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For Meg White Underwood, the finest leading lady a romantic geek could ask for.

Previously, on Genrenauts…

 

Struggling stand-up comic Leah Tang is recruited to join the Genrenauts, a group of storytellers that travel across dimensions to find and fix broken stories. Each other dimension is the home of a narrative genre, from Western to Romance to Science Fiction and more. Because if they fail in their mission to put broken stories back on track, entropy from the destabilized worlds will ripple over to their home Earth to disastrous effects.

 

Stories have been breaking more often and going off course faster than normal. In her first mission, Leah helps the team find the real white hat hero in the Western World and bring a bandit posse to justice. And then in Science Fiction World, part of the team rescues a kidnapped ambassador while Leah helps senior Genrenaut Shirin Tehrani hold a nascent alliance together using diplomatic wheeling and dealing.

 

Every mission promises a new adventure...and new threats. And sometimes the danger comes from the place you would least expect…


Chapter One

The Comedienne Returns

Leah Tang hustled into Genrenauts HQ at nine-o-eight AM and snuck her way to the ready room, exhaling in relief at having escaped King’s anal-retentive time-cop powers.

Strangely, no one else was there. This time of day at the team’s ready room in Genrenauts HQ, the team would be in morning relaxing mode. The ever-multitasking Roman de Jager should be kicked up one table over, leaning back in his chair to an audiobook or leaning forward over a comic. Team lead Angstrom King would be pacing, a tablet in hand as he pored over reports. And Senior Genrenaut Shirin Tehrani would be reclining in the book nook, speed-reading a biography or history text.

Instead, the room was empty.

Leah left her bag and tablet on the table and stalked the halls. They weren’t in Ops. Preeti and the other operators whiled away on their multi-screen displays, the big wall showing data feeds from all around Earth and from beyond, data recorded on various trips and sent back by scouting missions. The team wasn’t where they usually would be, but she’d only been on the job for a few weeks, and maybe there was a monthly meeting or something that she was missing? Something she’d forgotten when she collapsed after swordplay night?

Leah froze, struck by a thought. She checked her work email and saw nothing about a meeting, just the same assortment of forecasting and scouting reports.

However, she did have a text message, from Shirin. Shirin was older, basically the mom of the team, but in practice, she was more like the cool aunt who always had good stories.

“Come to Medical.”

Continuing, Leah rounded the corner and saw a crowd. The whole team—Shirin, dashing badass Roman, and King, the alternatingly stern and thoughtful Team Lead—clustered around their injured teammate Mallery York, freshly out of a medical gown and back in skinny jeans and a gauzy top, one arm in a cast. Leah had only seen the woman in her recovery room, wearing a gown, looking far less stylish than she did in the team dossiers.

All together, they looked like a totally odd but comfortable family of choice. Which made Leah the new foster kid—not yet adopted, still feeling out her place in everything.

Shirin noticed Leah come around the bend and waved her over. The team parted to give Mallery a clean view.

Mallery was just a hair taller than Leah, taller still with heels. She had bleach-blond hair in a progressive bob, and the kind of skin that looked like it would burn in the shade. Heels already? Leah thought, shuddering. One of the things that was not in the regs was a requirement to wear heels (unlike some jobs she’d had). Leah wore flats to work. And at home. Everywhere. But no, Mallery went straight from infirmary socks to three-inch heels.

Shirin made the introduction. “Mallery, I don’t think you’ve properly met our new probationary agent, Leah Tang.”

Mallery’s face went from bright to incandescent. She threw open her arms, adjusting for the awkwardness of the cast. “Probie! Welcome to the team. Sorry I wasn’t in any condition to give you a proper welcome earlier, what with the being shot and all.”

So, if she’s back on-duty, do I still have a job? Leah asked herself, even though King and all of the paperwork said that the position was ongoing, pending review after six months. Leah had been hired partially to sub for Mallery, and she was just settling into the role, but here Mallery was…

“I’m glad you’re on your feet again,” Leah said, politeness winning out. “How are you feeling?”

“Ready to climb the Great Wall, if it means getting back to doing something useful. I love reading and all, but we didn’t join the team to become literature professors, right?”

Mallery talked fast, accentuating speech with one hand, the other arm held in a fixed position by her cast.

“I hope Roman hasn’t been giving you too much trouble,” Mallery said, placing a friendly hand on Leah’s elbow. “He loves to play with the newbies. I remember when I was new, he stole the batteries out of everything I brought into the office and replaced all of the romance novels on my eReader with spiritual self-help books. Serves him right that I spent the next month boring him to death with love languages.”

Leah let the woman plow ahead, slightly awed. Some people were animated. Mallery was Pixar 3D IMAX.

“Fair’s fair,” Roman said.

King cleared his throat. “That’s enough reunion. Let’s get back to work.”

Mallery chattered at Leah every inch of the way.

“How are you liking the job so far? I was so overwhelmed my first year. The reading lists, the training, and the missions. My first one, we went to the Noir region, and I was so excited to get to dig into the wardrobe. But newbies never get to dress themselves, so I got the stodgy spinster outfit. It was a gag, though, since I needed to be the Femme Fatale; we were getting a detective out of the bottle so he could solve the case, you see…”

And on she went. It was like she’d been storing up all of the words from several weeks of inactivity, and had to get them all out now.

Or maybe this was how she was all the time.

Leah took the conversational backseat, happy to let Mallery drive, sharing experiences from her days as a probationary Genrenaut. Leah tried to commit the pranks to memory, hoping to avoid or maybe turn the tables if Shirin or Roman tried to pull them out again.

Being the butt of every joke as the low woman on the org chart wasn’t the most fun part of the job. On the other hand, it was a damn sight better than getting the side-eye from lifers at her last job, who suspected her of being an affirmative action hire. All for a reception job. Thanks, Simmons & Sains!

“So, tell me about your missions. I saw the reports, of course, but it was always so exciting for me to talk about my first missions. Did you really distract a gunslinger with a totally improvised bit on your first trip out? I was such a bundle of nerves my first mission. You should have seen me in that dress.”

Mallery counted with her fingers, accentuated by a playful wink. “One, because it fit like a glove—Shirin is a miracle-worker—and two, I was so struck with stage fright, I might as well have been a freshman auditioning for a top ten theater program.”

Mallery took a breath, and Leah jumped right in like it was a game of double Dutch, taking her turn.

“It was the only thing I could think of, really. The baddie had a hostage, right; I peeked through the kitchen door and saw Maribel, our heroine, all stalemated with the Black Hat, and I knew I wasn’t a good enough shot to be sure not to hit his hostage, so I remembered that her brother had been using the stairs by the kitchen and made my way around.” 

Leah caught herself matching Mallery’s speed, talking like someone was pumping the oxygen out of the room and she had to talk fast while there was still time. She stopped herself, then resumed at a slower pace. “I took the carafe of lemonade with me. I knew I was going to do something with it. I didn’t want to just toss the thing at him; he’d probably flinch and shoot someone. I needed him distracted, so I just reached into my improv quiver.”

“Improv quiver, I love it!” Mallery said, slapping her uninjured hand on her hip.

The rest of the team settled into their places in the rec room, and Mallery joined Leah at her table.

“Are you a coffee drinker?” Mallery asked.

“Only always.”

“Great. Make us some coffee, and I’ll think up some more tips for you before King whisks us away to some meeting about the socio-narrative implications of declining crop yields in Fantasyland or whatever.”

Leah chuckled to herself as she made the coffee. Making coffee had fallen to her at her last job, and the one bit of continuity was both reassuring and disappointing. The last time she’d been anywhere near the top of an org chart was college, as captain of her improv comedy troupe. Of course, senior year was marred by the epic drama from when JD dumped Karen, then proceeded to try to sleep his way through the rest of the troupe. She’d had to boot him after he made a handsy pass at her after a Saturday performance.

So, that was a bonus to being on the bottom of the heap—other people had to do the firing, make the choices on behalf of the whole team, take the flak for a split-second decision.

King, however, came off as flak-proof, stainless steel in a pressed suit.

Leah was practicing the art of watching coffee brew when King walked into the room, holding his tablet like a conductor’s baton.

“Eyes up, folks. We’ve got a breach in Romance. Scouting report is in your email; we’re scheduled for lift-off in thirty minutes. Roman, pre-flight. Shirin, wardrobe. Leah, you help Shirin. Mallery, you’re with me.”

Somehow, Mallery got even more energetic, punching the air. “You’re going to love this world, Leah. It’s like an endless Love, Actually, only the queer characters actually get a place at the table. And women get to decide things for themselves. It’s got problems, to be sure, just like romance here on our world.” Mallery walked over and poured herself a cup of coffee from the freshly brewed pot as she continued.

Shirin beckoned, waiting by the door. “Come on, newbie. It’s time to get ourselves some gorgeous Hollywood outfits.”

King said, “T minus thirty, people,” as the group disbanded.

 

———

 

The wardrobe was, by itself, the size of a small warehouse, with divided sections by genre.

“Is Mallery always like that?” Leah asked Shirin as the women unzipped roller-bag suitcases.

“She was on high-transmitting mode. She’s just excited by new people. Don’t worry; the shiny wears off after a couple of missions. Though I think she likes you.”

Following Shirin, Leah carted the tied-together roller-bags past the SF, Noir, and Horror sections to the warehouse within a warehouse that was the Romance section.

Making their way past cotehardies and corsets, kilts and puffy shirts, they stopped at the last among racks of clothing in the Contemporary Romance section.

“It seems like she likes everybody.”

“She reads people at the speed King reads books. If she thinks you’re good people, it takes a lot to change her mind.”

Shirin punched in a key code, and a garage-door gate rolled up, revealing even more wardrobe options—two twenty-foot-long hangars filled with freshly pressed clothes. Tops, pants, dresses, suits, and more.

“She’s ex-Broadway, right?”

“Born and bred, as she says. She comes on a bit strong, but it’s reassuring. Like how you want cars to make sounds even when they’re electric, just so other people can hear them coming?”

Leah nodded.

“Who curates these collections?” Leah asked, trying not to drool at the tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of clothes in this one subsection of the room.

“Logistics tracks trends and styles, and takes our measurements to make sure HQ is constantly stocked with a selection to prepare us for a range of covers and scenarios off-world.”

“They ordered ten worlds’ worth of clothes to fit me in a week?” Leah asked, looking at the section with her name on it.

Shirin brought an armful of clothes on lines, stylish casual outfits for King—broad at the shoulder, long in the torso, in bold colors that went well with his brown skin, several shades darker than Shirin’s. “They ordered them in a week, and then Logistics tailored them so that they looked custom, store-bought, and/or poorly fitting, depending on the type of covers needed. In the post-apocalyptic region, everyone’s clothes are weirdly well-fitting, but in a way that looks ill-fitting.” The senior Genrenaut racked the clothes on the hangars that flanked each room.

Leah took the clothes and started packing, remembering her days on the stand-up comedy circuit, fitting two weeks’ worth of clothes into a single roller-bag. 

“How often do these worlds, trends, or whatever change? It seems like Sci-Fi world pretty much stayed the way you know it, and has been like that for a while, alliance aside.”

Shirin slid hangars along the line, picking through acid-washed men’s jeans. “No faster or slower than the average feeling of a genre changes. Get a flashpoint story, and things change quick.”

“I’m guessing you don’t mean the DC Flashpoint,” Leah said.

“No. Those hard resets haven’t happened since I’ve been on the job. Plenty of landmark works, though. Rapid change, but not all at once.”

“So, there have been hard reboots?”

“King just barely escaped a region-wide continuity wipe not long after he got started. Doesn’t talk about it, though. Every contact we’d developed there forgot us; all of the missions we’d logged had been written out of existence.”

Shirin handed a set of jeans directly to Leah. They had the cultivated mussy look, so there was no need for hangers. “These go in Roman’s bag.” Leah opened another roller-bag and started packing the jeans. “Written out of existence? That’s not ominous at all.”

