed about something, truth be told. I guess it’s something about this formula she’s looking for, but God knows when that will work out. I’d do anything to put the pieces together for her, but I don’t even know why she’s so desperate. Obviously, there’s something to it. I guess we’ll find out in due time,” she murmured, slipping her earbud back into her ear. I stared at her for a long moment, crossing my arms over my chest somewhat petulantly. She winked at me, her lips curling in a smile as she tilted her head away from me and seemed to prepare herself for a nice nap. I breathed a sigh, returning my attention to Agnes and Robert. Agnes seemed wrapped up in her conversation with Robert, speaking in hushed tones that I could just scarcely make out. 

“The lost colony... Flamel.... Do you think?” I heard her ask of the man, her voice fragmented from what I could hear. Robert shook his head, tapping his fingertip to his chin as if deeply considering her question. 

“The first settlers might have had more influence than we realize. Or, more specifically, he may have had more influence on them. It’s really something we’ll need to investigate further,” Robert mused aloud, his expression a bit weary. I drew my lip between my teeth, wondering just what about this lost colony was so relevant to the formula Agnes was seeking out. I glanced towards Izzie, who seemed to be lost in something of a restful slumber, arm thrown over her eyes. I thought to push her for more information, but I didn’t exactly think she’d have much to provide me. I sighed, focusing my attention on the two older members of our little group as Agnes began to gesture a bit wildly.

“If he may have had something to do with the disappearance, then maybe... maybe they knew too much. That may seem a bit of a batty suggestion, but at this point I’m not sure what’s worth dismissing and what’s worth examining more deeply,” Agnes paused mid-sentence, glancing towards me with a slightly raised brow. I forced myself to avert my eyes, busying myself with a pamphlet that had some information about the lost colony itself. It was cloaked in mystery, so I could see why Agnes would want to investigate the area. Mystery had seemed to be our thing, as of late. I glanced towards Isabella, who mumbled sleepily, seeming caught up in some pleasant dream. I watched her for a moment, thought I didn’t quite see her. I was more absorbed in hearing whatever Agnes and Robert were discussing. I didn’t want them to realize I was listening, but I couldn’t dismiss the matter altogether.

“So you suppose Flamel himself may have hidden one of the pages here? Was it before or after—-,” Robert paused, lowering his voice to the point that I couldn’t hear him at all. I groaned inwardly, wishing I had some vague idea as to what they were discussing. Agnes brushed a hand through her hair, looking a bit frazzled by the entire situation.

“It would have been far beyond the time we were together,” she murmured, and I raised a brow, looking between the elder woman and Robert with an admittedly strange expression. Together? Did she mean herself and Robert? I could only assume she meant the two of them as a group, investigating the clues Flamel had left behind. However, it almost seemed like Agnes was referring to this Flamel guy as someone she had spent time with. Judging by the little I’d read about the man, that made no sense. Agnes would have had to be hundreds of years old for that to make any sense—and obviously that wasn’t possible. I was so caught up in my thoughts that I scarcely noticed Agnes’ gaze of scrutiny turned upon me. I squeaked a bit, burying my face in the pamphlet I’d been pretending to peruse.

“So, have you ever been to North Carolina?” I squeaked out awkwardly and abruptly, waking Isabella from her slumber. She raised a brow slowly, glancing towards Agnes before returning her attention to me. It was obvious she was a bit put off by the sudden interruption of her slumber—not that I could blame her. Agnes seemed relaxed, at the very least, by my attention being turned to the woman at my side. She ignored our conversation, engaging with Robert once more. I pretended to pay attention to Isabella’s reply, but I only half heard her words as I was so wrapped up in the conversation of the elder passengers in our group.

“Am I to presume you and Martin came here before? Fruitlessly, I would presume, but—,” Robert began, but  his voice was soon drowned out by Isabella grumbling and nudging my shoulder.

“No. Before I met the two of you, I’d never been to the United States. I’ve heard some things about the area, though. You scared of meeting some hill people, Abigail? I expected so much more of you,” she grinned, taking a sip from her bottle of water. I made a face, giving her a light shove as Agnes laughed mildly from her place opposite of us in the aisle.

“Oh, honestly, Isabella. I can’t even begin to fathom that these so called hill people would be any worse than dealing with you for an evening,” the older woman drawled. Isabella scoffed, settling back in her seat and closing her eyes.

“Such a sour puss. You know you adore me, Aggie. You don’t have to hide your feelings anymore,” Isabella murmured idly, paying little mind as Agnes managed to pull off a defiant expression.

“How could anyone hope to resist—,” the older woman stopped short, clutching the armrests of her seat as the plain began to jolt and shake a bit. Agnes’ expression was pale, and in spite of the turbulence, Isabella lurched out of her seat and staggered across the aisle to grip Agnes’ hand.

“Ma’am, we’re going to need you to take a seat,” the flight attendant called out, though Isabella only rolled her eyes before repeating his words mockingly. 

“Take a seat, take a seat. You take a seat dude, can’t you see my friend is freaking out?” Isabella called back smarmily, and as the plane began to right itself and resume a calm path, Agnes laughed almost hysterically as she gripped Isabella’s hands. Robert observed her with an expression of concern, one that I was sure was very similar to the one I was sporting in the very moment. 

“You silly girl,” Agnes murmured, touching her hand to Isabella’s cheek. Izzie snorted, rising awkwardly to her feet and casting a cursory glance at the flight attendant. 

“What’s he gonna do? Toss me off the plane?” Isabella grumbled before slinking back to her seat, sinking into the cushion. Agnes had shifted her grip to Robert’s hands, holding tight and squeezing her eyes shut. She spoke quietly, but I could just make out her words.

“If I die, this will be for naught,” she whispered. I frowned, unsure of what exactly she meant by her words. It wasn’t as if anyone could live forever, but I could see how the idea of dying in a plane crash would be more troubling than a distant and peaceful death. I realized I’d been staring for a few moments too long, and cleared my throat before glancing to Isabella. She was watching Agnes with a concerned expression, though she seemed to know just as much as I did about the entire situation.

“The flight attendant could very well have the pilot land and have you removed,” I pointed out, drinking from my own bottle of water. The other woman scoffed, but I paid her little mind, focusing my attention on Agnes once again. She seemed vaguely more relaxed, and I noted that Robert gripped her hand tightly, speaking softly and soothingly to her. I frowned a bit, in spite of how adorable the scene was. I could never hope to offer the older woman such comfort in a situation like this. I felt like an outsider among my own friends, though admittedly, the thought may have been rather melodramatic.

“Don’t worry, dear woman. You won’t be so easily slain. And once we make our way to this lost colony, everything will have a way of working itself out. I’m absolutely certain that there’s something there that can help you... help us,” Robert murmured. I tensed my hands on the arm of my seat, trying to put together the pieces that seemed to be so absent from my own ponderings. Robert knew something that Isabella and I clearly did not, but the comfort he offered Agnes made little sense. Maybe the idea of living forever, as far fetched as it was, was easier than dealing with the thought of an inevitable death.

“So, those hill people,” Isabella resumed, tossing a piece of sour candy into her mouth. I gave the rowdy woman at my side a nudge to settle her down. She seemed reluctant to relax, bouncing slightly in her seat as she muttered under her breath. I didn’t care to consider the lewd things she was suggesting the attendant do to himself, instead yanking her headphones away from her and pressing them against my own ears. I could see Isabella’s lips moving, her expression pouty as she reached out to grab at the headphones. I slapped her hand away, closing my eyes and deciding that my time would be best served taking a nap—at least for the remaining duration of our flight. Robert and Agnes could carry on with their private conversations if they felt so inclined, and Isabella... well, I suppose she could simply entertain herself with her strange grudge against the flight attendant. In most circumstances, I would take it upon myself to reel my companions in, but not this time. I pointedly ignored Isabella jabbing her finger into my side, turning away from her and trying to calm my breathing. The plane gave another slight lurch, nearly knocking me from my seat. I yanked the headphones off just in time to see Isabella lurching from her seat, presumably to give the staff on board a piece of her mind.

“Isabella, sit down! You’re going to get us all kicked out,” I called out, and Robert chuckled a bit before shakily rising from his seat and trailing after the young woman.

“I’ll see that she doesn’t have us turned in to the local authorities. You two just relax, alright?” He said warmly, striding down the aisle. I glanced at Agnes, who was remarkably pale. Her body trembled from the extent of her anxiety, and I wanted nothing more than to offer her some sort of comfort. I shuffled across the center aisle, taking Agnes’ hand gently and offering her a smile. 

“Things will be better once we arrive at the lost colony. You can teach us so much about it, I’m sure,” I murmured. Agnes smiled faintly, brushing my hair behind my ear and sighing softly. 

“I should hope so. It’s quite fascinating. It’s a puzzle I’ve longed to solve for so long,” she offered in return, falling silent as Robert trailed back towards us. His face was flushed, and I quirked a brow as he awkwardly cleared his throat. “Isabella and the flight attendant have resolved their issues, it would appear,” he said quietly. I blinked, glancing towards the front of the plane where Isabella had taken off to. My face turned beet red as I took in the scene before me, reflecting that the flight attendant must have been some kind of masochist. After all, how else could you explain the furious liplock the two were currently engaged in.

“Get a room!” Agnes crowed from her seat, seeming a bit more relaxed by the humorous scene.  Isabella jolted back as if burned.

“Oh... oh, yeah... and another thing... hrm. I’m going back to my seat now,” Isabella offered weakly, shuffling back to the seat beside me and burying her face in her hands as she sat.

“Way to go, stud,” I murmured quietly. 

“Someday, little Bean, you’ll experience the call of the birds and bees as well,” she grumbled. 

I rolled my eyes, brushing her off as I settled in to consider the conversation I’d caught Robert and Agnes wrapped up in. Whatever we would find in this lost colony, I was sure it would bring some clarity to what I longed to learn about my employer.
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Fortunately, we managed to escape the plane with little to no damage—though Agnes did crack a few jokes about the state of Isabella’s chastity. For once, the other woman was left without a snide response. I might have thought something was wrong until I noticed Isabella was programming a new number into her cell phone. I prodded her in the side, raising a brow quizzically. In response, she flashed a small slip of paper with a name, a phone number, and a conspicuous drawn heart in the top corner. Her cheeks were almost as red as the ink itself, but I figured we’d had enough fun at her expense. Instead, I settled for quietly bumping my knuckles against hers while offering a reassuring smile. She grinned, but said nothing, tucking the slip of paper and her phone back into her pocket. 

“Ah, yes. As always, living in the lap of luxury courtesy of Agnes Astor Smith,” Robert announced as we finally found our rental car in the parking lot. It was, as one could guess, top of the line in every way imaginable. Isabella often joked about becoming a spoiled rich kid, though I couldn’t really argue the notion anymore—especially as we settled in the expansive back seat of the rental. 

“Dang, Aggie. You know how to go all out, don’t you?” The third female of our group mused aloud, fidgeting with the small television screen on the back of the driver’s seat. Agnes chuckled, watching Isabella fiddle around with vague amusement. 

“If I knew there would be a dvd player, I would have brought one of my favorite documentaries for you girls to watch,” she grinned, laughing outright as Isabella leveled her with a glare. 

“Documentaries are the devil’s media,” Isabella said in serious tones. I couldn’t help but roll my eyes, focusing my attention on the scenery passing the outside of the car. 

“God forbid you learn something for once,” I said under my breath, realizing too late how catty I sounded. I turned to offer Isabella an apology, but she only looked amused.

“I’m glad we’re of the same opinion, little Bean,” she grinned. Apparently, with that, the conversation was done. She pushed her headphones back into place, closing her eyes as we made the trip to our current lodging, at least for the duration of the trip. I watched her for a moment, idly wondering how she had managed to recover from our last trip so effectively. 