“It’s been decades since a world has reset like that during a mission, so if we’re lucky, if it happens again, it won’t be on our watch.”

“Can I ask for flats again?” Leah asked as Shirin moved to pick through some smaller clothes. Seeing as she was three inches shorter than Mallery, she figured her odds were good of picking the timing.

“You can have flats, but we have to bring these, too.” Shirin handed Leah a pair of sunflower-yellow four-inch heels.

“Just as long as I’m not expected to walk around the street in these things.”

“Don’t worry, dear. Heels only get caught in subway grates when it’s dramatically appropriate,” Shirin said.

“How long did it take before you always knew how to think in the right genre?”

“We already do it, every day. We tell ourselves what kind of story we’re in, and we’re often wrong, because life is mostly every genre, sometimes at once. These worlds, they make sense. Now, for a ball gown, would you rather go with black or something more daring?”

Leah sighed at Shirin’s latest selection. “Ball gown?”

“Genrenauts’ motto: be prepared, and expect drama.”

“So, we’re a TV network now?”

“Hush, newbie. Keep packing.”

 

———

 

This was Leah’s third time traveling to another dimension, and it was almost becoming familiar. Or would, if it didn’t involve getting to travel in a freaking rocket ship. That would never get old. Or, at least, she hoped it never would. They sat strapped into the ship, which stood straight up like a NASA rocket. But instead of blasting off, the ship rattled, then slipped side-ways between dimensions, the view of the hangar roof replaced by technicolor strobes and the wiggly designs that she came to associate with their cross-dimensional travel. There was blissfully little turbulence, unlike some of the earlier trips.

Minutes later, they slipped from the in-between into a new world. Gravity was still down, the rocket point-up. The front viewscreen revealed the inside of what looked like the roof of a warehouse.

“Where are we?” Leah asked as Roman double-checked the instrumentation.

King gestured to the view. “We maintain properties on all of the story worlds where landing out of sight is impossible but spaceships are still not in-genre.”

“So, is this our safe house, too?” Leah asked.

Mallery jumped in. “No, thank goodness. This place is drafty as all get-out, and even worse, it’s in Long Island City.”

“What’s wrong with Long Island City?”

Mallery unbuckled and climbed out of her seat, descending the rails along the side of the ship. “It’s so close to Manhattan, practically within a stone’s throw, but the neighborhood is split between soulless industrial and far-too-ritzy condos, with barely anything left besides. No, the company maintains an apartment on the Upper East Side for teams to do their business.”

Leah started to climb down after Mallery. Roman released the hatch, revealing the poorly lit interior of a mostly empty warehouse. They formed a baggage line to bring down the gear.

After a few minutes to lock down the ship and get their gear sorted, Mallery led them out. The warehouse was lit with motion sensors, and as they were walking through the vast room, one blinked on, revealing a medical station in one corner, and a whole lot of nothing else. She paced around the building a bit to test out the sensors, and to explore.

“So, this place is just for landing the ship?”

“Pretty much. Other worlds, we tend to lay in supplies and surplus gear. Here, most everything has to be contracted or ordered fresh,” Shirin said.

“Flowers, chocolates, Jet Ski rentals, things like that,” Mallery said. “It’s wonderful. I feel like Cupid every time we have a mission here. There’s a reason TV channels keep ordering matchmaker dramas even when they don’t take off. Same reason why we have dating shows. The romantic impulse is undeniable.”

“For many people,” Roman said. “Some of us can’t be bothered.”

“Only those with cold, dead hearts,” Mallery shot back, smiling.

 “Just try to keep from going full Manic Pixie Dream Girl on the mission this time.”

Mallery laughed. “No worries about that. It’s not like I could play the suzaphone with a broken arm.”

From the look on Roman’s face, this was an old, toothless argument among friends.

King’s smile confirmed Leah’s suspicion. “Play nice, children. I’ll get us a cab.”

Mallery cocked her head. “I thought you said you couldn’t get a cab in NYC even if you were wearing a two-thousand-dollar suit?”

King grinned. “On our Earth, yes. Here, anyone can get a cab in five seconds flat.”

And so he did.

A half-hour of halting traffic on the Manhattan side of the bridge later, they reached the field office, which turned out to be a posh three-bedroom apartment on the fourth floor of a gorgeous building in Central Park East. Their previous trips had taken them to obviously foreign climes—the nineteenth-century American frontier in Western World, and deep space in Science Fiction World. The Rom-Com world was just…New York. The richest and prettiest possible New York, but still identifiable as the Big Apple she knew and feared for its inconsistent comedy club crowds.

The apartment had smart, modern furniture, a fully-stocked pantry, and enough knickknacks and fiddly bits to make for a fine cocktail party.

“Is this a field office or a superhero loft?” Leah asked, picking her jaw up off of the floor.

“Why, both, of course!” Mallery snaked an arm around Leah’s elbow and led her through the rest of the apartment. Each bedroom had a different feel—one leaned eclectic NYC hippie with Tibetan prayer flags, herbs, and a peace-symbol blanket over the bed, one was super-literary-prep with wall-to-wall bookshelves, and the third was a hipster paradise, complete with ukulele, steampunky Victoriana daguerreotypes, and more.

“How does the Council pay for all of this? This condo has to cost a fortune.” 

“Oh, on Earth Prime, it would. However, every Rom-Com protagonist in films has a swank apartment like this, even on lower-middle-class jobs, so that’s just how this world works. If I recall, the rent for this place is something like a thousand dollars a month.”

Leah was aghast. This called for aghast. “My last apartment cost a grand a month, and that was in an only moderately shady part of Baltimore. This place should cost several times as much.”

Putting her useless jealousy aside, Leah walked up to a double-wide window facing the park. The leaves were changing, making for a sea of rich oranges and yellows beside a crystal-clear lake. The view was postcard-perfect. And as a cherry on top, there was a couple rowing a boat in the lake, one carrying a parasol. And Leah could even make out a picnic basket. The energy of the place was contagious. Western world was cheesy and scary. Science Fiction was cheesy and a bit confusing. Rom-Com world was cheesy and delightful. 

“Can I just live here and report to work using a spare ship or something?” she asked.

“No go,” Mallery said. “Long-term exposure to a story world has an elevated chance of wrapping us up into the world’s story. Worst case, you forget where you come from and become a local forever.”

“Like, lose yourself in the Matrix kind of thing?”

“Basically.” Mallery joined Leah at the window to share in the view.

“Has that ever happened?”

Mallery’s expression darkened. “Yes. So we come, we do our jobs, and then we leave. Just like our New York. Nice place to visit, but leave before it makes you hard, like the song says.” Mallery stared out the window for a long moment, hand wrapped in the curtains.

Then, in a sharp motion, she turned from the window and called through the condo.

“Assemble in the living room, please! We have a love story to fix!”

Chapter Two

Meddling for Fun and Profit

 

Mallery gathered the team around a table. She had pulled a flippable school-style whiteboard from somewhere. On the whiteboard were a trio of bullet points and a header:

 

HOW TO FIND A BROKEN STORY IN ROMANCE WORLD

 

1) Dating sites

2) Major haunts

3) Gossip network

 

Mallery stood by the whiteboard, marker in hand. “Okay, so we know that the breach originated in this urban center. Chances are, we’re looking at a recent breakup or missed connection. We’re going to divide up the team to cover the three major sources of information for finding broken stories.”

Mallery tapped the three numbered points in sequence.

“Roman, you’ll get to work the dating sites. Use the back-end key I designed to get in and see who reactivated accounts in the last month, and feed some bait accounts into the algorithm to find some likely partner candidates. You’ll also want to reactivate the bait accounts we have set up.”

“Bait accounts?” Leah asked.

“We forge dating profiles using models from our own Earth, which we craft into archetypes that should attract romantic comedy protagonists—quirky but gorgeous.”

Nice. “Got it.” It was like Person of Interest but for romance.

Leah tapped away on her tablet, taking notes. Since Mallery was in the driver’s seat for this mission, King’s custom of requiring everyone take notes with legal pads was apparently suspended. King still took notes analog-style, sitting up, his legs crossed, but when Roman and Shirin pulled out their tablets, Leah followed suit. 

Mallery continued. “Newbie, you’re with me on major haunts. I’ll show you how to pick up broken stories in the wild. It’ll be fun. Hydrate now and decide on a cocktail of choice. Mixing your drink types is a rookie mistake, and I won’t have it on my mission.”

Leah chuckled, continuing to reset her brain to fit the story world—in Western World you had to watch your guns, so of course in Romance World you had to watch your drinks.

“That leaves Shirin and King on gossip networks,” Mallery said. “Pick up contacts and see where social circles have gone off. Focus on Midtown in the publishing business, NYU, and the fashion industry, but let’s not forget the sexy art jobs like architects and the theatre world. Most of our documented breaches in this territory are upper-middle-class, dating for less than two years. My analysis of latest reports from Scouting and Forecasting is in the mission folder. Text or email with any leads, otherwise we check in with progress tomorrow at nine AM. Any questions?”

Leah had questions, but they could wait until she headed out with Mallery. Her first mission, they’d known exactly where the story had broken, and her second, Shirin’s contacts had put them on the trail within the afternoon. This was looking like it’d take longer. And even with an intimidatingly large organization supporting them, it seemed like this job always came down to fieldwork.

Find one specific unhappy couple in a city of eight million. No big deal, right?

Mallery walked past Leah, on her way to the bedrooms. “Suit up. Club attire.”

Luckily, Leah had been allowed to pick out her own outfits, though Shirin had given her all of three minutes to do it, which was not nearly enough time to play with a several-thousand-dollar wardrobe of hand-or-at-least-algorithm-picked clothes.

Leah wheeled her suitcase to one of the bathrooms, which sported a full-length mirror. She’d been told to pack three everyday chic outfits, two club/bar outfits, a just-in-case ball gown, and exercise clothes.

Since the laws of dramatic progression suggested she save the fanciest clothes for later in the story, Leah went with her less risqué club outfit—black palazzo pants and a white tank top with a blue chiffon throw over it. The more risqué one was a pour-yourself-in-tight print dress that Shirin had pointed her toward when her other two choices were deemed “too tame.” She reluctantly pulled out the yellow heels, hoping that there would be seats at the club.

Leah emerged from the restroom to see Mallery waiting, decked out in a black cocktail dress and an epic-level push-up bra. Her bombshell look was somewhat undercut by the cast, but only just.

“Whoa. That bra come with a permit?” Leah said.

Mallery stood proud, hands on hips, one stance allowed by her cast. “We’re looking to get information. If people want to talk to my boobs instead of me, so be it. Now get back in there; we need to do makeup.”

“I’m already wearing makeup,” Leah said, already knowing she was doomed.

“Oh, honey. We’re going clubbing in the Lower East Side. That’s a full-face situation at least.”

Crammed into the front bathroom, Leah became very aware of Mallery’s presence. Her body heat, her breath. Suddenly, it was very warm in the restroom.

“Can we open the door?” Leah asked, moving a hand to the door and accidentally elbowing a very soft body part.

Mallery winced, covering up. “Geez. Careful there.”

“Sorry.” Leah opened the door, letting in some cooler air. It helped a little. “It’s a bit cramped in here. Wasn’t the other restroom like three times this size?”

“Yes, but we were already here. I’ll finish up in the other room.” Mallery sidestepped out, leaving Leah to catch her breath.

A minute later, Leah made her way to the master bedroom and its accompanying bathroom. She passed Shirin, who raised an eyebrow as she walked by.

Leah gave a defusing smile and a shrug. 

The master bathroom was more than large enough to work comfortably. Mallery finished Leah’s makeup, then did her own.

Leah felt like she was about to step onto a movie set, which made sense. Mallery had done her makeup better than she ever bothered to do for herself. Her college improv comedy troupe had used makeup for shows, but this was a whole other level. Compared to her last mission, it was totally normal. Every world had its own levels of weird, and Leah could imagine the whiplash that would come with jumping between worlds quickly in back-to-back missions.

She imagined King barking orders in the ready room. “Okay, folks, put away the lasers and armor and suit up in your Elizabethan gear. Roman, don’t skimp on the codpieces.”

Gawking at herself in the front hall mirror, Leah asked, “So, where are we going first?”

“Red Rooster, then PopBar, and if there’s time, we’ll close out the night in the Meatpacking District at a place called Puzzles.”

Leah sighed to herself. Oh, New York. Home of aggressive crowds and highway-robbery drink prices.

“We’re out!” Mallery called to the rest of the team as she swapped her cell’s SIM card to one of the cards provided in the safe house. Cell phones couldn’t call across dimensions, but with a local SIM, they worked in the field just fine. “Text with any updates.”

“Have fun,” said Shirin.

At the same time, Roman called, “Don’t go overboard.”

Going out on the town with a fabulous ex-Broadway leading lady, prowling for love stories gone awry. What could possibly go wrong?

 

———

 

The apartment was abuzz with noise and preparations for fifteen minutes, then suddenly silent once both pairs had departed for their assignments.

Leaving Roman alone to get to work. He synced his phone to the room’s speaker, listening to a podcast as he reset the desk workspace into a standing desk. The tech on this world was basically identical to that of their Prime World; all they had to do was swap out SIM cards and IP addresses.

Roman and sitting desks did not get along—too constricting, not enough chance to move around. He’d gotten the ADHD and dyslexia diagnoses not long after landing on-planet. Back in the Post-Apocalyptic Region of Action World, where he’d grown up, what passed for doctors didn’t get that sophisticated. He had meds, but the harder he had to push himself on a mission, the more his story nature reasserted itself and reset his neurochemistry to its defaults.

Which meant that when he was faced with several hours of focus-intensive work, he needed every advantage he could make for himself. He tested his modified desk’s stability, and when satisfied, he pulled up Persona and Matchmaker.com on his tablet, pacing the apartment, working individual case studies, while the main workstation crunched numbers.

Initially, Roman had been uncomfortable on this beat. After all, comedic romance in a cosmopolitan city was about as hard a contrast from the world he’d been born into as you could imagine.

Love was about as close to a universal as you could hope for. People looked for it even in the wasteland.

The first compile came back with no results. He set the next search to run and started another lap of the apartment.

This part of the job, the data-combing, match-selecting, turned out to be not that different from what he was already used to. Back home, he’d analyze people to see where the weak spots in a gang or community were; here, he studied them to find their compatibilities, the places where the sum transcended the whole of the parts.

Like these two he’d found on Matchmaker. Testimonial from a happy couple—Chiana and Aisha—met on Matchmaker right when Aisha was going to let her membership lapse—the timely email, a disastrous first date, a make-up date, and the testimonial ended with a picture of the happy couple, Aisha showing off a sparkling engagement ring.

The frisson of happiness for others put a spring in Roman’s step, and he started another lap, setting the workstation to run another simulation.

With luck, the others were getting better results than the parade of fail he’d seen so far.

 

———

 

Red Rooster was a gay bar just to the northeast of the NYU campus, and was filled with the young and the fabulous. The DJ played Adele, Lorde, Prince, and the Spice Girls, mixed in with some alt-pop Leah had never heard of but would fit perfectly in a Rom-Com soundtrack.

The bar was already packed at seven PM, dance floor filled with bushy bears, beefcakes, and more, a half-dozen muscled men in tight shirts joyfully grinding together to the music. Women dominated the other half of the floor, burly butches alongside fineried femmes, angelic androgynes mixing here and there and everywhere. Neon drinks lined tables, and the bartenders were wearing almost as little as the patrons, muscle-showcasing V-necks on men, midriff-bearing tops on women, tattoos and piercings abounding.

Mallery strode right up to the bar and leaned forward, catching the attention of a Pacific Islander bartender with an undercut, wearing a black vest as her top.

“Can I get an amaretto sour and two dirty martinis, darling?”

The woman flashed a rakish smile and continued her whirlwind of activity, pouring, scooping, measuring, and sliding glasses back and forth to thirsty patrons.

The music pounded on as Leah joined Mallery at the bar.

“So, how do we do this?” She realized she was almost yelling, but it was the only way to be heard.

“Spotting broken stories is like sexing chicks.”

“What?” Leah asked, her voice cracking.

“Baby chickens. There are people whose job...”

“Ah, okay,” Leah said, getting the point.

Mallery continued, one eye on the bar, one eye on the dance floor. “They spend all day telling if chicks are male or female. At first, they all look the same, and you have to watch someone who knows how as they work. Then eventually, you just get a sense for it. Same thing here.”

“So, you’re just going to use the Force and find broken stories?” Leah asked.

The bartender returned with drinks, setting them by Mallery. Mallery presented a platinum card. “Let ’er ride,” she told the bartender.

“The Force, and liquor as a social lubricant. Grab your drink and follow me.” Mallery took a martini in each hand and forged into the crowd, drinks held high to avoid the crush.

Leah fetched her drink and took as a sip as she followed her teammate.

Also, the drink was excellent.

Mallery worked the room like a pro. Shirin’s method involved making everyone feel like they were old friends; Mallery was just the life of the party. She laughed, joked, flirted, all the while pumping people for information.

Even though she was following in the wake of a bombshell, Leah got several offers of drinks and varyingly obvious pickup lines herself, which she tried to deflect without offending anyone and engaging just enough to get some leads. It’d been a while since she’d been to a gay club for anything other than an evening out without dudes trying to pick her up constantly. Leah placed herself at around a “2” on the Kinsey Scale, so she appreciated the view from all sides of the bar before Mallery settled up and whisked her off to bar number two.

 

———

 

Mallery adopted a Long Island accent as she slid into the cab, Leah following.

“If you want to be an agent, you need to learn how to read a story. The stories are all around us, right? So, you want to look for stories in progress, read the difference between a lack of sexual tension between people and the comfortable ease that settles in with a couple that’s been together for years.”

Mallery dug a compact out of her purse and set about touching up her makeup. Seeing from the side instead of from the front, Leah could tell she wasn’t actually applying anything. Just another part of the show for the cabbie.

“One of the big signs to look for is people being self-conscious, people who look and act like they’re lost at sea, off course, you know? Those are the ones that are worth studying. The next question to ask yourself is “What’s missing? Are they broken-hearted or just yearning? Where did their story go off track?

Mallery was playing around the edges, avoiding saying anything too blatantly weird, staying within the bounds of self-indulgent New York Arts People weird.

“This will do, driver.” Mallery tapped a manicured hand on the glass. She paid with crisp bills, then nodded to Leah to slide out on the passenger side as cabs and cars beeped and honked, threading and honking their way down the street. The official paperwork said the Genrenauts were privately funded, but Leah guessed they may be getting some government cash, too. King was not very forthcoming with answers on the subject, and when she asked anyone else, they told her to ask King.

PopBar stood just down the street, red neon and black broadcasting the promise of delight to a darkening street. Fall coats abounded in the block-long line to get in to the bar.

“Looks like we’re due for a wait,” Leah thumbed at the line.

“Oh, please.” Mallery passed Leah and walked straight to the bouncer, a tall Latino with an earpiece, a clipboard, and a tailored suit.

Leah caught a flash of a bill folding on the way between Mallery’s purse and the bouncer’s suitcoat, and the velvet rope opened magically. This earned them stares from the people in line. Some of appreciation, some of disgust.

Leah looked over her shoulder to the crowd behind them as they walked into the dim front hall, coat check on the right, music thumping from the left. “Do we get to throw money around like this on every mission?”

“They call them discretionary funds for a reason, my dear. This time, you look out for stories yourself. When you see a likely breach, I want you to tap me on the shoulder and lean in as if to say something, then tell me who and where. Let’s see how your instincts are.”

The interior of PopBar was more bistro than club, with tables and servers. The crowd was less edgy and less queer. Women sat on the interior spaces, straight down the line, with men on the outside, an assembly line of smartly-dressed couples at tables for two, some with appetizer plates, others just nursing drinks.

This wasn’t just any restaurant setup, though. The tables were numbered. In the server’s aisle by the row of numbered tables, a South Asian woman with a tight bun, a headset mic, and a slick blazer announced, “Time’s up.” The couples waved, shook, or sighed in relief as the men grabbed their drinks and slid down one setting, introducing themselves to the next woman in line.

“Speed dating, a prime locale for spotting people in broken stories.” Leah once again made a beeline to the bar. 

“How do we tell the people in broken stories from the regular lovelorn at the start of their stories?”

Mallery surveyed the speed daters. Leah zeroed in on the body language, the conversational flow, anything out of order.

“It’s different from someone at the start of their story—those folks are more likely to seem bland or listless. Someone with a broken story will be distracted, hesitant, off-balance. And if you’re lucky, they’ll look just a shade out of sync with the world around them. King says he explained that part. Any likely suspects?”

“The woman at seven isn’t having any of it,” Mallery said, a gentle nod indicating a black woman with arms crossed, her eyes focused somewhere in the distance as a white man leaned forward, eyes on the woman’s neckline, swishing his drink and talking with a wolfish grin.

“Yeah, but I’d peg that more on the guy’s creeper look than anything else.”

“What about the guy at one?” The Middle-Eastern man at the end table wasn’t even looking at his momentary match. His focus was three tables down with the woman at four: white, hair pulled back, and librarian glasses offsetting a baby blue sweater.

“Good eye. They’ll finish in twenty minutes or so. Watch for other potential breaches. When the speed daters take a break, the participants will fill out their cards, and that’s when you’ll swing by to say hello to lovelorn number one and see if you can tease out the story about his bespectacled crush. Got it?”

“I’m not good at chatting guys up on my own, let alone with a covert purpose.”

“You could just lay into him, comedian-style.”

“That’s not likely to get me good answers either; he’d just bolt.”

“It would be funny,” Mallery said with a wink. “No, just ask him if he’s okay, joke about the speed dating format. The story should fall out pretty easy on its own, if you’re right about the breach. When someone’s story is broken here, they’re subconsciously looking for someone, anyone, to latch on to, to start another romance.”

Well, that’s not alarming at all, Leah thought, watching the awkward mark as his momentary match, a probably-Malaysian woman in a hijab, tried to carry the conversation.

Their drinks arrived, and Leah sipped ever so slowly at hers while Mallery worked the crowd. She moved more here than at the Red Rooster, the room more open. She walked the length of the bar, then turned and made her way back, setting her drink on the bar and picking up conversations one at a time with the singletons and their nursed drinks.

Leah watched her mark phone it in through three more speed dates, until he sat down at the table with the subject of his attention. The maybe-librarian gave a big sigh and buried her attention in the plate of appetizers before her. The man started talking, hands shaking, all false starts and clumsiness. He knocked over his own drink, spilling the wine on the woman’s lap. The woman shot up and slid out past him, jetting for the bathroom. The man followed after her for two steps, but the hostess stepped up to stop him with an authoritatively raised hand. He watched for a moment, then turned and almost jogged out the front door.

And this is where you go after him, Leah realized. Abandoning her drink, she left the bar, trying to work in stealth mode as best she could.

The man leaned over a newspaper stand, hands still shaking. He looked like he was about to hurl.

Chapter Three

Learning on the Job

 

“Are you okay?” Leah asked, voice cutting through the street sounds—the rubber-on-asphalt of cars, honking cabbies, and the clattering of shoes on concrete.

The man didn’t respond.

She stepped up to his side and leaned into his field of vision, repeating her question.

This time he noticed her, righting himself and crossing his arms as if he was holding in his fear and shame.

“I’m just a dolt.”

Leah shrugged. “I’ve done worse. Once, I had a date over to cook dinner together. Accidentally cracked an egg in my hands and dropped it all over his brand-new sneakers. And then, once I’d cleaned it off, I gave him a bloody nose when I stood up and clocked him with my head. He didn’t call after that.” 

A twinge of a smile flashed across the man’s mouth, and his body language loosened up.

Sadly, the story was 100% true.