“An enigma, that one,” Robert said from the driver’s seat, and I resisted the desire to point out hypocritical that statement was. As time passed in the company of those in the car with me, I had slowly begun to realize that we were all enigmas in our own ways. If anything, the eldest of our group presented more of a mystery than any of us women—though he and Agnes were certainly neck to neck. 

“So... another cabin, huh?” I inquired softly, the conversation feeling strangely stilted without the usual dramatics and juvenile behavior of the woman snoozing in the seat beside me. Agnes nodded, her expression a bit strained. 

“I know our last place of lodging wasn’t anything particularly impressive, but I assure you that this rental will be much more to your liking,” she assured me, and I truthfully had little doubt. Still, the memory of the snake I’d found in my sheets was still fresh in my mind, and I couldn’t shake the sense of dread—the thought that it might happen again. Then again, the snake that I’d found during our last trip was nothing compared to the snake of a man that we were preparing to come head to head with once more. The idea of seeing Martin again was even more nauseating than the idea of coming across any slithery or scaly things. 

“I’m sure it will be fantastic,” I said with an agreeable smile, catching sight of Robert watching me in the rearview mirror. I kept my expression schooled into one of kindness in spite of the desire to stick my tongue out at the older man. As he smiled and returned his attention to the road, I felt confident that I could relax a bit.

“Oh, beyond fantastic. We’ll have a magnificent view of the stars when night falls. I’ve always been keen on the idea of stargazing,” Robert said cheerfully, turning down a back road that seemed to lead into an endless forest. I glanced towards Isabella, who seemed to be stirring from her restful slumber. “We’re nearly there, as luck would have it,” the older man continued, appearing to notice Isabella’s state of wakefulness as well. She smacked her lips, glancing towards the front seat where Agnes sat. Agnes offered her a faint smile, though, truthfully, the older woman still seemed out of sorts from the bumpy plane ride. I had expected her to have gotten over her little bout of anxiety by that point, but there seemed to have been something about the particular incident that had disrupted her usual sense of calm. Isabella reached up to touch her shoulder, smiling gently at the older woman. She seemed to relax as we came to a stop outside a particularly immaculate rental cabin. Any doubts I had about where we’d be staying dissolved as I lay eyes on the building. 

“Holy crap! That’s where we’re going to be staying?” Isabella asked, excitement dancing in her eyes. 

“Yes, dear. Now come along. Let’s unpack our things,” Agnes suggested, stepping out of the car. We all tumbled out after her, except for Robert who approached the situation with a higher level of decorum, as usual. Isabella shuffled around to the back of the car, heaving several bags out with little difficulty. Robert took the remainder, or made to, before I grabbed mine with a polite smile.

“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s check this place out,” I cheered, leading the group to the front porch of the cabin. Agnes edged past me to unlock the door, pushing inside with a content little smile. I hurried in behind her, looking around the interior with a pleased gasp. It was actually a fairly modern setup, contrary to what I’d been expecting. The living room had several cushy chairs, as well as a pristine looking sofa all angled around what had to have been an at least sixty inch television. I knew we wouldn’t have much time to dawdle and watch television, but it was a nice change of pace from our prior lodging all the same.

“Oh! Oh, let’s go check out the bedrooms,” Isabella said with grin, dashing up the stairs. I jogged to keep up with her, musing that I should have definitely found myself in better shape after the time I’d spent adventuring with these women. I hit the second floor just in time to see Isabella dart into a room at the end of the hall. Assuming she’d chosen that room as her own, I turned to the nearest bedroom with a smile. It held a large canopy style bed with a cherry wood frame and exquisitely woven linens. I parted the canopy itself, preparing to launch myself into the bed. I stopped short as I noted a lump moving around the sheets, and a scream ripped itself from my throat as I staggered backwards.

“Not again!” I wailed, pointing balefully at the bed as Robert peeked in to check on me. 

“Oh, dear,” he murmured, using the end of his walking stick to raise the sheets. A small black snake was coiled in the center of the bed, and Robert chortled as he moved to grab it with all the finesse of a professional snake handler. “Only a black racer, Miss Bean. Not venomous by any means, and exceedingly useful for keeping the rodent population under control,” he hummed, carrying it out of the room without another word. I stared after him through wide eyes, my heart hammering in my chest. Isabella peered in a moment later, her expression sly.

“I thought I’d leave this room for you to investigate,” she hummed, cackling and darting away as I flung a pillow at her.

“You absolute brat! You knew there was a snake in here,” I shouted after her, giving chase as she tried to get away from me. I grabbed her by the back of the shirt, yanking her backwards and very nearly knocking her off her feet.

“Oh, Little Bean, I wouldn’t dare take that joy of such a discovery away from you,” she cooed, tapping me on the nose before pulling away, brushing herself off. “You’re so shrill, honestly, I’m sure the neighbors could hear you, and they’re likely miles away,” she said bluntly, pushing away from me with the aid of her walking stick. I rolled my eyes, huffing unhappily and following her downstairs where Agnes was fretting over something or another. “Come on, Aggie. You’re still freaking out about the plane ride? It’s not like we crashed,” Izzie sighed, stepping up behind Agnes and drawing her in for a bear hug. Agnes grunted, struggling for a moment before simply allowing the hug to happen. 

“If the plane ride didn’t kill me, I’m sure your over the top embraces will,” she muttered.

“Everyone’s gotta die sometime,” Isabella mused, raised a brow as Agnes went pale. I couldn’t help but notice how terrified she was when confronted with the idea of her own death, and I glanced towards Isabella with an inquisitive expression. She shrugged a bit, resting her chin atop the older woman’s head. “Everyone except you, of course. We all know you’re of a higher calling that us laymen,” the dark haired woman continued, drawing away from Agnes with a faint smile.

“I suppose you have a point,” Agnes said wearily, glancing up as Robert came in from releasing the snake. “Honestly Robert, the girls could have taken care of that,” she grumbled, offering Isabella and myself a chastising look. 

“We all know how much Little Bean loves snakes. I wanted her to get the full North Carolina experience,” Isabella drawled, releasing Agnes and smirking down at me. I offered her a halfhearted glare, crossing my arms over my chest.

“And we all know how much Isabella hates chocolate, so I suppose it’d be just as well if I threw her stash away,” I countered, matching her tone. The other woman looked terrified by the mere implication, holding a hand to her forehead and looking as if she would very nearly faint.

“You wouldn’t dare!” She spat. I gestured as if to say ‘try me’, before we both dissolved into giggles. “Alright, alright. I’m sorry. You have to admit, it’s a little funny,” she continued, rocking on her heels.

“Hilarious, I’m sure. Now, if you all have everything unpacked, I think it would be nice to go out on the town and take everyone’s mind off of the frights we’ve had,” Robert suggested, resting a hand on the shoulder of the elder woman. Agnes nodded agreeably, looking between the rest of us. 

“As they say, nothing could be finer than to be in Carolina,” she sighed, twirling a finger before turning towards the door. “We can at least fetch something to eat. I’m starving, considering someone wasn’t particularly willing to share her snack stash,” the older woman said grudgingly, and Isabella snorted in response.

“You weren’t terribly kind to me on the plane, Aggie. What do you expect?” Isabella pressed, her expression playful.

“Seemed as if you had someone else showing you enough kindness,” Agnes retorted. Isabella fell silent, looking fairly chagrined. “Now, come along. Let’s explore the town a bit,” the older woman continued, striding out the door. I glanced between the others, smirking at Isabella’s expression of embarrassment before trailing after Agnes.

“A day on the town sounds amazing,” I announced. I could only hope I wouldn’t eat my words.
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It was rather obvious, even as we drove through the nearby town, that Agnes was still tense. Robert occasionally glanced at her with concern in his gaze, and Isabella was strangely withdrawn—as if afraid of upsetting the other woman even more. I nudged my backseat companion, jerking my head towards Agnes. Isabella exhaled a sigh, pushing me away before scooting up in her seat to get closer to the woman in question.

“You know, I’ve done my share of research. I think you would play the part of a classic southern belle beautifully,” she grinned, tugging on the sleeve of the elder woman. Agnes considered her with an almost exhausted expression, managing a smile as she patted the back of Isabella’s hand.

“I’m not so sure. The style is so unbearably garish. It’s something I’d expect to see you in, more than anything,” Agnes teased. Isabella gasped in mock affront, and Robert chuckled from the front seat.

“Well, there’s a restaurant nearby that doubles as a novelty shop,” he announced. Isabella raised a brow, her smile turning mischievous. “I mean novelties in the most innocent sense. Ciao, Bella,” he continued with a world weary sigh. Isabella raised a brow, crossing her arms and sinking back into the backseat.

“Never have I been so efficiently dismissed,” she muttered, looking almost pouty as she stared out the window. I swallowed a laugh as effectively as I could, taking Isabella’s place in the middle seat and scooting forward.

“Well, that could be fun. Get a bite to eat and buy a few knick knacks,” I suggested with a smile, trying to distract Agnes from her obvious stress.

“Oh! I’ll buy some souvenirs for all my friends,” Isabella blurted, her melodramatic expression replaced with one of excitement. I remained quiet for a moment, thinking of the kindest way to phrase my next question.

“What friends?” I asked, settling on the blunt approach. Isabella snorted, gesturing around the car. “Yes, but... can’t we just buy something for ourselves? Whatever we want? I mean, it kinda defeats the purpose,” I pressed, receiving a glare in response.

“Well why don’t you just rain on everyone’s parade, you sad little rain cloud?” She grumbled. I could no longer contain my laughter, covering my mouth to obscure my amusement. “Sorry parade goers, I know you’re just trying to have a bit of fun, but apparently that’s frowned upon in this establishment,” she continued to rant, gesturing wildly at Agnes and Robert. The two older members of our group exchanged a look, and Agnes dissolved into laughter as well, shaking her head in disbelief. Isabella smiled a bit upon seeing the older woman’s amusement, briefly breaking character, as I came to understand. After a moment, however, she sighed dramatically again and turned her glare back towards me. “See. Aggie is near tears because of you. All because of your flagrant disrespect for her favorite person,” she said haughtily. Another round of chuckles, and Isabella relaxed a bit.

“Alright, alright. Buy your souvenirs! I’m sure the recipients will be thrilled... just absolutely tickled,” I sighed, putting a bit of effort into our little act, as it were. Isabella hummed, nodding sagely.

“Tickled pink, I’d go as far as saying,” she agreed. With the ‘issue” settled, and Agnes seeming to have forgotten her troubles, Robert pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant we’d been having such a lively debate over.

“Oh. I wonder if they have biscuits and gravy,” I murmured excitedly. Isabella tilted her head curiously, looking torn between fascination and disgust. 

“Like... cookies? And gravy? ... come on. You’ve gotta be yanking my chain,” she said, following with a soft ‘blech’ sound.

“Not cookies You’re thinking like... British biscuits. Scones or whatever,” I argued, and Robert chuckled a bit from the front seat.

“As obligated as I feel to make a stand for the people of Great Britain, do continue,” he suggested, unfastening his seatbelt and getting out of the car. We followed suit, with Isabella’s expression remaining perplexed even as she leaned across the top of the car to scrutinize me.

“Like... come on, Isabella, you know what a biscuit is. We aren’t that sheltered in Seattle,” I said with my share of exasperation, receiving a dubious roll of the eyes in response.

“Alright. Well you eat your soggy cookies, and I’m going to get some mac and cheese,” she announced, leading the way into the restaurant. Robert offered me a sympathetic smile, and Agnes patted me on the shoulder, trailing behind Isabella into the restaurant. She nearly ran into Isabella’s back, as the younger woman had abruptly stopped, dead in her tracks, as soon as she stepped inside. “Oooh! Ooh, ooh!” She gasped, rushing ahead. 

“Less homo neanderthalensis and more homo sapien,” Agnes called out, though Isabella paid her little mind. “Heavens, what has you so riled up?” The elder woman continued, trailing behind her housemate with a roll of her eyes. I chuckled, allowing Robert to slip away and ask for a table while the other women flitted from display to display.

“Look! They have bells! Little tiny bells with the state bird on them! Oh! And thimbles!” Isabella declared, bouncing in excitement.

“Color me charmed,” Agnes hummed, looking torn between amusement and embarrassment as Isabella began to frantically ring one of the bells.

“It’s a little baby bell! Listen! Awww!” Isabella continued to croon, and I had to swallow guffaws at her sheer delight with the souvenirs.

“I don’t really think bells can be designated to an age group,” Agnes hummed, and I very nearly lost what semblance of control I had over my laughter. They were such a pair, and I felt completely blessed to witness this moment between them. Isabella grudgingly placed the bell back on the shelf, looking at Agnes with a sigh.

“It’s a baby bell. Look. There are different sizes. That’s a mommy bell, and that’s a daddy bell,” Isabella explained, as if she were speaking either to a child or a remarkably slow person. Agnes looked completely lost, and I simply couldn’t handle it anymore. I erupted into laughter at how ridiculous the whole conversation was, with Isabella and what she would call common sense, battling with Agnes and her high intelligence. “It’s not funny, Little Bean! If she doesn’t know, she might separate a family. Then what?” Isabella demanded with a grin.

“If you ladies are hungry, our table is ready,” Robert interrupted before the conversation could carry on any further. I was grateful, truthfully, convinced I may have wet myself if I laughed any harder. Agnes’ mouth worked open and shut for a moment, and she cast a final lingering glance at the bells before moving to follow Robert. 

“Honestly, Izzie,” I giggled. She only chuckled, shifting her weight to her walking stick and walking alongside me.

“It took her mind off of the whole death fiasco, didn’t it?” Isabella prompted, and I smiled as I looped our arms together. I hesitated for a moment, a brief thought crossing my mind as I walked with my friend.

“Your new friend won’t be jealous of me holding your hand, will she?” I asked teasingly, and Isabella sighed dramatically before drawing away from me.

“It’s a shame, Little Bean, it truly is. I realize I’m irresistible, but I simply must turn down your advances. Try not to be too hard on yourself,” she sighed, and I might have been embarrassed by the people watching us with strange expressions, but I could only continue to chuckle.

“Alright you two, settle down. Mind your manners, we’re in public,” Robert chastised gently, pulling out a chair for Agnes and allowing her to sit before taking his own seat. Isabella rolled her eyes, pulling a chair out for me and gesturing grandly towards it.

“Madame,” she said in a deep and pretentious voice, and I snickered as I took my seat. Agnes leveled her with a serious expression, and Isabella sighed before flipping open the menu. “Yes, mom, sorry, mom,” she mumbled. Agnes smirked, looking at her own menu with a pensive expression. I barely managed to swallow a cheer upon seeing biscuits and gravy among the selection of food items. When the waiter approached to take our order, Agnes politely ordered a glass of tea as well as her food order. Isabella, as she’d been so insistent upon, ordered the macaroni and cheese, and I placed my order for the biscuits and gravy platter. Robert simply asked for a cup of tea as well, folding the menu up and handing it to the waiter. Moments later, the waiter appeared with several glasses, two filled with ice and what I could only assume was the tea that Agnes and Robert had ordered. Isabella took her soda with a smile, and I accepted my water with a slice of lemon. We all took sips of our drinks almost simultaneously, and Robert’s face twisted in disgust as he ingested the tea. 

“Goodness, what is this sugary swill?” He demanded a bit too loudly, and Agnes rolled her eyes as she continued to drink from her cup. 

“Sweet tea, Robert. Don’t you remember the last time we came to Dare County? You were equally disgusted by the tea then. I suppose you’re going a little senile in your old age,” she hummed, and Isabella quickly yanked Robert’s glass away from him and switched out the straws. It seemed the call of sugar was too strong for her to resist, and as she guzzled down the tea, her expression shifted to one of delight.

“This is even sweeter than the soda. Wanna trade?” She asked of the old British gentleman, and Robert made a face before accepting her glass of soda. 

“I suppose that will work, considering you’ve already claimed it as your own,” he sighed a bit, sipping from the glass of soda. Agnes looked at Isabella with a roll of her eyes, setting her cup down before speaking in conspiratory tones. 

“Some people simply can’t account for taste, dear,” she said in a hushed voice, giving Robert a nudge before laughing off his sour expression. It seemed he couldn’t hold a grudge for long, and he chuckled at the antics of the women as well. It was only a short wait for our food, and Isabella stared at the massive plate of biscuits and gravy that had been placed before me. She tilted her head curiously, and I gave pause before making what I was sure would be a huge mistake.

“Do you want to try it?” I asked, regretting the words immediately. She grinned, nodding her head and scooping up a large bite. As she tasted the concoction, it seemed as if the gears in her head began to turn. A few moments later, I had a piping hot bowl of macaroni in front of me while Isabella chowed down on the meal I’d been so excited for. I wanted to begrudge the situation, but she looked so darn happy. The macaroni was delicious as well, obviously home made, though I kept that observation to myself. I figured if I continued talking, I would end up without anything to eat at all. 

“Thanks, little Bean,” Isabella grinned, patting her stomach once she finished. I gave her a thumbs up, nearly dropping my food off the table as she jolted to her feet. “Aggie, you’re done? Let’s go check out the store again,” she insisted, and Agnes dabbed at her mouth with a napkin before obligingly rising to follow the younger woman. Robert watched them go with a look of concern, and I was stricken by something in that very moment.

It was the perfect opportunity to milk the man for information.
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Robert continued to sip his soda, seemingly oblivious to how intently I was watching him. If he noticed, he seemed to have made the executive decision to ignore any additional weirdness. Just the same, I wasn’t going to let him get out of it so easily. I pushed my bowl away, holding a hand up as he made to speak. He quieted down, considering me with a rather strange expression himself. I steepled my fingers on the tabletop, speaking in hushed tones to ensure none of the other patrons could hear us.

“Listen, Robert. I’m going to be frank here—,” I began, only for him to cut me off.

“I’m much prefer you remain Abigail,” he said airily, dabbing at his face with a paper napkin. I rolled my eyes, internally cursing how everyone in my company seemed to think themselves some kind of comedian.

“I’m trying to be serious,” I said blandly, and he smiled a bit warily, tucking the napkin in his pocket.

“As am I, Miss Bean. I’m under the impression that you’re planning to press me for some sort of information, and I must tell you that I’m unable to reveal anything that would make Agnes cross with me,” he replied calmly. I blanched at how transparent I had apparently been, brushing my hair behind my ear in an attempt to play it off. 

“I’m not asking for much. You have to understand that when I took this job, it was under the impression that I’d have some vague idea of what I was trying to accomplish,” I murmured in an even tone, and the man’s expression turned slightly bitter.

“If all this is for you is a job, then perhaps you would be better served in an alternate occupation,” he suggested none too kindly, his knuckles going white from where he clasped his hands together. I frowned, wanting to snap back an icy retort but knowing it would get me nowhere fast. I rubbed my temples, realizing that this was going to be a much more arduous conversation than I’d anticipated.

“You seem to be implying that I don’t care about Agnes. I don’t know where you got that idea, but it’s absolutely not true. Granted, I viewed it as little more than a job when I first started working alongside Agnes, but she’s become so much more than a boss. She’s my friend. Which is why I’m talking to you—I know you care about her more than nearly anyone. She’s been getting more and more frantic about the idea of finding this formula, and she’s been... off, lately. I can’t really explain it, but she’s been acting terribly strange, especially when the subject of death arises,” I asserted, meeting his gaze and holding it. “Considering our last experience with the formula put us head to head with a madman, you can understand why I would be concerned. If something is troubling Agnes, it’s my priority to know. You’re not her assistant anymore. I am. You’ve been replaced,” I continued, the words coming out much colder than I intended. He flinched, looking away from me with a bitter expression. I parted my lips to apologize, but he held a hand up to stop me.

“I will admit, you have a point. I obviously can’t help Agnes to every extent she needs any longer. Otherwise, she’d not have hired a new assistant. As much as I agree that you deserve what’s going on in her life, I don’t feel as if it’s my place to discuss as much. When Agnes is ready to reveal her secrets, I’m sure she will. In the meantime, you’ll simply have to be patient,” he said calmly, and I resisted the desire to slap his hand away. 

“You have to give me some kind of clue. At least give me an idea of why this whole adventure is so urgent. Agnes is acting as if it’s a matter of life and death that she find these journal pages, and I don’t want to risk losing her to the same insanity that has gripped others,” I demanded, my voice growing louder with every word. I realized that people were staring and quieted down, speaking in hushed tones once more. “I’m not asking for every dirty detail. I only want to know what makes this so important. What is at risk, here?” I implored. He hesitated, using his straw to stir his soda. His expression was thoughtful, but also vaguely annoyed. I was sure it had something to do with the fact that I’d drawn attention to us, but I couldn’t find it within myself to care too terribly.

“Agnes is acting like this is a matter of life and death. That’s what you think? You’ve come to that conclusion, but you can’t put together the final, critical pieces? Did you ever stop to think that perhaps it is a matter of life and death? Agnes isn’t prone to melodramatics—” he paused at my incredulous expression. “At least, not to the extent you’re unknowingly implying. She wouldn’t be treating this as such a serious matter if it weren’t one. Now... I’m afraid I can’t reveal any more than that, and I likely shouldn’t have spilled the beans as far as that go. That is to say, Miss Bean, you are not to tell anyone else what I have divulged to you. Not Isabella, and certainly not Agnes herself. Are we clear on that matter?” He said calmly, though it was obvious that he was troubled by what he had revealed.

“I... I don’t understand. How could not knowing the formula kill her? Is it some kind of cure, like the scientist implied?” I pressed, desperation flaring up in my voice. His eyes narrowed, and he rose to his feet, apparently done with the conversation. I leaped up, equally annoyed, and made to circle around the table. What I’d do once I got there, I wasn’t sure, but I knew I was sick to death of being treated like some kind of oblivious child. I stopped short, however, as Isabella and Agnes came trouncing through the dining area, both wearing ridiculous wide brimmed hats and white gloves. Robert met my gaze as they approached, his expression clouded with worry, but I decided in that moment not to reveal what I’d learned. At least, not yet. As much as I felt like Isabella was entitled to know, especially considering how close she and Agnes had grown, I didn’t want to be the one to divulge what Agnes was probably waiting for the right moment to reveal, herself.

“Well, don’t you two look prim and proper,” Robert announced, voice quaking as the two stopped in front of us. Agnes whipped open a fan, fanning her face with it and speaking in an exaggerated southern drawl.

“Oh, Robert, darling. You do go on,” she said grandly, looking at Isabella with a faint smile. Isabella opened her own fan, fluttering it in front of the lower half of her face and peering over the top with a devious expression.

“And my, my. What is a proper gentleman like you doing in a place like this?” Isabella implored, botching the accent but managing to lower my metaphorical hackles just the same. “Look, Rob, my man. I bought you a shot glass,” she cheered, fumbling in her bag to produce a glass in the shape of a pig. Or, rather, two pigs, stacked on top of each other. On the side, in chicken scratch print were the words, “Pork the one you love.” I snorted, waiting for Robert to erupt in some indignant outburst that would be properly befitting of a British gentleman upon being presented such a gift.