“Whatever it is, I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Leah said. Remembering her mission, she added, “Do you need to talk about it? I’m happy to be a neutral party. I was always the confessional buddy for my friends in high school.” Which was true, but she hadn’t planned on saying it. She’d just switched into empathy mode and it’d come spilling out.

“I don’t want to bother you with it. It’s ridiculous,” he said, looking down at his own shoes.

Leah extended a hand. “I’m sure it’s not. I’m Leah.”

“Hossan,” he said, shaking her hand.

Hossan leaned on the newspaper stand, facing the street, looking away from the bar. “Sarah,” Hossan caught himself. “That’s her name, Sarah. She and I were designers working at Himalaya, perfecting their Also Bought algorithms. We started going out for drinks after work, and got to working on an algorithm for dating, wanting to use our skills for something better than selling people more useless crap.”

“So, we left and started Cliq, turning the algorithm to dating. We spent all of our time together, pulling twenty-hour days laying out the basic code to underlie the algorithm. It wasn’t long before we weren’t just coding together. That part, that was good.” Hossan blushed. “When we launched, companies came sniffing around almost immediately, with angel investments, promises, and expectations.”

The heartbroken man watched the street, buses and cars dancing their honk-tastic cha-cha. “Sarah wanted to keep the company pure, let it grow at its own rate, but I got blinded by the money; I wanted to take over the online dating world all at once. We started fighting over the business, and then over little, ridiculous stuff. It got worse over the next six months, even as the site was exploding and the offers came rolling in.”

Hossan pulled out a scribbled note on the back of a receipt. “Two weeks ago, she moved out of our apartment and left a note.”

Hossan handed it to Leah. 

It read:

 

“Hossan,

 

I’m through. You can keep the damned company. Buy me out, and then go sell your soul around town all you want.

 

Sarah”

 

Leah looked to see that Hossan was staring up at the skyline and the clouded sky. “So, now I’m here, and I just fell on my face trying to make it right. I don’t even really care about the money. I just got locked into this competitive loop, trying to top everyone. I lost track of what made it special. And now I can’t say any of it. I look at her and all I can see is every wrong-headed thing I said when I was caught up in it all, and then I spilled my wine on her favorite sweater her dead aunt knitted for her, and made it all worse.”

Well, hell. Maybe I can fix this right now and we can be back before midnight! Leah put a hand on Hossan’s shoulder.

“I bet you that if you go back in there and say just what you told me, you’ll be fine. Take a long breath before you start, and speak slowly. She knows you; she’s got to know how you feel. The note tells me she’s obviously more hurt by what you said than anything else, which means you can go in there and make things right.”

“All I want to do is crawl inside a dark hole and forget.”

“How do you think Sarah feels? She made this amazing thing with you, and then you got caught up in the business, not the beauty. Forget Cliq and convince her you care about her more than the money and the fame and everything.”

This part came strangely easy. She had been the one her friends came to for help, since she’d always been the “funny one” in her group of friends, more often the third or fifth wheel than the leading lady in the romantic drama of the group.

Maybe that would come in handy this time.

Hossan looked back at the PopBar, drew himself to his full height, and walked back at the door, hands still shaking. Leah followed at a discreet distance, talking under her breath to Mallery.

“I’ve got Repentant Loverboy headed back in to make the Big Reconciliation.”

Mallery responded over the earpiece. “I heard. Brilliantly done. You’re a natural.”

“Helps that I’ve had some experience with romantic misadventure.”

“I could tell. Meet me at the bar and we’ll watch this play out.”

 

———

 

Mallery greeted Leah by holding out Leah’s mostly full amaretto sour, her other hand wrapped around a glass of red wine.

The speed dating crowd had broken out into a mingling period, couples reconnecting and expanding on their conversations. Sarah stood in a corner, shields up with crossed arms and face buried in her phone.

“It’s super-intrusive, but is there any way we can hear what they say?”

“We’d have to drop an omnidirectional mic with a power source somewhere nearby. Also, ten bucks says they make up.”

“This is my story fix. Why would I bet against myself?”

“If you’re right, I pay for the next round of drinks.”

Leah chuckled. “You’re already paying for drinks.”

“Work is paying for drinks. You pull this off, and I slap down my own hard-earned cash to celebrate. It’s a gesture; please take it in the manner it’s intended.”

“Sorry, of course.” Leah just hoped it wasn’t also some other kind of gesture. Workplace romance drama was exactly what she didn’t need in this new amazing job. There was too much going on in her day-to-day to get distracted by hot coworkers, bombshell dress or no.

Leah focused on the couple in the corner.

Hossan’s hands were shaking, but he kept solid eye contact with Sarah. He wasn’t boxing her in, either. She had room to get out but wasn’t even eyeing an escape, looking for help. They were really talking, and so far, there was no more spilling or klutzy ridiculousness.

Sarah set her drink down and took Hossan’s trembling hand. Tension bled out of him and the couple closed in to kiss.

“Yes!” Leah said more than a little too loud for the bar’s average volume. Apparently, everyone’s attention was on the couple in the corner, and she got away with it.

Mallery turned to the bar. “Can you please send a bottle of champagne to the couple in the corner, and another round for us, please?”

“So, is that it?” Leah asked, heart racing.

“I hope so. We’ll have to wait an hour or so and take readings again. There might be multiple breaches, or this might have been a story that was supposed to end badly, and maybe we’ve made things worse. Rom-Com can be a tricky region if you don’t peg the breach right away—it’s not like Crime World, where a breach means that the wrong people are dead. But the impact back home is just as bad. A while back, we—” Mallery stopped, interrupting herself. “Not literally we, but the organization we bungled a mission here by getting the wrong people together, it led to that insidious ‘fifty percent of marriages end in divorce’ meme back on our world.”

Leah shuddered. She’d heard that statistic from more than one would-be significant other when they blew off her attempts to start a define-the-relationship talk. “How can we make things worse by making a happy ending?”

“Not all romantic comedies end in a happily-ever-after.”

“Yeah, but like one percent, right?” Leah said. “I can think of about two in the last fifteen years.”

“It’s very rare, which is why I had you go for it. Let’s hope this was the breach. Missions don’t tend to go this easy. Especially not this year. More breaches and worse. It’s like El Niño for making our job a pain in the ass.”

Leah peeked at the couple. Awkwardly adorable, they were perched half-on a wide bar stool, totally wrapped up in one another. She flashed back to her own relationships, to foolishly patterning her life off of Rom-Coms for a semester, and the montage of heartbreak that had led to. She was probably too young to be jaded about relationships, but she was well on her way. But that didn’t stop her from enjoying every second they spent in this world so focused on people finding love.

“Yeah, King and folks read me in about the storms and the breach rate. Any idea of why things have gotten harder?”

Mallery finished off her drink and picked up her backup, sliding Leah’s new round over to her. “That’s the question that’s making the High Council twitchy and is driving Ops up the wall. Leading theories at the top are that this is the interdimensional equivalent of El Niño or a meteor shower, some kind of convergence or confluence of forces that we can’t adequately read, accumulating in a way that increases dimensional instability.”

“So, basically, ‘We don’t know; maybe weather?’”

Mallery shrugged. “That’s for Ops and the Council to figure out. We’re just the story plumbers.”

“That makes it way less glamorous than our current fancy-outfit-wearing, cocktail-sipping existence would indicate.”

“Oh, it gets far worse than this. Romance World tends to be the best, since the chances of gross bodily harm are pretty low. Though there was that brief crossover with Fantasyland where there were as many spells cast and dragons fought as there were long walks through gardens.”

“Crossover?” Leah asked. “There’s nothing in the documentation that talks about crossovers.”

“Council regulations. They say crossovers are so infrequent as to be not worth putting into the official material. I’d have thought that King would have told you about those by now.” The Genrenauts High Council was the founders and directors of the organization, which had bases all around the world. Of their team, only King ever talked to the Council, which suited Leah just fine. They sounded like a bunch of jerks, to be honest.

Leah took a sip of her drink. “They might have. My brain has gotten so full it spilled at least three times so far.”

“Do I ever know that feeling.” Mallery peeked at the couple in the corner. “Our work here is done. I’ll leave behind a sensor to collect the readings. Do you want to hit the third bar to relax out the night, or turn in for an early day tomorrow, should your marvelous story fix turn out to not be the patch we needed?”

“This better be my last drink, if I’m going to be at all useful tomorrow.”

Mallery made a comically mopey face, still impressing with her almost cartoonishly elastic actress skills. She dropped the look, tossing it aside as the joke it was. “Okay. Then skip the drink and just take in the city. I did mention it’s a rooftop bar, right?”

“You didn’t. Rooftop, eh?”

Leah imagined a shoulder angel and a shoulder devil. Her shoulder angel was dressed in professional slacks and a collared shirt in the manner of her style idol, Janelle Monáe. The shoulder devil was Mallery, wearing an even-more-exaggerated version of the woman’s dress.

“Drink lots of water and get enough sleep! This is a job!” shoulder angel said.

“Rooftop bar! Cute coworker! New York!” said the shoulder devil.

I really hope I don’t regret this, Leah thought, banishing the shoulder angel and devil.

“Let’s do it.”

Mallery lit up like a kid on Christmas. “Fantastic.”

The senior Genrenaut turned to the bartender and called, “Check, please!”

Chapter Four

Did You Get the Number of that Martini?

 

Leah woke up with a head full of mothballs, light piercing her eyes like lances.

For a moment, she didn’t know where she was, but the residual smell of patchouli opened the window of memory, and reality came streaming in.

She was still dressed in her fancy club gear, which meant she hadn’t bothered to undress after getting back from the bar.

The previous night came back to her in fits and starts. The sights, the sounds of pounding techno, and another round of drinks.

An imaginary Better Judgement shoulder angel appeared, shaking her head, dressed in the elaborate dresses her mother made her wear as a kid for Chinese cultural festivals.

“Told you so,” the angel said in Mandarin. It had always been a know-it-all. And yet she never seemed to listen.

Her mission phone read 8:17, which was only fairly late. There was a glass of water on the bedside table. She glugged the water, then grabbed her towels and made a break for the shower.

One bracingly cold shower later, she wandered into the office/living room, wearing her gym clothes. She skipped makeup for the morning.

Walking into the room with the team assembled, she saw Mallery in trendy clothes and a full face of makeup.

“Good morning. Nice of you to join us,” King said, tut-tutting heavy in his tone.

You’re doing great today! she taunted herself as she slunk around the couches and took a seat.

The whiteboard was back, with a fresh message in two columns.

 

The first read:

STORY BREACH LEADS

 

1) Techie couple reunited by Leah

Leah reports

2) Online dating pool

Roman reports

3) Gossip pool

Shirin reports

 

And in the second:

TODAY’S AGENDA

 

1) Follow-ups based on leads

2) Regular haunts

 

Mallery set her coffee down and tapped on the board with her marker. “Okay, let’s get started. Word from HQ says that the story Leah patched last night was not our breach. We’re going to hear from Leah first, since even though it wasn’t the breach, patching a story is still a very exciting achievement, especially since she did it all by herself.” Mallery tapped the other numbered points on the board. “Next, we’ll get status reports and leads from Roman and Shirin, and then I’ll assign today’s tasks.”

Mallery said, “You’re up, newbie.”

Leah wished for caffeine, wobbling to her feet to address the team at Mallery’s prompting. She ran through the night’s adventures, focusing on identifying Hossan and Sarah, inserting herself to give advice, and the PDA-tastic reconciliation between the pair.

“Nicely done,” King said. “Next time, you can plant a mic on the subject so your team can listen and intervene if things are heading off base. When we ID the prime suspect couple, remember what you did here. Chances are, what we have to do will just be a bigger version of your story patch, though experience tells us that it usually takes more than a five-minute pep talk for a breach as far-reaching as this one.”

“How far-reaching?” Leah asked.

“Filings for divorce in the USA and Canada have increased nine percent over the last month, and dating websites have seen a twenty percent increase in membership cancellations due to frustration.”

Shirin piped in, “For context, the last time there was a breach in Romance, those numbers were three percent and twelve percent, respectively.”