“Oh, my. What a lovely gift. So thoughtful,” he said, sounding every bit as delighted as he was obviously pretending to be. He brought it up to his eyes, turning it in his hand with a hum and a chortle. “I can’t thank you enough, Isabella, having gone out of your way in such a manner. Just for me!” He continued with a smile, and Isabella was practically glowing at the praise. In was certain she hadn’t expected as much, but she didn’t seem bothered by it in any case. She glanced in my direction and, likely upon seeing my look of distress, rushed towards me. She rummaged through her bag once more, producing the very ‘baby bell’ she had been speaking so insistently about. I stared at it, mouth slightly agape.

“Don’t worry, I didn’t separate the family. Not really. I got the mommy bell for Agnes, and... well, the daddy can be a big sister in a pinch, I guess. A baby bell for a baby Bean,” she grinned, waving her own bell in excitement and taking immense pleasure in the sound of the ringing. Agnes shook hers as well, though she was noticeably more restrained in the action. She looked at me, a rather strange expression crossing her face.

“Dear girl, are you quite alright? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” the older woman gently murmured, gripping my chin in my hand and turning my face from side to side to look me over. I laughed breathlessly, awkwardly stepping away and looking at the small bell as if it was the most magnificent gift I’d ever been presented.

“I’m fine, Agnes, perfectly fine. I am just astonished that you two would, ah... go through so much trouble!” I squawked out, the words sounding terribly forced even to my own ears. If Isabella caught on to the lilt in my tone, she gave no indication, gesturing for us to follow along. 

“Aggie and I went ahead and covered the check. Well, Aggie did. But I was very supportive of the action,” she grinned, grabbing one final object out of her bag. I wondered, vaguely, how it had fit, but as she withdrew a cowboy hat and replaced Robert’s bowler hat with it, Agnes laughed outright hysterically. I couldn’t help but smile a bit at the taken aback look Robert was expressing, holding his bowler in my hands.

“Alright, alright, you’ve all had your fun,” he sighed, moving to grab his cap from me. I tossed it over his head to Isabella, jogging ahead so that Izzie and I could continue the game of keep away. Even Agnes seemed thrilled to take part, and although Robert clearly wanted to begrudge us, he finally settled upon wearing the cowboy hat until we got bored.

“Howdy partner,” Agnes said slyly, and Isabella snickered at Robert’s bland expression.

“Howdy... y’all,” he said in a strange approximation to a southern accent. It was entertaining to say the least, though as we walked out to the car and I trailed behind the remainder of the group, I couldn’t help feeling as if I were more lost than ever before. The information that I was given by the older gentleman didn’t seem to fit, but I couldn’t exactly question it. It was all the information I had to go on for the time being, and truthfully, I couldn’t imagine Robert making up such a scandalous misrepresentation of the truth. Deep in my gut, I knew that if we didn’t act, and act soon, Agnes would inevitably perish. How long we had wasn’t clear, but with every passing day, Agnes seemed to grow more frantic and Robert could only console her so much. I didn’t want to imagine Isabella having to live without the mother figure so soon after being taken in. I didn’t want to think about losing Agnes at all.

“Little Bean, you in there? We’re heading to the site of the Lost Colony. Come on, girl,” Isabella piped up, nudging me towards the car when I didn’t budge. I forced a smile, settling in my seat as the others got inside as well. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know who to turn to. I was simply afraid. Deeply and completely afraid.
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Isabella and Agnes carried on their butchered southern accents for some time, due in part to neither Robert nor myself feeling any sort of desire to halt their fun. Agnes was, for once, entirely relaxed in the front seat, only expression any sort of disdain when Isabella began to engage her in a sword fight with their fans. Even then, it was clear that the distraction from her looming fatality was appreciated on the part of the elder woman. Isabella might not have known the extent of the danger that lie ahead of us, but she knew how to bring the laughs in a pinch. It wasn’t what most would consider a special talent, but anything that could put a smile on the brooding face of Agnes was beyond extraordinary. Robert and I occasionally exchanged looks from our side of the car, and while it was quite clear he didn’t want me to relay the information I’d been divulged, he seemed a bit concerned about my well being. It seemed, at the very least, he had accepted that he wasn’t the only one in our little troupe that cared about the oldest woman’s well being. It was a small step, but a step forward all the same. 

“So, what is it about this Lost Colony that’s so important? For that matter, what makes it so lost?” Isabella paused, gesturing to the sign that directed tourists to the next stop. “Doesn’t look terribly lost to me,” she mumbled. Agnes laughed breathlessly, brushing the back of her hand across her forehead to wipe away a bit of perspiration.

“Well, I’m glad you asked. Park right here,  Robert,” Agnes ordered, finally taking off her wide brimmed hat and placing it in the seat as she got out of the car. “The Lost Colony isn’t lost because of the location itself. It’s because of the English settlers that disappeared without a trace. Three years after their final shipment of supplies from England, John White returned, only to find that all the settlers had disappeared. There was no sign of them, and the only sign that anything may have been amiss was the word carved into the outer fence when White returned—the letters C-R-O-A-T-O-A-N,” The older woman explained, leaning against the side of the car. The Fort Raleigh National Historic Site had preserved the location effectively enough, though it mostly seemed to be a tourist attraction of sorts. I could only assume any studies conducted in the area had long since ceased, but it didn’t seem to dissuade Agnes at all.

“Croatoan, huh? Sounds like some kind of weird alien stuff. Maybe they were abducted,” Isabella idly suggested, trailing along behind Agnes. I snorted, and the older woman laughed airily as she waved her off.

“Oh, dear. Extraterrestrials have much more important things to do than abduct English settlers,” she insisted, and we all shared a laugh in spite of how strangely serious Agnes sounded. Isabella strode along, stopping short as a vast array of flowers came into view. I paused beside her, feeling strangely giddy at the sight of the beautiful display.

“What’s all that?” I inquired softly, gesturing towards the fields of flowers. Agnes hummed, rummaging in her purse for a moment before depositing a twenty dollar bill into my palm.

“That would be the Elizabethan Gardens. They’re intended to serve as a memorial for the first settlers. It’s also a period typical piece, that is, what a garden may have looked like during the Elizabethan era. You two should check it out while Robert and I explore the rest of the Site,” she smiled, looking between the two of us before glancing at Robert from the corner of her eye. His expression was troubled, and I vaguely wondered if Agnes had caught on to my new knowledge about her condition. She said nothing to indicate as much, simply drawing Isabella in for a brief hug before nudging her in the direction of the gardens.

“Why do I have the feeling you’re just trying to get rid of us?” Isabella asked with a slyly raised brow, and Agnes rolled her eyes as she brushed her off.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Why would I want to get rid of you? I would have taken you back to the cabin if I wanted privacy,” she said dismissively. I thought to ask to tag along with Agnes and Robert and try to listen in on whatever private conversation they would undeniably engage in. However, Isabella grabbed me by the arm and pulled me towards the garden, her hat bouncing on her head.

“I wonder if there are any gardenias,” Isabella mused aloud, and I had to repress a shudder at the memory that brought to light. I had almost forgotten about the possibility of running into Martin during the trip, but the prospect was now at the forefront of my mind again. Isabella seemed oblivious to my dismay, dragging me along to buy a pass into the gardens. Once the money had been exchanged and we’d received our passes, Isabella and I meandered into the gardens.

“You know, I think you might have been on to something,” I said with a sigh, and Isabella looked vaguely confused as we walked side by side along the path. “As far as the two of them trying to get rid of us,” I clarified, receiving a scoff for my efforts.

“Who knows. Let them carry on with their old people business, whatever it may be,” she said quietly, seemingly absorbed in the multitude of flowers surrounding us. “Oh, these are pretty. Will you take a picture of me with these as a backdrop?” Isabella asked abruptly, handing her phone to me. I swiped the screen, briefly tempted to snoop through her messages—especially as a new phone popped up from an unfamiliar female. Unfamiliar to me, at least. I decided it was none of my business, however, framing Isabella in the photo and snapping several until I was sure she’d be satisfied. As she walked back towards me, an expression of delight making her seem borderline angelic, I grinned in spite of my misgivings about the garden.

“Going to send those pics to your little friend? I’d expect you’d be wearing a lot less in those selfies,” I teased, giving her a nudge in the side. Isabella laughed, shoving me playfully in turn. 

“Oh, please. I barely even know her name,” the dark haired woman said carelessly, though I watched as her eyes traced along the screen of her phone. “It’s a good thing you and Aggie talked me into getting a new phone, after the... incident, with the last one,” she mused, tucking it in her pocket and giving me her undivided attention. I shuffled a bit awkwardly, not really comfortable with that subject of conversation arising again. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to get all sullen. I just... I guess I never really thanked you guys for having my back,” she hummed, leaning in to sniff a particularly tall rose bush. I shrugged, then realizing she couldn’t see me, cleared my throat. 

“Well, we all could have approached the situation a bit differently. Just the same, I’m glad we talked you into getting a new phone too. Even if it is just to send tawdry photos to flight attendants,” I smiled, jogging ahead as Isabella leered at me. She was adjusting to her disability with every passing day, and she could nearly run on pace with me now. Well, who was I kidding? She could probably outrun me if given the opportunity. Just the same, I wasn’t going to make it easy for her to catch up with me. I outright sprinted as I heard her beginning to give chase, laughing loudly and breathlessly as we darted down the winding paths of the gardens. It was fortunate that there didn’t seem to be many others at the historical site that day, or we’d have likely been scolded for our childish behavior. Even if Robert had been with us, we might not have had the opportunity to let loose. Regardless of whether or not Agnes was making an excuse to get rid of Isabella and myself for a little while, I was almost... grateful. Since Robert had told me how serious the situation truly was, I’d not had the opportunity to relax. For her part, Isabella had been worried sick about Agnes, in spite of her attempts to keep everyone in good spirits.

“Son of a—I didn’t come here to exercise, little Bean,” Isabella called out, sounding a mix of exasperated and amused. 

“Too bad. We need to get you back in shape. All that chocolate is going to your gut,” I called over my shoulder, slowing in spite of my words. I panted for breath, resting my hands on my knees as I nearly doubled over to catch my breath. Isabella approached me slowly, seeming a bit tuckered out as well. 

“My body is in impeccable shape, you sour grape,” she rasped out, brushing her hair away from her eyes. I chuckled, shrugging my shoulders innocently. “Well, at least I can take comfort in both of us being out of shape,” she sighed, grabbing me by my sleeve and pulling me along. “The replica of a Tudor Gate House should be next. I have no idea what a Tudor Gate House, is but, y’know. I’m all in, at this point,” she continued, releasing me once I began to match her pace. 

“You know, for the mysterious history behind this place, they do keep it rather beautiful,” I mused, hands swinging at my sides as I walked. Isabella nodded her agreement, and as we came to the looming structure that I could only guess was the gate house, we slowed to a stop. 

“It's beautiful...I am glad to be here with someone I consider family” I said as we stood staring at the house. We didn't notice the man standing behind us.

“Oh, what a sweet notion. I must agree one hundred percent, dear girl. After all, what do we have in this world but our loved ones? And those who love us in turn?” A saccharine voice cooed, and chills went down my spine as I realized I recognized that voice. Isabella’s teeth were bared in what could only be called a snarl as she placed herself between me and the man who had intruded on our moment, as it were. I knew it was inevitable, but just the same, I wished I could have put our meeting off a little longer.

“Hello, Martin.”
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Chapter Seven
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“Oh, please, Abigail. I would think we’re past such formalities. Why not call me Marty, or—” the man began, cutting himself short as Isabella made to lurch towards him. I just managed to stop her, gripping her by the back of her shirt and holding her as close to me as I could manage. I could understand that she wanted nothing more than to kill the man after all he had put her through, hell, I wanted much the same. Just as well, it wouldn’t do to make a scene in public, and it would be even worse to alert Agnes to the situation. I didn’t know what role, exactly, Martin played in finding the formula. I only knew that he wanted to come between our group and our end goal. 

“What the hell are you doing here, you scumbag?” Isabella demanded, hands flexing at her sides. Martin touched his hand to his chest, as if taken aback by her intense dislike. It was as if he had completely forgotten everything he put us through, though I very well knew that was not the case. 

“Oh, dear. I’ve come to speak to you! The key, the final missing piece of the puzzle. A special one you are, dear girl. Special indeed,” he crooned, moving to step towards us. Isabella stood her ground, her expression bitter.

“Yeah, you keep pressing that issue, but you don’t even know my name. If I were special, don’t you think it would be prudent to know who I actually am?” My friend demanded scornfully, although Martin didn’t seem terribly troubled by her irritation. He waved her off, looking between the two of us much like a cat that was making the choice between a tasty canary and a delicious little mouse.

“Your name isn’t the important thing, dear. Do you think Agnes has kept the same name all along? Of course not, but she’s always been a crucial component to this coming to fruition. Just like you, the key. Granted, she’s not nearly as important as you. No, not by a longshot,” Martin hummed, drifting closer and closer to us. Isabella refused to take a step back, but I finally forced her to, keeping her at my side.

“Why do you keep calling her that? The key? The key to what? And what are you implying about Agnes...,” I trailed off, sensing that Isabella was growing more and more irate by the second. 

“Oh, goody. She’s not told you. It’s just like the old biddy to keep such delightful secrets to herself, especially since.... Well, since she met me,” the eccentric man grinned, opening his arms and splaying his hands out as if he wanted to draw us into an embrace. “We’re all of a like mind, the three of us. At least, we would be, if you would just make an effort to see things my way. Why do you make it so difficult, my beautiful, special girls,” he cooed, stepping forward. Isabella growled like some kind of rabid beast, hands curled into a ripping motion as she moved to close the distance.

“Don’t you dare speak to either of us like that,” I hissed, sensing how uneasy my dear friend was in spite of the facade she presented. Martin looked taken aback, once more gasping as if I’d caught him with his hand in the cookie jar. 

“Oh, you mean to tell me you don’t like it? But isn’t that how family communicates? We value each other. We’re precious to one another—,” Martin paused, his smile twisting into a mockery of the sincerity he had tried to articulate. “Oh, you know what. Forget it. I thought I could talk sense into you, but you’re so far up the old biddy’s tail end that I know you won’t see reason. And, after all, Abigail: I have no real use for you. You’re not the one I want,” he chuckled, stepping forward and grasping Isabella by the wrist. He pulled her into a spin, drawing her towards his chest and wrapping an arm around her throat. She went still, her expression that of a rabid animal backed into a corner. I felt my own lips curling into a snarl, but Martin loosened his grip on her—just marginally. “Don’t you think it’s time you stopped gallivanting around with a crew of wannabe detectives? Let’s be reasonable now, Isabella Dunn. You think I know nothing about you, but I know everything there is to know. I know that you are a sweet, kind, generous soul...,” he paused, gripping her by the chin and forcing her to look him in the eye. She began to struggle in his grip, but he shushed her, glaring daggers at me as I tried to step forward. “Let me speak to her or I’ll break both of your necks,” he hissed. Isabella shifted in his grip, staring him defiantly in the eye.

“It’s okay, Abigail. Don’t worry. He’s bluffing, he needs me,” she hissed out, grinning wickedly at the look of stunned fury in Martin’s gaze. I was a bit taken aback by the use of my full name, and realized just how serious the situation was from Isabella’s use of it.

“I don’t need you! I need... I need... agh. I could see you bled dry like a stuck pig, but I’m offering you an opportunity, Isabella. It would be wise for you to at least consider my offer before going absolutely mad,” he retorted, allowing her a bit of breathing room as he released her. A lock of his hair hung over his eyes, and he flicked it back, standing upright and brushing himself off a bit—as if we were some kind of filth not even worthy of clinging to his coattails. “Now. I know how important your family is to you. You’ve said it yourself. That’s what matters most to you in this lifetime, more than women, riches, or anything else that I could begin to offer you. You thought your family line ended with your father and your brother, but that’s simply not the case. There’s a whole tangled web of descendants that share your same blood, and I can see that you come to know them,” he paused, correcting himself after a moment. “Not the exact same blood, but part of the dna that trickles through their bodies is echoed in your own. You’ve had chance to cure, where they’ve not, but...,” he trailed off, shaking his head.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about and why the hell I should care. Leave me and my friend alone, and go along your merry way. I have a family already—a perfectly fine family, that my blood couldn’t hope to compare to,” Isabella grumbled, turning her back on him. He glowered for a moment, and I found that I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. There was something magnetic about him, something that shook me to my core but nonetheless made it impossible to bid a quick escape. 

“There, you’re wrong. They could not hope to compare to your blood—your lineage! Not in a million years. You are a once in a lifetime opportunity, no matter how many years that life may span,” he said in hushed tones, gripping Isabella by the arm once more. She wheeled around, rearing back as if preparing to strike. He held a hand out, a simply piece of card stock gripped between his fingers. Isabella looked at him like he’d grown a second head, tentatively taking the paper from his hand. She considered it for a long moment, and though it was obvious she wanted nothing more than to dispose of it, she tucked it into her pocket.

“What makes you so sure I’d be willing to forsake Agnes? She’s everything to me. I would give anything for her,” she whispered, her hands tightened into fists.

“I can tell you that Agnes won’t be of this Earth for much longer. She’s danced with death for far too long, and her time is coming due. This girl, this little Bean as you call her... she may seem important, but she’s not worthy of your company. None of them are worthy. I’m scarcely worthy myself, but dear Isabella, I assure you... I’m the only one who comes close,” he grinned, his eyes flashing with a strange desire. I shuddered, internally bidding Isabella to step away and simply take leave with me. I knew his words about Agnes were true, though I had no idea how he knew it as well as Robert, and before I even knew. Just the same, I wasn’t willing to stay and find out. 

“What do you mean? Agnes isn’t dying. She’s in perfect health, she’s the fittest old broad I’ve  ever met in my life. Hell, I’m sure she’ll outlive me,” Isabella grumbled, taking a step away from Martin, as if my pleading eyes were magnetic as well. 

“She’s in perfect health, now, yes. But everyone has to meet their maker eventually. I assure you that if things go as planned, your dear Agnes Astor Smith will be laid to rest, far, far away from her place of birth,” he hummed. I felt my eyes widen, and Isabella moved to trail behind him as he turned his back on us. “I’ve wasted all the time I can. If you come to the wise decision, good for you. If not... I’m afraid there’s nothing more to be done for you. I will come for you Isabella, one way or another. You hold a key that no one else will ever hold, save myself. I will see you dripping from my fingertips, be it willingly or otherwise,” he smiled a sleazy smile as he looked over his shoulder at us, and I fought to swallow the bile rising in my throat. Isabella stopped short, his words seeming to startle her as well. “Consider my offer. Until we meet again, dear,” he called out, throwing down what appeared to be some sort of black capsule. All at once, the area exploded in smoke, and I struggled to find Isabella in the darkness. I could hear her coughing, and rushing towards her, clinging as tightly to her as I could.

“There, there. I’m here. Stupid asshole and his stupid melodramatics,” Isabella hissed, even as the smoke began to clear. Once I lay eyes on my dear friend again, I nearly burst into tears at the look in her eye. She looked defeated, in a way. It was clear that Martin’s words were having a serious effect on her psyche. I gripped her by the hand, pulling her out of the gardens as we both gasped for breath. 

“Don’t listen to him, Isabella. He’s not a good person. He can only cause trouble for you, and I just—,” I cut myself short, nearing hysterics. “

“I know. I just... what do we tell Agnes? What am I supposed to say to her? Do you really think she’s dying?” She asked weakly, looking as if she wanted nothing more than to say ‘screw it’ and fling herself to the ground in defeat. I tried to get back in the proper state of mind, realizing that my panic was doing nothing to help the situation. Isabella needed me, and in spite of everything, I was sure that Agnes needed my aid... my help, my protection.

“I think it’s best we don’t say anything to Agnes. It’ll only get her all worked up, and that’s no good for any of us. We’ll tell her we explored the garden, and didn’t find anything. That’s what she’ll have expected anyway. Then... then, we can come up with some sort of plan. If Martin has your family—,” I began, only for her to brusquely cut me off.

“I told you. You’re my family. Not him, nor anyone under his control. We don’t have to tell Agnes what happened, but if any of my kin are helping him... they’re no longer my kin,” she said decisively.

That, I suppose, was that.
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When we met back up with Agnes and Robert, they were watching what appeared to be some sort of reenactment scene—complete with actors in period appropriate clothes. It was a bit strange, considering that the actors weren’t doing much of consequence, simply washing clothes in wash basins while one focused on jotting down notes on a piece of paper. I fell into place beside the two as Isabella stood somewhat quietly at my side.

“Did you two have fun?” Agnes asked idly, her attention seeming to be focused on the one particular actor who didn’t seem to fit in with the others, the one wrapped up in jotting down what I could only guess was crucial information. I gave her a slight nudge, raising a brow quizzically as she turned to look at me.

“It was... interesting, to say the least. What are we watching here? Some kind of reenactment? It doesn’t seem terribly exciting,” I mused aloud, shifting from foot to foot as Agnes chuckled breathily.

“I’m not quite sure. Robert and I thought it was some sort of act being played out, but...,” she trailed off, approaching the very man she’d been staring at. She waved a hand in front of his eyes, but he seemed oblivious to her presence, tapping his quill to his cheek before exhaling a sigh and resuming his work. After a moment, Agnes grunted and slapped him across the face—to our collective shock. Except her hand didn’t exactly make contact with his skin. It sort of phased through him, his flesh wavering and almost seeming to glitch until he rose to his feet and strode away from his small writing nook. I looked on as all around us, the skin of the other supposed actors blackened and began to appear to rot. I grimaced as they collapsed to the ground in a pile of bones, all of them with some sort of sickly green steam rising from their remains. I glanced to Robert, who watched the scene with a grim expression.

“Some sort of time rip, then?” Isabella prompted quietly, hands tucked into her pockets. Agnes raised a brow, considering the younger woman before shaking off whatever seemed to be bothering her.

“I’m not sure how you would know anything about that, but... essentially, yes. A tear in the space time continuum, revealing an image of the past... presumably,” Agnes explained, waving a hand grandly at the wide open and empty space before us.

“I didn’t peg you as an astrophysicist,” I said mildly, though Agnes only waved me off. 

“I dabble in bits and pieces of everything, dear. How do you suppose I would know about extraterrestrials?” She paused, as if giving us time to laugh. Robert chuckled a bit uncomfortably, but Isabella and I only stared at the woman who floundered a bit. “I’m being facetious, of course,” Agnes pressed. Isabella barked out a sudden and abrupt laugh, but immediately fell silent once more. I groaned internally at how obviously uncomfortable the situation was, but shook off any second thoughts as I stepped towards Agnes and gestured to where the phantom of a man had been sitting.

“You seemed particularly preoccupied with this guy. Do you think he had anything to do with what we’re looking for?” I inquired, tapping my foot anxiously. The elder woman’s expression turned a bit distant, and I could only wait for her to come back around. Isabella was muttering quietly to Robert just behind us, and though I couldn’t make out the words, I had an idea of what they were talking about considering the elder man’s expression. I hadn’t mentioned keeping the situation on the down low as far as he went. No matter, then. I needed to focus on Agnes—who looked as if she were slowly coming back down to earth.