“Holy schnikes.”

Mallery shook her head. “I’m sorry, dear, but I won’t stand by and accept that as field profanity. We’ve got some latitude in our PG-13 rating; give it a proper crap or hot damn.”

“Well, crap.”

“There you go. Don’t let a little hangover keep you from speaking with gusto.” Mallery tapped the whiteboard again. “Now, to Roman, with some findings from the online dating site mines.”

Roman was dressed in gym clothes, warm-up pants and a grey hoodie over white tank top. “We’ve sorted out a half-dozen candidates using Mallery’s algorithms, and cross-referenced their hobbies and locations to find some likely places to run into them over the next couple of days.”

Leah raised her hand. “Wait, how? Isn’t that, like, ridiculously invasive?”

Roman looked to Mallery, then King. He shrugged. “This is what we do. If we fix their stories, we’re helping them. The natural state in this world is Happily Ever After. In this world, people are actually incomplete until they’ve found their match. If they aren’t in story breaches, our making contact will be a momentary blip on their lives. No one gets hurt.”

Leah looked around to the group. “And this doesn’t bother anyone else?”

“It’s this or rely entirely on serendipity to do our legwork for us,” King said. “With the ripple effects we’re seeing on Earth, these approaches have been sanctioned by the High Council and are entirely appropriate.”

“Is it possible to log my displeasure without being insubordinate? Can I, like, fill out a form or something?”

“So noted,” King said. “Roman...”

“As I was saying.” Roman wrote out the six names on the whiteboard, beside the “Online dating pool” section.

“I’ve got likely haunts and plans for making contact in today’s briefing email, along with relevant details for each candidate.”

Mallery kept going. “Shirin, you’re up with word from the wide world of gossip. Please, spare no detail. I do love these little morsels of story, even the red herrings. They are the relationship hors d’oeuvres before the main course of romantic reconciliation.”

Shirin took the presenter position, spinning the whiteboard around to the clean back. Leah’s stomach grumbled, which elicited a smile from the older Genrenaut. “Someone hasn’t had breakfast yet.”

Leah shrugged. “Meetings take priority.”

“Some of us were up at six and got in a run and a breakfast before the meeting,” Shirin said.

“And some of us had to shepherd home an inebriated probie at one AM,” Mallery riposted before stepping back to let Shirin go.

There was no venom in the women’s words, just the bantering barbs of long acquaintance.

“Shaking the gossip branches yielded a few choice bits.” Shirin started writing on the whiteboard, breaking down their leads for possible plot threads. They’d covered this in her orientation—it was standard approach when a breach wasn’t immediately evident—look for events and trends that stood out, then narrow down until you find your breach. If possible, use one plot to resolve another.

“Newspaper sources indicate Mercy Hospital admitted three people who were hit by cars after getting engaged. Two have been discharged; one is still recovering.”

On the board: ENGAGEMENT RINGS IN HOSPITAL

“The Off-Broadway Achievement Awards are in five days.”

OFF-BROADWAY AWARDS

“And a physical therapy company embedded in a gym that caters to the trendy urban professionals is advertising for two new PTs.”

PT POSTS OPEN

“And lastly, millionaire actor Kyle Randal is hosting a gala tomorrow night. Randal is well known for being a lecherous skeeve, so there’s a very good chance, given where we are, of women put into compromising situations which would then make for a creepy but in-genre meet-cute with innocuous guys.”

SKEEVE PARTY

“Thanks, Shirin.” Mallery tapped the board over the listed plot threads. “King and Roman, you go ahead and grab those PT jobs. The gym association gives us a good field base for a wide range of possible stories. Shirin, I want you on the algorithms today; see if we can cross-reference some of these findings and come up with intersections to narrow our search.”

“Leah and I will hit the haunts. Two of them jog in the mornings in Central Park, so we’ll start there. Updates by five PM for the evening meet-up, then we make plans for the evening.”

Mallery paused as the team shuffled on the couches and seats, ready to move.

“Any questions?”

Leah, as usual, had many questions, but they could wait until she was talking to Mallery.

Starting the day in Central Park, served both of Mallery’s agendas: reconnaissance and working through Leah’s hangover.

Mallery trotted along merrily, gloves and yoga pants and a light fleece, hair held back in an exercise-standard ponytail.

Leah, meanwhile, huffed as she tried to keep pace.

“How are you in better shape than I am and you’ve just been in traction?”

“Because I was in marathon-running shape before my last mission, and you haven’t been around long enough for Roman’s fitness regimen to deform your life like a black hole. Also, it looks like your liver also needs some more training.”

Leah huffed and puffed, pushing herself to catch up to Mallery. “I was stretching it. Next time I say, ‘I shouldn’t have another drink,’ please don’t pressure me like it’s no big deal, even if it makes me out to be a spoilsport.”

Mallery’s face darkened. “You’re right. I was just so happy to be back on my feet, I got a bit carried away. And then I had to carry you away!”

“Sorry about that. I hope I didn’t inadvertently kick off any romance plots with random passers-by at the bar.”

Mallery picked up the pace again. “No, nothing like that. You were very easy to take care of. Once we got back, I just left you with the glass of water and went on my way.”

A moment passed. “Priority One is spotting the candidates from Roman’s notes who frequent this park – Anna Grace and Jasper Montes, but also be on the lookout for other broken stories. So, what we’re looking for,” Mallery said, gesturing to the other runners on the trails, “is groups of friends, probably three of them, talking about relationships. They’ll be running just a bit slower than everyone else, but they’ll be talking a lot.”

“Like we are,” Leah said.

“Exactly! If I were a group of Genrenauts watching the scene, I’d definitely peg us as candidates. You’d be the romantic lead, and I’d be the wise, free-spirited friend, offering you advice about how you need to put yourself out there more.”

“Got it,” Leah said, pushing past the wall and finding something resembling a stride.

Focusing on the other joggers helped distract her from how not-in-shape she was. She saw solo runners in their own worlds, pairs jogging silently, love-birds in matching outfits jogging and stealing long glances at one another. 

Then, Leah spotted a trio of women moving a clip slower, jogging in a shallow chevron formation, one of them a half-pace ahead of the other two. They moved along a trail that would converge a few hundred feet ahead.

“How about them?” Leah said, indicating the trio with a short motion, trying not to be too obvious.

“Good eye. Now we have to catch up. Let’s get the lead out. Pain is just weakness leaving the body!” With that, Mallery poured on the speed, leaving Leah behind.

Sometimes this job was too much. On the other hand were the cushy salary, amazing benefits, and impossibly cool vistas. She kept reminding herself of the positives as she hurried to catch up with Mallery and the trio.

The center woman was a brunette white woman in her mid-twenties. Her friends were a shorter white redhead and a taller black woman, seemingly of a similar age. The women were still ten paces ahead, but they spoke loud enough to be heard. Or maybe that was just the world’s physics giving them a break.

“...to get yourself back out there,” the black woman said.

“One thing at a time.” the woman in the center said. “I still don’t know if I want to take the offer from the studio.”

The redhead said, “You need closure. Go see him.”

“Can we talk about something else?” the woman in the center said.

“No problem, Anna,” said the taller woman. “We’ve got to get to rehearsal. Let’s take the turn-off here and hit the showers.”

The women turned off of the track, heading for the edge of the park.

“Back in a sec.” Mallery threw up her hoodie, leaned forward and rushed ahead, sprinting to overtake the women. She pushed straight through the middle of the trio, jostling the women aside.

“Excuse me,” the redhead said as Mallery rushed ahead then turned back around toward the center of the park. 

Lungs heaving, Leah was happy to drop off the pace. She slowed and stopped at a bench, collapsing onto the cold wooden slats as Mallery looped around, heading her way.

The trio headed off, turning out of the park and out of sight.

Mallery slowed to a jog, then a walk, walking up to Leah sweat-sheened but still beaming.

“Good pick. That’s definitely a lead worth following. I snuck a picture, so I’m going to shoot that over to the team for them to run through the algorithm for confirmation. The tracer I dropped in Anna’s hoodie will let us keep tabs on her on the way to her gym and then home.”

“Can I state again that this is kind of creepy?” Leah said.

“We’re serving as donor figures in these people’s stories. Like fairy godparents but with headsets and genre knowledge instead of magic wands and transforming rodents,” Mallery said. “You’re going to need to get over this if you want to stick with the team, newbie. If you’ve got a major problem, you should log it with King, but I can tell you now that it won’t end well.”

Mallery stretched her arms and legs, reminding Leah she should do the same. Her head spun as she got to her feet again, but her lungs felt better, like she’d dusted the curtains.

“King doesn’t like wasting his time,” Mallery said. “If he starts to think he’s been wasting his time with you, it’ll throw a pall over everything you do, even the good stuff like your patch yesterday. Hold on to those doubts until we get this story patched, and if you’re still worried, we’ll grab coffee and talk it through.”

Leah’s back cracked as she stretched, short of breath “It’s just a big adjustment. All of this sneaking around and playing with people’s lives.”

“It’s for the good. Not just the greater good. It’s for individual people’s good as well. Especially here. Ninety-nine times out a hundred, fixing a story means reuniting someone with a lifelong love. We’re the guardian angels they never need to meet.”

“I guess. It’s still creepy.”

Mallery made for the park exit, raising a hand to hail a taxi as soon as she was within view of the street. “You’ll get used to it. Let’s get back to the condo so we can shower and head back out to the next haunt.”

“Can I collapse and die for a few minutes somewhere in there?”

A taxi rolled to a stop right in front of Mallery. Leah smiled at the story world magic.

“That’s what showers are for. Come on, you’re the youngest of us all.” Mallery beamed, which Leah was realizing was pretty close to the woman’s resting face. Some women had resting bitch face, but Mallery glowed. It was impressive. A little annoying, but impressive.

 

———

 

Leah didn’t die during their pit stop, but she did spend ten extra minutes in the shower massaging her already-sore legs.

This time, instead of heading back out with Mallery, she got to stick around and work the data mines with Shirin.

“You’ve gotten a taste of finding stories in the field. Shirin can teach you about how the other half of the story is assembled,” Mallery said, throwing on her coat, picking up a bright yellow umbrella from the front closet, and blowing a kiss to the pair of women before whirlwinding out of the door.

“That woman is a force of nature,” Leah said, watching the door.

“She sure is. Just make sure you’ve got both legs planted firmly on the ground when she comes blowing by, or you’ll get caught up in her storm system,” Shirin said.

Now, what does she mean by that? Leah wondered as the older Genrenaut turned and moved to the workstation set up in the living room.

“Come on over, newbie. Now you get to learn how to do the real work.” She waved her hand at the three screens arrayed like half a hexagon.

“We’re tracking Anna, the woman you and Mallery pegged at the park, as well as digging into the cases in the hospital. What I’m going to have you do is run down any intersections between the candidates we’ve identified. We’re assuming a straight pair based on the conversation, but don’t automatically discount queer pairings – there may be something less obvious going on. Occam’s Straight Razor has gotten teams in trouble in the past. Just because there are almost no mainstream queer romances in the theaters doesn’t mean they don’t have their own stories here,” Shirin said.

“Glad to hear.” One more point in this world’s favor. Red Rooster was hectic and dazzling, but it also felt welcoming, validating.

“So, are you good to help me track down our unhappy couple?” Shirin asked.

Leah sat in the fold-out chair beside Shirin at the work station. “Where do I start?”

Shirin browsed over to a window open to Persona, the social network, which had its own problems with data privacy. “Mallery made a backdoor, so you can browse all accounts as if you were friended. I’ve cross-referenced three of the six hospital sweethearts with Anna already; I want you to run down the other three.”

“We have her name and a picture.”

“So that’s where you start, assuming she uses her real name on the site. If not, search for people named Anna connected to the patients’ accounts, and you’ll need to go at least one degree of separation based on closest friends and family members.”

“So, I get to spend all afternoon Persona-stalking these people?”