“I am fairly certain that he had plenty to do with our plan, as it were. Robert has mentioned looking into a connection with the sole remaining descendant of the Sappony tribe, who were rumored to have connections with the lost settlers of Roanoke themselves. If anyone has information regarding the page we’re seeking, I would presume it’s him. He works at a tobacco shop a few miles down the road. That will be our next stop,” Agnes said hurriedly, seemingly unaware of the collective discomfort in our group. I met Isabella’s gaze, and although I felt Agnes deserved to know what was going on, I felt we were better off keeping her in the dark for now. I could only hope Robert and I would be on the same page in that regard.

“Right, right. Off to the Raging Bull Tobacco Shop we go, then.” Robert announced, gripping Isabella tightly by the wrist and pulling her in the direction of the car. Agnes watched the two with a rather strange expression, but said nothing about their sudden closeness, or the way the elder man was whispering frantically into Isabella’s ear. I walked alongside her with as much cheer as I could muster, settling in the back seat of our rental car and folding my arms over my chest. Isabella fidgeted a bit uncomfortably at my side, but before I could ask what was bothering her, she closed her eyes and seemed to try and dismiss everything that was going on around us. 

The Raging Bull Tobacco Shop certainly had an intimidating name, but there was nothing intimidating about the simple front deck with a porch swing, and a carved wooden native American propped up next to the door. I stared at the place with about as much delight as a kid being forced to go to the dentist, giving Isabella a nudge and gesturing towards the building. She stared for a moment before shrugging and pushing out of the car. Agnes was swift to trail behind her, and Robert lingered in the car a moment longer as I stared at the storefront.

“Isabella explained your run in with Martin. As much as I hate to suggest this, we will need to watch ourselves around her. With her true family at stake, there’s no guarantee we can trust her,” he said quietly, meeting my gaze with a serious expression. I frowned, wanting to leap to my friend’s defense. He had a point, however, as much as I wanted to deny it. As much as Isabella insisted we were her real family, there had to be something to the idea of Martin holding her blood kin captive. I swallowed any feelings of unease as I slid out of the car, making myself as positive and presentable as I could manage. Agnes had already gone inside the tobacco shop, while Izzie sat on the porch swing, slowly swaying back and forth. Her expression was troubled, not that I could blame her considering all we’d been through in the past few hours. I took a step towards the swing, pausing and internally rerouting to the store itself. As I stepped inside, I saw Agnes hurriedly speaking to a burly looking man behind the counter. His skin was dark, as if kissed by the sun, and his long beard was woven into a gray braid. He looked rather serene in spite of Agnes’ obvious agitation—at least obvious to me. I approached her from behind, gently resting a hand on her shoulder. Some scarce moments later, Robert stepped into the building as well. It seemed a bit strange not having the final member of our party present, but I could only assume she was trying to cope with everything that had happened.

“So, you claim to be the sole remaining member of the Sappony tribe. I was under the impression that your people had died out,” Agnes asked in a somewhat sweet tone, though there was a dangerous undertone to her voice as well. Whatever we were looking for, it seemed that the elder woman was only getting more and more frantic to find it. If this man was pulling her leg, as large and intimidating as he was, I had no doubt she would clock him across the jaw.. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that—I wasn’t meant to work for pennies in a prison labor yard. Of course, I hadn’t felt as if I was meant to work for thousands per check for an eccentric scientist of sorts, either. One option was notably more pleasant than the other, however, and I tightened my grip on Agnes’ shoulder in an attempt to soothe her. She frowned, examining me from the corner of her eye with a rather haughty expression.

“I do not just claim it, ma’am. I am, indeed, the sole descendant of my people. I try to keep it quiet, as it were, you see... I’m not particularly thrilled by the idea of undergoing years of dna testing and interviews just because of my bloodline. I only want to live a simple life. Your friend, Robert, said this was a life or death matter. It is the only reason I am willing to help you. Well, not just you. A friend of yours came in a little while ago, asking me for the information you seek. I’m a bit surprised that he didn’t share the information with you, after all, you’d have only missed him by a few minutes,” the man rumbled, tapping his finger to his chin. Agnes tensed, and I glanced towards Robert who was exceptionally pale. Certainly it couldn’t be so... but it appeared that Martin had beat us to the punch, if not by a substantial period of time.

“Where did you send him? If the journal page is hidden somewhere in this town, where would it be hidden?” Agnes demanded, slamming her hands down on top of the counter. The Sappony man considered us with a deadpan expression, taking her gingerly by the wrists and lifting them up and off the counter.

“If you would be careful not to disturb my merchandise,” he said coolly, crossing arms as thick as tree trunks over his burly chest. “Your friend didn’t give me much information as to what you were looking for—neither Robert nor that Martin fellow. He seemed rather hurried, truth be told. But if there’s something of great value hidden in this city, I can think of only one place that would be a worthy hiding place. There is a plot in the cemetery where my people are buried. For all intents and purposes, it appears to be a grave, but it is instead a memorial for the lives of my people. It is where I will be buried when I die, the final Sappony laid to rest,” he said brusquely, seeming nonplussed by the increasing panic in Agnes’ eyes. “You can understand, it would be the end of the mystery. With no remaining descendants of the lost colonists, or anyone hypothesized to be descended as such, the lost colonists would truly be lost... forever,” the man continued.

“We need to move, Agnes. We’re wasting too much time. We need to get to this cemetery before Martin gets the chance,” Robert said in a rush, gripping his friend by the arm and tugging her towards the door. She looked more sickly than ever, sicklier than she had even seemed in the airplane ride on the trip here.

“We’re too late,” she whispered, her hands trembling as she was guided from the building. I quickly offered the tobacco salesman my thanks before darting behind them. I nearly slammed into the back of Agnes just short of the driveway. “No... No! You can’t!” She screamed, and I peered over her shoulder just in time to watch Isabella step into a conspicuous black van. I would recognize the driver anywhere, and a sinking sensation nearly brought me to my knees. “You can’t do this! You can’t take her!” Agnes continued to shout, lunging towards the van. Robert gripped her tightly, refusing to let her risk her life.

“She’s going of her own volition, Agnes. The more time we spend crying over rotten apples, the less we have to get to the cemetery,” Robert insisted, pushing her towards our vehicle even as the black van lurched onto the road with a squeal of its tires. I rushed to jump in the car as well, rubbing the elder woman’s shoulders as she began to hyperventilate.

“What do you mean? Of her own volition? Why would she—,” Agnes began through her tears, and I swallowed my own misery in an attempt to comfort the older woman.

“Martin has her family. He claims... he claims that if she doesn’t come with him, they’ll be killed. She told me she wouldn’t dream of joining him, but...,” I trailed off, rubbing my eyes wearily. Agnes’ expression softened briefly, before growing extraordinarily steely. “He keeps referring to her as some sort of key. I don’t understand,” I continued, realizing it was the worst time to press for information but being unable to help myself.

“I’ll explain everything once we get the final piece of the puzzle, Abigail. Don’t worry. Everything will be alright,” Agnes said quietly, staring ahead of us as the van sped into the distance. Robert pushed the car to move as fast as he could, and just as we seemed to be gaining some distance on the other vehicle, something crashed through the windshield. Agnes’ screams drowned out the sound of my own as the car lurched off the road, nearly coming off of its wheels while we were thrown around like helpless ragdolls. As soon as the car came to a stop, I climbed out, collapsing on the ground and retching as the anxiety seemed to catch up with me all at once. Agnes looked like a deer in headlights in the front seat, the glass from the windshield having sliced into her skin but fortunately having done little damage. Robert coughed to get my attention, having lurched out of the car himself. He gestured towards the elder woman’s lap, and I was startled to see a large chunk of glass protruding just above her knee. I felt the blood drain from my face at the sight, looking to Robert for some sort of instruction.

“Let’s get her out of the car and call for help. Call an ambulance,” he ordered gently, opening the door for Agnes and moving to scoop her up. She scowled at him, slapping his hands away and edging out of the car, only for her leg to give out from under her. She collapsed to the ground with a cry of pain, clutching the piece of glass as if she wanted nothing more than to rip it free of her flesh. 

“Wait—” I cried out, too late to stop her as she did just that. The overwhelming scent of blood nearly bowled me over, and I covered my mouth to stave off the rising bile in my throat.

“You are not calling an ambulance Robert, don’t be ridiculous. They wouldn’t even know how to handle someone with my delicate condition,” she hissed, applying pressure to the wound on her leg with a slight groan of pain. 

“I’m pretty sure they’ve dealt with car accidents in North Carolina, Agnes. We’re not that far into left field,” I argued, grabbing my phone from my pocket. At least, I tried to, only to find it wasn’t there. I ventured a glance into the wrecked car, resisting the desire to cry out in frustration as I saw my phone lying shattered, face down in the backseat.

“That’s not what I mean Abigail,” Agnes gritted out, using Robert’s aid to pull herself to her feet. She stood on wobbly legs, glancing in the direction that the van had gone. Tears sprang to her eyes, and I had the feeling it had very little to do with the gaping wound in her leg. “We can walk to the cemetery from here. It’s not that far. It’s not too late,” Agnes muttered, gripping Robert by the arm and making an attempt to step forward.

“It’s too late, dear woman. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. It’s too late. You need to cling to health in what time you have left, and at least let me call a tow truck so we can go to the cabin and patch you up,” Robert said in hushed tones, only for Agnes to turn an angry glare upon him. Soon, her anger gave way to desperation, and she clutched his jacket as she buried her face in his chest, inconsolable sobs wracked her body. I stood off to the side, feeling extraordinarily awkward and dismayed. I didn’t quite know the whole story of why we needed to find the journal pages, and at this rate it seemed like I wouldn’t find out.

“It’s not like you’re going to die tomorrow, right? The formula... there’s still time. We can bargain with Martin,” I said urgently, stepping towards the two. Agnes’ sobs gave way to borderline hysterical laughter as she allowed her legs to give out and fully collapse on the ground.

“Martin won’t be doing me any favors. It’s not like the formula will be of any use without Isabella, in any case. She turned her back on us... on me—,” she paused, her body quaking with rage.

“What does Isabella have to do with anything?” I demanded angrily, crouching in front of the despairing woman. Robert dropped to his knees at her other side, wrapping an arm around her shoulders as much as she seemed to want to resist. “Just tell me what’s going on. Please. After all this time, I have a right to know,” I implored, taking Agnes by the hand.

“The key was a crucial component to the formula. Flamel’s particular formula was orchestrated around his own lifeblood, and it would be useless with any other form of life essence. You can’t just take any blood and toss it in a vial, and become—” Robert gritted out, falling silent as Agnes leveled a glare upon him.

“She is so much more than a key, you... you stupid man. Her purpose in the elixir wasn’t the only reason I took her in. I loved that wicked young woman. I’d never been able to conceive and... it was like having a piece of him with me,” Agnes muttered, burying her face in her hands.

“Of who!?” I screamed, my voice going hoarse. “Nothing you’re saying is making any sense!” I pressed, grabbing Robert by the lapels in my frustration.

“Flamel! Nicholas Flamel! It was like having a piece of Flamel with me. It’s been so long... so damned long. I missed him so terribly,” Agnes mumbled. I snorted in disbelief, sitting back on my haunches and staring at her as if she had lost her mind. As far as I was concerned, they both had. Everyone in this entire operation had seemed to have lost their ever loving minds.

“Right, right, you miss Flamel. Next thing you’ll be telling me is that we’re searching for the formula for everlasting life,” I said scornfully, crossing my arms. The two exchanged a guilty look, and my heart dropped into my stomach. They had to be having some sort of laugh at my expense. It was such an elaborately executed hoax, but that’s what it had to be. That’s all it possibly could be.

“Not quite...,” Agnes began, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Certainly they would tell me something that made sense, not just some fairy tale about Agnes being immortal or something equally impossible. “The formula was intended for everlasting life. It wasn’t quite perfected. It has worked for centuries, but the effect is wearing thin. If I don’t find a way of remaking the formula, or something akin to it, then... I’ll die,” she continued, staring at the wound on her leg. “There is so much more that I wanted to experience. I truly wanted to experience what it was like to have a family... to be a mother,” she murmured. I stared between them, waiting for the punchline. It didn’t seem to be forthcoming. 

“Agnes... you can’t be serious. This is the stuff out of fairy tales. This is fantasy. This isn’t reality. You can’t live forever,” I said urgently, reaching out to grab her by the shoulders. She looked me in the eye, her expression somewhat bitter as she too reached out, touching my cheek.

“No. Not anymore.”
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Chapter Nine
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Agnes seemed resigned to her fate, and truth be told, Robert nor I knew what to do to comfort her. The tow truck had arrived some hours ago, and we’d called a cab to hitch a ride home. Agnes had blown off the concern of the expenses, making some mention of a gold spinning practice that she had perfected over the years. I was at the point where I felt somewhat numb to everything the older woman told me. After all, after learning that her life, which has spanned centuries, would be coming to an end due in part to my foolishness was a bitter pill to swallow. She would have told me not to blame myself, I’m sure, if she weren’t so wrapped up in her own misery. Robert continuously made an effort to make her see the beauty that remained in her life, but she wasn’t prepared to hear it. I wasn’t sure she ever would be.

“We could still check the cemetery. Maybe they looked over the journal page,” I offered, rubbing the elder woman’s shoulder comfortingly. Agnes said nothing, staring straight ahead as if she’d not heard me in the first place.

“It’s fruitless at this point, dear girl,” Robert murmured gently, looking as if he wanted nothing more than to take the older woman’s pain away. 

“We don’t know that. They could have overlooked something... or... or...,” I cut myself off with a soft sigh, realizing just how pointless the conversation was. They refused to hear me, refused to hear that there may be any measure of hope left in our time together. Perhaps I was being naive, but I was sure there was some piece of the puzzle that was still missing. I wasn’t sure what could possibly make this situation any more positive, but there had to be something—hadn’t there?

“It’s alright Abigail. I appreciate your attempts to comfort me. I just have to accept that this last ditch effort was for naught. It is time for me to meet my maker, and perhaps I will finally be reunited with Flamel. One can dream, in any case. It’s a bit of a shame, though... your father was something of a looker himself, and I would have liked the opportunity to get to know him,” Agnes sighed, lighting a cigarette and taking a long drag from it. Robert grimaced, but said nothing regarding the habit. I could only look on in disbelief as these two people who had been so confident and ready for adventure were simply casting aside any chance that we might solve this final mystery.

“For the right amount of money, I’m sure you could buy a sample of the elixir off of Martin. Even if he doesn’t like you, I doubt he’d be willing to turn down the proper offer,” I said confidently, taking Agnes by the hands. “You can’t just give up like this. There’s so much left for all of us to explore together. Regardless of what Isabella did to us, there’s the opportunity to move forward from this. I’ll even set you up with my dad if it would cheer you up. He seemed pretty interested in you as well, if I’m being honest,” I said hurriedly, smiling up at her from my crouched position. She leaned back on the sofa in the cabin, turning her gaze towards the ceiling and exhaling a puff of smoke.

“As much as I appreciate the offer, I can feel the life fading from my body with each passing day. It’s only a matter of time at this point, dear girl. I wouldn’t want to cause your father any heartache. I’m sorry enough to be causing you and Robert any sorrow,” she paused, taking another draw. “As far as paying Martin off... as betrayed as I feel by that nuisance of a young woman, I won’t be one of the many perpetuating her loss of life. I still care very deeply for Isabella, and I can only hope we will meet in the afterlife,” Agnes hummed. I squinted at her, not quite sure I was following the line of conversation.

“Why would Isabella die? She’s going to be with her family, Martin has what he needs her for, what would he harm her for?” I pressed, drawing away as Agnes leveled a deadpan stare at me.

“You honestly think Martin will refrain from bleeding her dry if it means more money in his pocket? Certainly, there’s enough life essence within her to produce a sizeable amount of elixir, but I doubt he will stop at one or two instances of the elixir. Until she is nothing but the dried out remains, he won’t stop,” Agnes said slowly. Her expression was dark, her hand tensing at her side. 

“She deserves as much for what she has done to us,” Robert said quietly, flinching away as Agnes lurched upright and slapped him across the face.

“Shut your mouth, you ignorant swine,” she hissed, lurching away from the couch with as much strength as she could muster. We had wrapped the injury on her leg, and it was obvious that it was painful to put much pressure on it. It didn’t seem as if it would stop Agnes any time soon however.

“You know I’m right, Agnes! We should have never trusted her!” He shouted, tensing his hand on his cane. I looked between them, gritting my teeth in frustration. 

“You’re both just happy to let this play out? Agnes, you’d rather die than try and win our friend back? You’d rather let her die than try to show her the light? And you, Robert! You’re willing to give up on Agnes when it’s obvious how much you care about her? You two... I can’t believe it’s come to this,” I shouted, throwing my hands up in aggravation.

“Maybe in another life, things could be different,” Agnes whispered wistfully. I marched up to her, taking her by the arm and forcing her to look at me.

“This is the life you’ve been given. You can actually look me in the eye and tell me you’re not going to try and go out with a bang?” I demanded. The older woman looked away from me for a moment, her brow furrowing as she seemed to consider my words. “If things are going to Hell from here, let’s at least give Martin one final run for his money,” I hissed. Agnes smiled faintly, glancing towards Robert who was listening to us with an uncertain expression.

“You have a valid point, dear girl. A valid point, as always. I knew I had hired you for some reason,” Agnes chuckled, gripping my hand and striding towards the door. Robert trailed behind us, and I could feel the concern radiating from his being.

“What exactly are you two planning to do?” He demanded, his voice softening as Agnes glanced over her shoulder at him. “You’re willing to throw away your final years in some wild scheme? Think of the life you have left, Agnes. Dear woman, you’re so much smarter than this,” he whispered. She considered him with a troubled expression, stepping towards him and taking him by the hands.

“My life is not yours to live, Robert. If you love me, if you’ve ever cared about me... you’ll let me follow through with this last adventure,” she asserted. He frowned, averting his eyes and clearing his throat uncomfortably. I felt as if I were intruding on some sort of very private moment, but I couldn’t draw my eyes away.

“Well. If one of us is going out in a blaze of glory, I’d dare not miss the show,” he smiled. Agnes grinned, pulling him in for a tight embrace before drawing away and looking back towards me. 

“First things first. How are we going to find them?” Agnes asked, looking to me for direction. I wasn’t sure how to reply, initially, not used to being in control of our situation. I hesitated, tapping my foot nervously. The obvious clue would be following the direction Martin had retreated from the tobacco store. If we went to the cemetery, perhaps we could find some sort of... tracks. Something leading towards the man’s secret base, be it from burned rubber or... as much as I hated to consider it—the blood he was spilling from the woman I considered my friend. Agnes seemed to catch on to my thoughts immediately, her face twisting in something akin to pain. She touched my cheek to get my attention, and I felt as it my heart would cease beating from the intensity in her eyes.

“The cemetery... there has to be something there,” I managed to get out, meeting her gaze and holding it. 

“If it comes to it, Abigail, and I’m sure it will. Save those who have yet to live their lives,” she said quietly. My eyes widened in disbelief, and I briefly drew away.

“I’m not quite sure I know what you mean,” I murmured.

“I know exactly what she means. She means for her life to be thrown away for the sake of that... that—,” Robert sputtered angrily, his face turning nearly beet red. I’d never seen him so angry in my life, granted I’d not know him long. He’d never seemed the sort to lose his composure, but I suppose we were all reflecting new sides of ourselves.

“I would thank you to not insult Isabella any more in my company, Robert. Betrayal or not... she does not deserve to die,” Agnes angrily insisted. I looked between them, realizing with a start that it seemed an almost certainty that someone would lose their life in this last hurrah. As much as I wanted to hate Isabella for turning her back on us, I couldn’t bring myself to wish death upon her. Just the same, I couldn’t bring myself around to the idea of sacrificing Agnes either. I tried to remain steely, watching as the two elders of our group glared daggers at each other. “She’s my family, Robert. I love her. You may not understand, and I can’t expect you to. Ours was not the conventional relationship between mother and daughter. Maybe it’s impossible for you to believe that I could feel so strongly for her in such a short time. I can only tell you this, my dear friend—she is the closest thing to kin I could have ever dreamed of,” Agnes ranted heatedly, turning her back on Robert and grabbing her cell phone. I watched her dial the now-familiar number of the local taxi company, looking around the immediate area for something that we could use as some sort of weapon. Anything with which we could protect ourselves would do just fine, though it seemed we were dreadfully ill equipped. I glanced upon the walking stick that lay beside the door, the one Isabella had left behind. I approached it, gripping it in my hands and pulling on the end handle. Much to my shock, a sword unsheathed itself from inside the walking stick. I stared at Agnes with a confused expression, and she simply smiled.

“I suppose she did not think she would need to protect herself,” Robert said coolly, falling into step beside me as Agnes and I strode out the door of the cabin. The cab would be there in short order, and from there it was only a matter of putting together the final pieces of the puzzle. I slid the blade back into the hilt of what I had assumed was only a walking stick, offering it to Agnes. She raised a brow, and I could only smile bitterly as I gestured to her leg.

“Looks like you may need it—and I can’t imagine anyone else wielding it as well as you,” I said grimly. Agnes nodded, applying weight to the walking stick as we waited in the driveway. When the cab pulled in, Agnes hesitated a moment longer, glancing at the cabin behind us before smiling and striding towards the car.

“No matter what happens, Miss Bean... see that the estate is taken care of.”

With that, we were off.
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Chapter Ten
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The number of police cars circling the cemetery sent a jolt of fear straight into my heart as we drew nearer. Agnes turned even more pale than I could have imagined, and the taxi driver came to a stop a short distance away.

“Are you sure this is where you wanna get out?” He asked politely, and Agnes waved him off as she lurched out of the car. Robert and I followed, and I grimaced at the sight of police tape surrounding the gates. I trailed behind Agnes as she approached an officer, and as he caught sight of us, his expression hardened.

“Sorry, no one is allowed on the scene. This is a death site,” he said coldly. My blood turned to ice, and I looked to the others for some sort of indication as to what we should do. I had my ideas of who may have been lying in a pool of their own blood within the cemetery, but I dared not voice them. Agnes seemed to have much the same idea. She pushed past the officer, caring very little as he shouted after her. Robert took a moment to explain the situation to the officer, at least, as much as he was able. I hesitated, staring in the direction Agnes had gone before inhaling a quaking breath and giving chase. I could hear the sound of thunder rolling in the distance, the storm all too appropriate giving the tumultuous situation. I strode through the cemetery, shivering at the sight of blood spatters on the occasional tombstone. It stank of fear in the graveyard, and moreover, it smelled of death. I didn’t want Agnes to be the only one to deal with the heartbreak she would be suffering, so I began jogging through the graveyard until I spied the older woman in the distance.  She was frozen, and as I stepped up beside her, I could see why she was so stricken. Laying in the open grave before us was an achingly familiar face—though not the one we’d expected. 

“Ladies, I’m going to have to ask you to leave—” a detective said hurriedly, obscuring our line of sight. I swallowed the bit of bile rising up in my throat, the image of Martin’s face frozen in fear and agony burned in the back of my mind. It should have been a pleasant sight, and while I wasn’t exactly upset to see the man’s lifeless body, it was something of a shock. His face was gaunt and pale, and I knew there was no chance of the lingering emergency service workers being able to help him.