“It could be worse. You could be interviewing for a job like King and Roman. You ever want to get Roman upset, tell him he has to wear a tie.”

“Noted. What are you going to be doing while I’m doing this?”

“Two things. One, resting my eyes. Too much time in front of LCD screens gives me a migraine. Two, I’m going to spend the rest of the afternoon in the gossip magazines and on local discussion groups to keep an eye out for any rumblings, especially about Kyle Randal’s party.”

“Please tell me we won’t have to go,” Leah said. “I had my fill of frat parties when I was actually in school.”

“Jury’s still out on that one, I’m afraid. If we have to go, it’ll likely be you, Mallery, and Roman. King is not especially fond of this world. He prefers the dramas.”

Leah nodded, and Shirin took up position on the couch, reclining with a book by her side.

Shirin left Leah with the trio of screens all filled with browser windows, a zillion tabs open between them.

She plugged in the earphones sitting by the workstation, cued up some techno, and got down to the social hacking business.

First up, Kevin French.

Shirin browsed through all twelve-hundred and thirty-eight of Kevin’s photos, keeping an eye on tagged names and untagged faces. Persona did its damnedest to fill in every possible bit of data, but some people resisted. She kept the photo of Anna that Mallery had taken at the ready, using it plus her own memory to try to filter through the pictures and look for a match.

Once she finished the pictures, she started over, sorting through any friends named Anna. And after that, she trolled the woman’s timeline, checking for anyone who might look related, or who might look like they could be either of Anna’s friends.

All of that took a good half hour. She put an X next to Kevin French and moved on to the next name, Oliver Brown.

Three hours of eye-straining, mouse-scrolling mundanity later, she hit pay dirt.

Theo Long, candidate number three. He was Han Chinese (judging by the clothes he wore in old family pictures - Leah could tell one of her people), in his late twenties, with hints of worry lines at his brows. He didn’t have much of a Persona presence, but in the handful of pictures that he had up, Anna Grace was in fully half of them. There were pictures of the pair dancing in a studio, some kind of ballroom, from the look of it. Dinners, drinks out with friends, and more. Nothing in the last three weeks, however. The last two posts on his Persona account were a post from his mother talking about how Theo was going to be getting out of the hospital soon, how attentive (and pretty) his doctor was, and then one from Theo himself, with a picture of him walking out of the hospital with a crutch.

There were some wrinkles.

Theo’s Persona page said “Engaged,” where Anna’s said “It’s complicated.” And Anna’s page had pictures of Theo, but they’d all been untagged.

Leah gestured Shirin over to take a look. “That’s a red flag for us if I’ve ever seen one.” She laid out the connections in several tabs across the multiple screens, then scooted aside to let Shirin look at the results.

“I think you’ve got a winner here, newbie. Write it up and send it out to the team. They’ll do a first-contact pass today, then we meet up to run down their story tonight so we can start building the patch.”

“Can I take a break first?” Leah asked. “I kind of got in the zone, and I think your headache came back to the computer so it could hang out with me.”

Shirin patted Leah on the shoulder. “Sure. But don’t wait too long. Mallery is out there spending HQ’s money, and King’s the one who has to write expense reports this mission.”

“Got it.” Leah stood and walked over to the couch, flopping facedown to shield her eyes.

And promptly fell asleep.

She woke up, not having meant to sleep. Checking the clock, she’d been out for all of five minutes, just long enough for her arm to go numb and for her to be totally disoriented.

King stood in the doorway, arms crossed. “Shirin tells me that you found a match. Let’s not make the team wait anymore on that report, shall we?”

Leah leapt from the couch to the workstation in a single bound, which was tricky, since she had to scale the couch to get to the other side in order to reach the workstation. She managed not to fall over, but only just.

Within an hour, the team had come back from the field and sat in the living room, ready for the report.

Her report.

Don’t screw this up, her teammates’ eyes said, all watching, waiting.

It’s just another story. Tell the story, Leah, she told herself, and began.

Chapter Five

Meet Bachelorette Number One

 

Leah pointed to the board. “So, our lead candidates are Anna Grace and Theo Long. Mallery and I saw Anna this morning, jogging with friends in Central Park. I dug through the Persona pages of the six people admitted to hospitals with engagement rings over the last month, which led me to Theo Long.”

It was like her hands were asleep—she couldn’t help but be incredibly aware of them and feel awkward. During a set, she had the mic as her woobie, could focus her body language on working the room, shifting the mic, and so on. She tried to use the dry-erase marker in the same way, but then it ended up looking like she thought the marker was a mic, which was just silly.

Roman swiped through the report on his tablet. “These Persona pages tell a pretty messy story.”

“Sure do,” Leah said. “So, I figure we need to get in there and get both sides of the story, then start working on a way to make a happily-ever-after, right?” She looked to Mallery, who nodded.

Mallery stood. “Thanks, Leah. I can take it from here. King, you and Roman will make contact with Theo. See if we can’t get him to do PT at your gym, and if not, we’ll see about tweaking his insurance so that he ends up there anyway. In the meantime, get a tracker on him and see if you can’t manufacture a meeting to get yourselves into his life, bro-style.”

“Bro-style?” Leah asked.

“Doing that emotionally-repressed around all other men unless you’re drunk because only then is it okay to cry because the Patriarchy sucks. You know, bro-style.”

“Got it.”

“Leah and I will make contact with Anna, posing as a Wise Lesbian Couple so we can get her side of the story. We’ve got her tracked to her home, so we just need to pick up the trail when she heads out to dinner or drinks or whatever tonight.”

Working the archetypes was standard procedure—fill an established role and it was easier for people in story worlds to fit you into their life without question. Since Shirin had told Leah a couple of days before that Mallery was very out as a lesbian in real life, not as much would be acting. 

“Wise Lesbian Couple?” Leah asked. “Shouldn’t it be Anna’s Gay BFF if we’re in a Romantic Comedy?”

Roman cut in. “I’m the one who does Gay BFF, but I’ll need to work with Theo. Can’t work both threads of the story at once.”

“Gay BFF isn’t in my repertoire,” King said. “Never got the hang of it. Veers too close to Magical Negro, and I hate that shit.”

For a moment, Leah was back in her comedy troupe, people arguing over roles. The familiarity was comforting, even if she felt a little bit out in left field as the others talked about their specialties and preferences.

“Why can’t we just use a PPM to change up our appearance and be able to play multiple roles?” Leah asked. The Personal Phase Manipulators allowed the Genrenauts to disguise their appearance and voices.

King shook his head. “PPMs are very expensive, and hard to replace. We’ve lost three already this year in missions gone wrong. Council’s keeping them on reserve.” 

Mallery made the move-it-along hand gesture. “More’s the pity. They’re dangerously fun to play with. Shirin, you’re on logistics duty. Coordinate between the teams, feeding information back and forth. Mostly, I want you designing our Grand Reconciliation. Tomorrow’s party will be too soon and has too high a skeeve factor, so look farther ahead.”

Mallery looked at the board, taking it all in. “We’ll probably need to go to extra innings on this one, so King, let’s get ready to make our appeal to stay for, say, nine days? I think that’ll be enough time to lay in groundwork. Assuming this story can actually be fixed.”

“HQ has been denying extension requests left and right, especially since...” King said. “Let’s see if we can’t make it six days. We’ll reassess at five.”

“That’s fair. Okay, everyone know what we’re doing? Leah, you’re with me. We have to get our covers sorted before we go visit our Leading Lady.”

“Roger,” Leah said.

Walking back to the master bedroom, Mallery launched right in.

“So, for this story, we’re going to want to insert ourselves into Ms. Grace’s lives as seamlessly as we can, but not in such a big way that we leave a hole when we leave.” Mallery turned into the bedroom and threw open the stand-up dresser, revealing her wardrobe as if it were an arsenal. Which, really, it was.

She pulled down three dresses, stacking clothes together, arranging and rearranging. This is why Mallery’s bag was twice as full as anyone else’s, Leah realized. In Sci-Fi or Western World, Roman brought the big bag of guns. Here, Mallery had her wardrobe. 

Absently inspecting one of the dresses, Mallery continued. “If there’s one thing Shirin goes overboard on, it’s making herself indispensable. I read the report from your trip to Azura-3. She’s pushing the boundaries of long-term involvement there, and we won’t need to be as blatant with this one.” 

Mallery held up a dress, looking in the mirror. “That won’t do with this hair,” she said under her breath, then continued. “We’re going to do a drive-by fairy-godmothering. We should be tourists instead of New York residents. That gives us a built-in departure.”

“Sounds good,” Leah said. “Can we be visiting from somewhere that doesn’t require accents? I can only do Minnesota and Chinese. Never got into the impersonations part of comedy.”

Mallery chuckled. “That’s fine, darling.” She dropped into a Georgia accent, thick as molasses. “I’ll go big with mine and it’ll draw the attention. So, who shall we be? Honeymooning actresses? Hippies on a food tourist adventure, adventurous enough to go to the Big Apple but not rich enough to fly to Kazakhstan?”

“I like the actress idea,” Leah said. “It’s high-status, so it’ll grab attention, and it will cover for a good amount of the story talk. We can get meta on it, helping her fix her story within her ‘real’ world.”

“Let’s not get too close to the nose there. That can throw things off. Actresses it is. How did we meet?”

“Working a TV show together. No, auditions! We were rivals for a role but went out for coffee after encouraging one another. Neither of us got the role, but the consolation prize was pretty nice.”

“And that’s how you’ll tell the story. Just like that.” Mallery looked over her shoulder to Leah. “Now, what are we doing in NYC?”

“Museums and taking in the Broadway shows before they go on tour. You’re looking to get into musical theatre, since you never got to put your triple-threat chops to sufficient use in Hollywood.”

Mallery rolled with it. “I got frozen out of the high school musicals, since they were all about the White Girl Soprano, and I, alas, am a mezzo.”

“So, you’ve got the song-and-dance chops to back this story up?” Leah asked.

Mallery launched into a waltz, holding her dress as her partner, dancing backward as she sang a song from My Fair Lady.

“Song-and-dance chops, check. That makes me the comedienne?”

“Indeed. Hollywood takes you as exotic, but roles for funny women that aren’t white are pretty thin on the ground.”

“Also, I’m not that thin.”

“We needn’t focus on that. You’re lovely.” Mallery looked in the mirror. “I’m barely thin enough for Hollywood, and I put in twenty hours at the gym every week. The only person with more time logged there is Roman.”

Mallery found her outfit, then took to helping dress Leah, continuing to weave together their backstory. Mallery was not quite as hands-on with the makeup this time, thankfully. Plus, the air was on in the bathroom from the start.

Properly snazzed up and armed with a solid-enough backstory, Mallery loaded the software for the tracker they’d slipped into Anna’s hoodie and they headed out to hail a cab.

“No Ultra?” Leah asked, figuring they’d use the super-convenient but ethically suspect app-based car service.

“Never Ultra,” Mallery said, her face sour. “Plus, we never have to wait for a cab, remember?” Mallery whistled and waved a hand, and a yellow checkered car turned the corner and rolled up to a stop in front of their building.

“Every Little Thing She Does Is Magic” played in Leah’s head as the pair climbed in and headed out to intercept their Leading Lady.

 

———

 

The GPS placed Anna in Times Square, which earned a small sigh from the cabbie, who was probably about to get off shift and would have rather not picked up a fare that would require him to drive into and out of a clusterfuck of traffic one more time.

Mallery dove straight into character, the Georgia coming back out. It was smooth enough that Leah wondered if this was the woman’s native accent, one she’d rounded out toward the Central Ohio Valley default.

Mallery followed her GPS, looking like a capital-T Tourist—head down, ignorant of the flows of people, leaving Leah to watch out for her.

Except even the distracted bit was an act. Mallery wove through the crowd, looking like she was going to bump into people but never managing to do more than brush by their jackets.

All the while, she chattered, loudly.

“Ain’t this the most amazing thing, Toni?” Leah was Toni, Mallery was Susan.

“Remember to look up, Susan. Can we get a picture at the top of those stairs?”

“But everyone gets a picture there. I want an authentic experience, something that really says I get New York, not ‘I followed the guide book.’”

If they wanted that, they wouldn’t be in Times Square to start, but Leah decided to hold her tongue there.

“There’s a Disney store!” she clapped with feigned excitement as Mallery turned in that direction.

They wove and wound their way through the pedestrian-dominated street, hand in hand, eventually turning out of the super-touristy area into the Broadway theatre district, ending up in front of a side-street building with a dance studio’s sign hanging on the second floor—ALWAYS EN POINTE DANCE STUDIO.

“Looks like our heroine is somewhere in this building,” Mallery said.

“Her Persona profile listed her as an instructor at a dance studio; I think it was this one.”

“It was this one, yes. So now we go in and talk our way into the class. We want the authentic New York dance experience. I’ll carry you through the class.”

“Does everything we do have to be about you being amazing and me bumbling through?” Leah regretted how hurt she sounded even before she was done asking the question.

Mallery turned and dropped all vestiges of her character. “Sorry, newbie. Rom-com couples are studies in opposites. Contrast hides who we really are. They’ll see the bumbling and ignore who you are behind it. We need to be just enough in Anna’s life to make a difference. It’s far better if she remembers us as that wacky pair of actresses, not as the people we really are. Or even the people we aren’t really.”

“Got it. Lean into the stereotypes. How naggy are we?”

“Newlyweds, so not very. I’d say a two out of ten.”

“But sassy,” Leah asked, worried Mallery was going to somehow bleed all of the fun out of the characters.

Mallery beamed. “So sassy. At least eight out of ten. Shall we?”

 

———

 

The studio was narrow, no more than twenty feet across, but long, with mirrors along the entire wall opposite the windows. The dancers were all dressed in black, no pointe shoes, no socks. Leah guessed jazz or modern, probably jazz, given Broadway.

Which of course meant that their makeup could stay, but the wealthy-women-about-town outfits had to go.

Anna Grace stood in the studio, listening to something on earbuds. Her hair was back and up, head bobbing to the music.

Mallery kicked off her shoes in the lobby, walking past a half-dozen women getting ready, and entered the studio. Leah avoided tripping on her shoes as she rushed to follow.

“Hello? Are you Anna Grace? I’m Susan Mallery; this is my wife, Toni Tang.” Leah had complained about the alliteration but Mallery countered that it was both adorable and appropriately ridiculous for a Rom-Com.

It could have been worse. In Hollywood, it could always be worse.

Anna looked the women over. “Hello. What can I do for you?”

“We heard about your class from a friend, Jamie, who moved out to Hollywood a while ago? We met at an audition. She was always going on about how amazing her classes with Anna Grace were, so when we decided that we’d come and visit the city, she said, ‘Oh you just have to go take a class with Anna.’ Isn’t that right, Toni?”

“Precisely. I never really got into dancing, but Susie here, she’s dancing reality show–level. I keep telling her to try out; it’d be a good platform-builder.”

Activate Super-Cute Lesbians act! Leah thought.

Susan poured it on a bit more until Anna relented and let them audit the class. They changed into their gym gear and barefoot on the cold floor, joined in when the Fosse started.

Leah stumbled her way through the class, while Mallery was on the beat the whole time, fierce and loving it, even with the cast locking one arm into a permanent chicken wing.

After class, Mallery used some kind of social-force-of-nature magic to convince Anna to grab coffee with the two of them, leading the way to a theatre-crowd cafe around the corner called the All-Nighter.

“How did you get into show business?” Mallery-as-Susan asked, her Georgia accent holding.

“I grew up in Queens, and my parents took me to see shows when I was a kid. I bounced around between a few different majors, racking up music and acting classes before settling on a finance degree. Got me a steady but soul-crushing day job.”

“I know how that is,” Leah said, not having to act as Anna took a sip of her coffee. Their Leading Lady continued. “Off-Broadway roles started lining up, and I was able to go part-time, then quit the finance biz altogether, thanks to the studio. Heck, I was even offered a spot as a partner in the studio. That was unreal,” Anna said, twitching as if shaking off the idea. There was more than that behind the move, if Leah was on the mark with her people-watching.

“Anyone special in your life?” Leah asked, diving right in. Mallery had warmed her up enough, and this sure as heck looked like an opening.

Anna leaned back, head against the booth, which told Leah she may have misfired on her timing. A microexpression wince from Mallery corroborated her failure.

Mallery jumped in to cover, “Oh, Toni, let’s not pry.”

“No, it’s fine. It’s just…” Anna said, looking for words.

“It’s complicated?” Leah volunteered.

“Yeah. I was seeing this guy; he was sweet, super-organized, he planned these incredibly thoughtful dates, and he loved the theater. Loves, I guess. But then, and this will make you laugh, he proposed six months into our relationship, the day after I was offered partnership at the studio.”

“Oh, my.” Mallery took a sip of her drink, shifting in the seat. “I assume from your tone that wasn’t a good thing?”

“It was just...I mean, we’d only been together for six months, and Theo’s down on one knee, and I’ve never lived in one place more than a year since I went to college. I didn’t like to be tied down. And now, with the studio and something I can almost be unashamed to call a career, and the ring, it was all just too much.”

Mallery put her hand on Susan’s for a moment. “Oh, honey, don’t I know it. Toni here’s like this Theo, I think. She loves to organize everything, loves to know answers to questions before they’re asked. It makes my life livable, but sometimes you don’t want to be tied down, am I right?”

“Totally. And then it gets even worse. I come back after leaving town for the weekend to sort out my head, and he’s been in a car accident.”

Leah tapped into the refreshed sympathy and dialed it up as best as she could to feign the shocked reaction she should have, covering her mouth and nose with her free hand.

“Oh no,” Mallery said. “Is...”

“He’ll be fine, thank god. The car wasn’t going that fast, and he fell well, the doctors say. He’s in PT now. I was on the plane when it happened, and no one picked up when I called. I turned straight around for a return flight, but I got caught in a weekend’s worth of cancellations. I went straight to the hospital when I got back, but his doctor said that he didn’t want to see me.”

Leah shared a quick look with Mallery, wishing for telepathy. That’s what the debrief was for. She wasn’t the biggest Rom-Com fan ever, but this definitely sounded like breach-worthy levels of weird. Would a guy that just proposed really turn her away like that?

Anna looked down into her coffee. “So I left, deleted his number, and pretended that it never happened. Which is super-mature, right?”

“You both went through a trauma; it’s understandable,” Leah said, leaning into sympathy while thinking that Anna’s extreme reaction was probably fallout from the breach. Breaches weren’t just one break in the story, like the accident. They snowballed, like people leaving town in her first mission or the diplomatic implosion on Ahura-3.

Mallery followed up. “How long between the accident and when you went to visit?”

“I was gone when the accident happened. So, like a week. No, five days. He’d just woken up, and I wasn’t there. Can you blame him for not wanting to see me?” Anna’s eyes went red and puffy as her emotional fortitude crumbled. Normally, eyes didn’t do that so fast. Must be another story world thing, Leah thought.

Mallery took Anna’s hand and squeezed. “He went overboard with the proposal, sure, but did you tell him about the partner offer?”

“I did, and that’s when he proposed! He said the timing was perfect, that everything was coming together just how he’d imagined it.”

“That is a bit off.” Leah had no idea where Mallery was going with the conversation. So she tried to answer like an actual friend.

“It is,” Anna said. “It’s like I didn’t even get a say in my life. He fit the story he’d been telling himself in his heart or, more accurately, the story he’d been raised to tell himself because his family told him to, and I was the missing piece, the perfect adornment to his perfect life.”

“Did you tell him that?” Leah asked.

“Of course not. It’s just how he is. He likes things to go smoothly, and I go with the wind. We made it work for a while. I’d helped him be more spontaneous; he helped me be grounded. This was just way too much, all at once. I’ve been reeling ever since.”

“How long ago was all this?” Mallery asked.

“A couple of weeks now. Theo’s out of the hospital, and I…I don’t know what to do. The easy thing would be to forget about it, try to figure out if I want to stay here and teach dance for the rest of my life, if that’s something I can handle. He made his choice, right?”

Anna looked out the window, at the marquee of a theatre across the street. “Being a partner at the studio would limit what kind of and how many shows I could audition for. It’s trading possibility for certainty, but not the certainty I wanted.”

“You like the studio; you obviously like the people,” Leah said.

Mallery jumped in, answering for Anna. “Of course she does. They’re delightful. Loveliest bunch of ladies I’ve ever met.”

“You haven’t been up against them in an audition,” Anna said, an absent chuckle reaching all the way to her eyes.

Mallery cocked her head. “Fair point. So, what can we do to help? Do you want to play hostess and show us all of the cool sights of the city and distract you from the life drama?”

Leah caught the ball and ran with it. “We’re excellent distractions. Susan here can hold a room for an hour just talking about her makeup regimen. Now, if I let a makeup artist do my face like they’re used to, I’ll end up looking like a geisha doll. Asian faces paint different, and not many makeup folks know how to work on faces that aren’t white.”

“No one can do you justice, my dear.” Mallery leaned over and took Leah’s face in both hands, planting a big, Roger Rabbit smacker of a kiss on her lips.

All of a sudden, it was very hot in the cafe.

Leah leaned back and fanned herself, leaving Anne to clap in delight.

“Oh, you’re so cute. How do you stay spontaneous after being together for so long?”

Mallery favored Anna with a smile. “We’re actresses, my dear. We wake up as different people every day. Just find a way to make that work for you. Shall we be off?”

Leah managed to nod. Or maybe it was just more swooning.

“This was great. I mean, I unloaded all of this drama on my friends already.” Anna stood and donned her coat. “They’ve been through the ups and the downs, and it’s good to get a fresh perspective.”

Mallery put on her own coat with delicate grace, keeping eye contact with their mark. “Well, we’re here for about a week, give or take.”

“Susan likes open return tickets.”

“I’m like you, my dear. I like to keep my options open.” Changing the subject, Mallery asked, “So, when will we see you next? There are a million and one things to do and see here; I’m simply overwhelmed. I could use some spontaneity.”

“I just don’t know where to start,” Leah added.

Anna looked between the two of them. “Well, I don’t have class tomorrow...”

“Excellent. So, we’ll pick you up at, what, eight? New York theater folk are late risers, yes? I’ve gotten used to five AM call times, myself, so it’ll be lovely to sleep in.”

Mallery manifested a business card out of seemingly nowhere and handed it to Anna. “Cell and email are the best. Shall we pick you up here, or do you live elsewhere?”

“I live down in the Village. Why don’t we start at Union Square and find our way from there?”

“Which one’s Union Square?” Mallery asked, as if the whole room would answer her.

Leah put a hand on Mallery’s shoulder. “I know that one. Southwest corner, at eight?”

“Sounds good,” Anna said with a polite smile.

“So lovely to meet you, darling.” Mallery went in for European air kisses. Anna agreed, looking only slightly less shocked by the gesture than Leah had been when her teammate had planted one on her lips.

They let Anna leave first. When she was out the door, Mallery hopped over to the next chair so that they faced each other instead of sitting thigh-to-thigh.

“That went splendidly. We’ll have to work on our conversational rhythm a bit, but you’re a good improviser. King said as much, but chemistry plays such a big part, you never know.”

Mallery topped off their glasses of water from the carafe. It seemed like they were going to stay for a while. “We’ve got plenty of time to come up with ways of steering the conversation more adroitly tomorrow, and maybe even working in a chance to get Anna and Theo in the same place to start to reacclimate them.”

Maybe if I keep her supplied with water, she’ll solve the whole case by herself, Leah thought. 

“I think this one is going to take a few steps,” Mallery said.” It seems like they were almost, almost back together, but this car accident, it’s as severe a breach as I’ve seen in this world. Given what’s gone on the last six months, I shouldn’t be surprised, but still.”

Leah took a long breath, letting the barrage of words roll over her. “Yep. Got it. Shall we get back to the team? Also, dinner?”