“What happened? I know this man, what on Earth happened?” Agnes demanded, trying to push past the man. The detective hesitated, glancing over his shoulder as a sheet was draped over Martin’s body. 

“As far as we can tell, it has all the telltale signs of a suicide. No one in town has been able to identify the... well, the victim, as it were. If you know who it is, we may need you to come down to the station for questioning. There was a note left behind, but we can’t make sense of it. It’s just a series of papers with some strange scientific notation scribbled across them,” the detective mused aloud. I looked to Agnes with wide eyes, and she looked as if she were prepared to faint. 

“Can I see the notes... I... I have a feeling they may be for me. The man was a friend of mine, and...,” she paused, her face twisting in a brief grimace. “I can tell you everything I know about him, but I’m his only remaining kin,” Agnes said hurriedly. I raised a brow, admiring her ability to act so well considering the circumstances. The detective nodded, shouting over his shoulder for the evidence to be brought to him.

“Technically, I’m not supposed to go showing off the evidence, but it’s a pretty cut and dry case. The last page is some sort of crazed rambling about making some kind of potion. Way we see it, he lost his mind. We found the remains of some kind of poison in a chalice beside him. We’re going to perform some cursory tests, but... yeah. Not much of a case here. It’s obvious he did himself in,” the detective murmured. Agnes nodded quietly, taking the papers and looking over them. Her eyes widened marginally, and I counted the pages as she flipped through them. It looked to be around five old journal pages, in the same format as the ones we’d previously uncovered from Flamel. The last paper had some frantic scribbling across the page, the words starting out normally but quickly losing legibility. Agnes handed the paper to me with a tense expression, and I scanned over the document as quickly as I could.

The final legible line on the page stuck out more than any of the others, and I felt a chill go down my spine as I read it.

“The key has succumbed. With the final ingredient, I will finally achieve the everlasting life that has been kept hidden from me. Agnes Astor Smith, I write this final note to bid you adieu. It’s been quite a ride, has it not? I’d say I’ll see you on the other side... but we both know that’s not true. Ah, well..., goodbye, my once dear friend.” 

After that little note, there were odd drawings of symbols and smears of what appeared to be blood. The word ‘the key’ was written repeatedly at the bottom, and I raised a brow as I looked back to Agnes.

“Was there anyone else on the scene?” Agnes asked calmly, though it was obvious that she was concerned.

“No, just the victim...,” the detective paused as his radio crackled, and a dispatcher began to detail another crime just down the road from the cemetery. He rolled his eyes, glancing back at the remains of Martin before shaking his head. He grabbed his radio, bringing it to his mouth. “Yeah, I’m about five minutes out from location. I’ll check it out. Details on the victim?” He pressed, slipping past Agnes and myself. We watched him go, and I glanced towards Agnes with an uncertain expression. Her eyes were glassy as she continued to read over the last paper, as if committing the words to memory.

“Are those..,” I began, tapping my fingertips together.

“The remaining papers from Flamel’s journal. I hadn’t realized how many Martin actually had,” she said dully. I tried to appear cheerful, giving her a bit of a nudge.

“Well, that’s good, right? We have the formula. If we can just... if we can,” I paused, my heart dropping into my stomach. “...What do you think he did with her?” I asked gently. Agnes shrugged a shoulder, glancing up just as Robert rushed into the cemetery.

“We need to go back to the cabin,” he said urgently, grabbing Agnes by the wrist. The older woman resisted for a moment, looking annoyed.

“Can’t you see I’m a little preoccupied, Robert?” She hissed. He rolled his eyes, all but dragging Agnes out of the cemetery. I trailed behind them, the blood spatters on the tombstones sending another chill down my spine. Was it the life essence of the very person Agnes had come to save? It seemed likely. The rain that was falling from the sky was quickly washing away the evidence, and likely any chance of collecting enough of a sample for the formula. I shook my head sadly, musing how all of this had been for nothing. We hadn’t even been able to exact our revenge on Martin, as petty as that may have seemed. 

“In the car, come, come along,” Robert said hurriedly, guiding Agnes into the taxi and circling around to get in as well. He passed over the proper amount, giving the address for the cabin and sitting back with a faint smile. He seemed all too content considering what had happened, and I wanted nothing more than to slap that grin off of his face. Agnes seemed to be of a like mind, turning in her seat with narrowed eyes.

“What do you have to be so happy about?” She demanded, even as the taxi driver looked a bit worried for his personal health. Robert said nothing, instead fidgeting with his cellphone as it began to ring. He answered on the third ring, speaking as if he were getting annoyed with whoever was calling.

“We’re on our way. Agnes and Abigail are fine. ... Yes, yes I’m fine as well. I owe you an apology,” Robert murmured, and I watched him with a scrutinous expression as his own turned to one of sorrow. “W-what. What do you mean, it can wait? It’s rather pressing, wouldn’t you think?” He continued, his eyes twinkling a bit. Deciding to ignore him and whatever had him in such high spirits, I turned my attention to where Agnes sat in the front of the cab. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and the papers dangled nearly forgotten from her hand. I reached up to take them, expecting her to put up some kind of a fight at least. She only allowed me to take the papers, closing her eyes and looking much like the corpse we’d seen at the cemetery. I gripped her shoulder, tears pooling in my eyes as I saw the sheer misery that looked as if it were crippling the woman. 

“Here’s your stop,” the cab driver said abruptly, seeming all too ready for us to get out of his car. Robert thanked him, offering him a tip before getting out of the car and striding confidently towards the front of the cabin. I watched him go with a glare, wondering what had come over him. It was as if he suddenly cared nothing about the woman in the front seat. “Miss... do ya’ll need some help?” The driver pressed, looking at Agnes with concern. She exhaled wearily, shaking her head. 

“That’s quite alright,” she murmured, slipping out of the car. I lurched out, to help guide her towards the cabin, where Robert was sitting on the porch swing, chatting animatedly with someone I couldn’t quite make out. Whoever it was, it looked as if they had seen better days. Suddenly, their conversation came to a stop, and Robert stepped aside so the woman could rush towards us. My heart felt as if it would hammer out of my chest as I realized I recognized that face, those eyes, that stupid smirk.

“Damn, Little Bean. You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Izzie said bluntly, moving to pull Agnes into her arms. Agnes allowed herself to be pulled, her eyes wide and disbelieving as she stared up at the third member of our group. 

“This... this can’t be,” Agnes whispered, reaching up to brush the dirty lock of hair away from Isabella’s face.

“Yeah, well. For one of your old assistants, Martin’s not as smart as he seems to think. Anyway, I’m no scientist, but I managed to salvage some of the items you’ll need once Martin lost his mindlock on the fellas. Come on, Aggie, let’s get you fixed up. How about it?” Isabella grinned, dirt caking her teeth. I raised a brow, torn between disgust at the state she was in, and delight at simply seeing her alive.

“Quick question. Serious question. Are you a zombie or something? You look like hell,” I asked, helping both of them to the porch.

“Not quite.”
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Chapter Eleven
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Once we were all showered up, and Agnes seemed a bit more lively, we met in the living room and Isabella stretched out with her head in the elder woman’s lap. Agnes stroked her hair continuously, as if she still couldn’t believe we were all still alive. For all the cuts and bruises on her skin, Isabella probably could have passed for a corpse in a pinch. Her eyes were fluttering as she tried to focus on regaling her story, though it was obvious we were all exhausted.

“What happened to Martin?” I pressed gently, and she peeked an eye open with a faintly weary expression.

“The funny thing about alchemy is that one little mistake can take you for a hell of a ride. I think we learned that on our last trip. Marty thought he had the final piece to his puzzle, but I managed to swap out the blood samples. Without the key, as he likes to call me, it fried his brain from the inside out,” she explained softly. 

“Where did you get a blood sample to use?” Agnes inquired, pausing in the stroking of the younger woman’s hair. Isabella grumbled, shifting closer to the older woman. 

“Once I realized it was my blood that was so crucial to this whole... elixir thing, I figured it would be prudent to have a back up plan. When I went with Martin, he had already revealed that he had the information needed to put together the potion. I didn’t exactly know the entire situation—what the elixir was for. He told me that after I gave him what was supposed to be my blood sample. I put two and two together after the fact, or... well, he filled in the blanks. I never planned to be gone for long. I just... I wanted to help,” Isabella explained weakly, looking up to Agnes with adoration in her eyes. The older woman brushed a tear away, chuckling under her breath.

“You silly girl,” she breathed, pressing a kiss to Isabella’s forehead. 

“I never planned to kill him, either. I thought it would just make him crazy, like that boy in the asylum,” the younger woman continued quietly. Her expression turned bitter briefly, but she seemed to shake it off, sitting upright on the sofa. I watched the two with a faint smile, and unable to help myself, I rushed towards the couch to pull Isabella in for a hug. For once, she actually returned the embrace without complaint, burying her face in my shoulder. 

“It’s been a long day, hasn’t it?” Agnes murmured from beside us. “Perhaps it’s time we booked a flight back to Seattle. Once there, we can configure the formula properly and...,” the older woman trailed off a bit, looking at me with a cheeky little grin. “And maybe you can introduce me to your father, after all.” 

——
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TO WRAP THINGS UP, my name is Abigail Bean. I was, for all intents and purposes, one of the most average people you’d meet. Along the way, however, I made some friends and came to realize that average is how average does. Anyone can be special if they do special things. Granted, offering your new boss immortality wasn’t the sort of special I would imagine many would default to. I met a woman who wanted to relive her childhood, and in the process grew into the sort of person who would risk everything for the people she loved. I met a man who was the picture of composure, but who revealed himself to be as capable as fear as the rest of us. Most of all, I met a woman who I thought was crazy... only to find out she was, in fact crazy. Luckily, we were all the sort of crazy that had a way of working out.

“Little Bean, what on Earth are you doing? Pop and Aggie want us to swing by for dinner,” Isabella murmured, peering over my shoulder to consider the journal I’d been keeping. “You’re not going to actually try and publish that, are you? I’m all about being supportive, but I was a brat for the majority of our adventure,” she grumbled.

“We all had our share of growing to do. It’s not like anyone is going to think this is a true story, anyway. An elixir for immortality? Infinite riches? Who would believe all of that?” I replied casually. 

“The most impossible part to believe would be our little craphole apartment. I can’t believe Aggie kicked me out once she and your dad moved in together,” she sighed, brushing her hair behind her ear.

“Well, you’ve been thinking about getting a place with Mel, haven’t you?” I replied idly. She reddened, muttering under her breath as she moved to guide me towards the door.

“Which is why we’re going to their place for dinner. Aggie really wants to get to know Mel, and I’m not planning to screw this up. You know how catty that old biddy can be sometimes,” she murmured.

“I know. But, well... you can always pay the immortality trump card, after all,” I grinned. She rolled her eyes, rolling her sleeve to expose where she’d recently had blood drawn. 

“As much as I’m happy to have Aggie with us forever, I’m all the more pleased by the medicines we’ve been able to formulate based off of the original elixir. When we met, I never thought I’d be the kind of person to save lives. I kinda thought I’d be a lazy bum forever,” she smiled.

Suddenly, a knock on the door echoed through the apartment. Isabella rolled her eyes good naturedly, slipping away to answer the door. 

“Apparently not active enough to keep your ma off your tail,” I called after her. I smiled to myself as I heard Agnes and Isabella bickering in the living room, closing the book that I’d been working in for what seemed an eternity. After a moment of studying the cover, I withdrew my pen and jotted down a working name.

“The Peculiar Case of Agnes Astor Smith.”




Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed the book and it would mean so much to me if you could leave a review. Reviews help authors gain more exposure and keep us writing your favorite stories. 
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