“Got your appetite back, I see?”

“Well, I jogged five miles today, when I usually run zero miles, so yes, I’m hungry. And as you said, there are a million and one places to see, most of them amazing restaurants. Please tell me the fancy genrenauts business card extends to expense dinners.”

“Oh, but of course. We’ll have family dinner most nights that we aren’t in the field, and if folks don’t feel like going out, delivery. The food here is amazing; it all looks like it was made by world-renowned chefs and plated by food photographers. Just you wait.”

“If you’re going to keep talking, we need to eat now.”

“Hold your horses,” Mallery said, cranking up the Georgia. “Let’s get back to the condo first.”

This is my life, Leah thought as they paid, left, and caught a taxi, again in a matter of seconds from Mallery whistling and raising her arm.

My amazing, confusing, totally screwed-up life.

Chapter Six

The Glamour. The Marvel. The Paperwork.

 

Roman sat at a chic desk at the corner of the gym floor, sorting through client charts. In reality, he wouldn’t need to do any substantive work with other clients, as he could farm them out to other PTs. They were there for Theo, and he was due for his first appointment at the gym any moment now.

It had taken some finagling, with King and Shirin tag-teaming the computer systems to rearrange Theo’s insurance and make it so their gym was the only place where his physical therapy would be covered.

A severe and beautiful white woman walked in. She had midnight-black hair and wore a lab coat draped over business wear. She held a clipboard, like she’d just walked off of the set of Grey’s Anatomy.

“Are you Gregory Roman?” she asked from ten paces away.

“Yes, may I help you?”

“I’m Doctor Andrea Thorsson, and I’m here to talk to you or someone about why my patient was reassigned here when I’d referred him to, and he’d already started, physical therapy at another practice.”

The hell? Roman thought. He put on a “what can you do? ” face to stay in character and rolled forward. “I just got the referral and saw him on my schedule. You didn’t have to come down here yourself. Should have taken it up with the insurance company.”

Dr. Thorsson scowled. “This is quite ridiculous.”

Roman shrugged. “Insurance companies, right?”

A hobbling Theo Long walked in the door, with the assistance of a crutch. He said, “Doctor Thorsson, it’s fine. The insurance company says I should go here, I’ll go here. It’s the treatment that matters, right?”

Theo looked thinner than his pictures, his smart clothes hanging a bit loose on his frame. He was put together, but not severe like his companion. Also, there wasn’t supposed to be a companion. Why was his doctor accompanying him to PT? He was glad King was out of sight; it’d keep another member of their team in reserve. Roman started to think of how they’d investigate her but refocused on the now.

Roman extended a hand to shake. “We’ll take very good care of you, Mr. Long.”

They had a staredown for a beat. As he watched her intensely, the doctor blurred slightly at the edges, out of focus with the world around her. Which meant she was connected to the breach, tied in more substantially than he’d imagined. That’d explain the odd behavior. The doctor was caught up in the story.

“Well, don’t get too cozy,” Doctor Thorsson said. “I expect he’ll be out of your hands very soon. I’ll be here if you need me,” she said to Theo.

Roman turned the doc’s comment back around on her, all smiles. “Sounds good to us. We love getting clients back on their feet as quickly and safely as possible.”

Before she left for the waiting area in front, the doctor gave Theo a significant look, and more pieces clicked into place. He’d need to update the team as soon as this scene was done.

Roman extended a hand to Theo. “I’m Greg Roman, I’ll be your therapist. Shall we take a seat and get started?” He moved to engage Theo and block off the doctor from the conversation, trying to minimize her role in the scene. A twinge of guilt ran down his spine as Mallery’s voice called out the macho power play for what it was. However, he didn’t see a way to preserve the connection without sidelining her. Social engineering wasn’t his forte.

He kept one eye on the doctor to fill out his report to the team. They’d need to run down her connection to the story.

Then they’d need to disentangle whatever her dynamic was with Theo. While trying to rekindle his relationship with Anna, and actually doing physical therapy so he’s ready for the reconciliation? Mallery needed to hear about this as soon as possible. First, the scene at hand.

Roman led Theo to a pair of chairs along the wall of the gym. The man set aside his crutch and sat in the chair, wincing as he went.

“So, your referral says you’re looking to recover range of motion and strength in your left leg. Can you tell me about the accident?”

“I was crossing the street on Eighth Ave, and a black compact car comes careening around the corner, driven by some blonde woman in a hat. It hit me here,” Theo said, gesturing to his left hip, “and kept going. I went flying, people say like ten feet, and landed weird on my leg. People say she didn’t even stop, just drove off. New York, man.” He shrugged. “Anyway. I was in traction for several weeks, and now that I’m out, I’m here.”

“You got lucky,” Roman said with his best smile, trying to build rapport. “Why don’t you hop up on the bench here so I can see what’s what.”

Roman rolled out some paper and Theo climbed onto the bench, sitting with his legs over the side.

“What do you do for work?” Roman asked, testing Theo’s range of motion. He’d never actually studied physiotherapy, but a lifetime of dealing with his friends and comrades’ injuries let him fake it pretty well. “A lot of physical activity?” He stopped when he felt resistance and saw Theo wince.

“No, I’m an architect. Desk jockey. I dance on weeknights and weekends, though. Or I did, I guess.”

“Before the accident?” Roman asked, betting that wasn’t the answer but still baiting for the info.

“Yeah, that, and. Well, just before the accident, I had a bit of a blowup in my personal life.”

“Oh, sorry to hear that. Rough timing. On your back, please.” Roman gesturing to the bench. “Any chance of putting things back together?”

Theo leaned back, easing the descent with his elbows. The guy was not in great shape. They might have to go for a low-physicality reunion plan if he didn’t start making strides soon.

“I don’t know. My fiancée, or she was going to be my fiancée. I proposed because I was so happy for her that she’d gotten offered this great job.” Theo was going red. Roman stopped for a moment, let his client-slash-lead catch his breath. “It seemed like things were finally coming together for her. If she wasn’t worried about her future, she’d be open to the proposal, but instead, I spooked her and she left for the weekend. Haven’t heard from her since, not even after the accident.

“Oh, man, that’s harsh.”

“Yeah, I just don’t know what to do. I mean, are we even together? Is that what happens when you blow a proposal? It’s not something you can take back.”

“Well, just like this leg, it’s not going to get better if you don’t work at it. Extend your foot as far as you can go without pain,” Roman lifted the man’s upper leg, watching as it reached seventy degrees of rotation, then Theo gasped and stopped.

“Okay, we’ll definitely have to work on that.”

Roman continued to run Theo’s leg through its paces, drawing on the many, many hours he’d spent in physical therapy himself, while he started to workshop solutions, trying to anticipate questions from his teammates. They’d look more into Theo and this Doctor Thorsson.

“Okay, on your feet. Let’s look at how you walk.”

“This is going to hurt,” Theo said.

“I know. I’m right here. I’ve been through this myself. We’re going to make this better,” Roman said with genuine warmth. He liked this guy and really hoped they could actually help. He’d been born to help, even if he was used to solving problems by punching people and blowing things up. Here, he could help just by being there for someone at the right time, and that, that was pretty fantastic.

 

———

 

When Theo left, Dr. Thorsson guiding him out, Roman and King caught up over “paperwork” and headed back to the loft. Leah and Mallery had returned from their assignment just minutes before.

 “I think the Doctor is a genuine factor,” Roman told the team. “Definitely worth looking into. My guess would be False Fiancée, but there’s a chance she and the boy are supposed to end up together.”

Leah jumped in to clarify. “So, by False Fiancée, we mean like the person that the romantic lead shacks up with when the hero and heroine are estranged, who is perfectly wonderful on paper but is never actually the right match. That kind of false fiancée?

King answered. “Or the hero or heroine’s partner at the start of the story, the one who is either nice but boring or actually quietly or not-so-quietly abusive-slash-demeaning.”

“So, Not the One,” Leah said.

“Precisely.”

King paced. “We’ll have to wait until we hear from Mallery about Anna. If she’s not a False Fiancée and he’s supposed to end up with the doctor, then why’d we get dispatched for the breach?”

“Exactly. It might have been the accident. But maybe the world is self-correcting with the doctor.”

“How often does that ever happen when we’re on-world?” Roman asked.

King shook his head. “Never when we need it to.”

“So, back to the condo?”

King looked at the stack of files. “Yeah, but first let’s file enough paperwork that we don’t immediately get thrown out.”

“Why do we have to do the paperwork if we’ve farmed the clients out to real physical therapists?”

“Part of the deal. They dictate notes; we write them.”

“Fair enough,” Roman said.

He put in his earbuds and cued up the recorded notes of the PTs, stopping and rewinding to get every word precisely right, but not nearly as much as if he’d been asked to transcribe one text to another. The joys of dyslexia.

However he did it, he’d do it right. They were guests in this world, and part of their job was to leave as few ripples as possible, and only the right ripples.

It didn’t matter if these people were bound up by universal rules that he saw as being tighter, more restrictive than his own, whether their world felt like just another story to him and anyone from Earth Prime. These people’s lives were their own, and he’d spent enough time in war zones made by power-hungry warlords to want to propagate any of that if he could avoid it. They couldn’t avoid it entirely, so he’d try to minimize the damage.

Rewind again and get it right. The meeting could wait.

 

———

 

The team assembled at an Italian restaurant around the corner from the condo. Leah barely caught Mallery slipping the server a twenty to get them a table tucked away in the back corner, with instructions that the servers were only to visit every ten minutes.

They caught up and plotted over pasta so amazing that Leah was afraid that she’d died and gone to story heaven. It was like a troupe meeting from her improv days, but with less intra-group drama and way better food.

The five of them sat around a circular table, digging into the food, family style.

“The thing that’s got me worried is the doctor here,” Shirin said. “She’s clearly part of the breach—ripple or instigator. Get her out of the equation, we’re looking at a two-day-fix, maybe four at max, depending on how quickly we can put together a reconciliation moment.”

“Agreed,” Mallery said. “Our first priority is figuring out where the Doctor fits in this equation.”

“Once we find out where she practices, I can go in as a pharma rep and get a read on her,” King said. “Try to trip her up if I need to.”

“Would that be Sexy Pharma Rep?” Mallery asked with Groucho Marx level eyebrow-waggling.”

King chuckled. “If that’s what it takes.”

“When in Rome, right?” Leah added, very happy to join in on the opportunity to have a laugh at the boss’s expense while he was in on the joke.

Mallery continued. “That’s settled, then. Roman, you tail Theo and see if we can’t find out when he’ll be out with Dr. Thorsson and vulnerable to an interruption once we take her measure.”

Mallery clapped. “Now, enough with the shop talk. I need to catch up on all of the office gossip from while I’ve been gone. Shirin, you’re up.”

Chapter Seven

Only Tourists Look Up

 

Mallery was expecting the Empire State Building, or maybe a trip down to the Statue of Liberty.

Instead, when Mallery and Leah met Anna for their day of sightseeing, she just started walking down the street.

“The best way to experience New York is block by block, on the ground level, the way New Yorkers do,” Anna said, gesturing to the bustling city around them. “More New Yorkers use the subway than cabs; more walk to work than drive. The tourist things, those you can do on your own. The real magic of the Big Apple is in the moments that come up organically.”

“First stop, New York bagels,” Anna continued.

Walking up to a Jewish deli, they found a line out the door and down the street. They chatted in line, Mallery and Leah trying to angle the conversation around to topics that could help nudge her toward reconciliation, but Anna wasn’t having any of it. She headed off all conversational advances, coming back around to talk about the city. Anna knew a surprising amount about the city’s theatre history, though since Leah didn’t, it was hard to tell if this was actual history or Romance World history.

Either way, the bagels were delicious. Steaming hot, with schmear that melted as it hit the bread. The shell was slightly crunchy; the center was soft but chewy.

Leah had to take a moment to savor. “This alone is worth the price we paid to get here,” she said, covering her mouth as she chewed.

“So true.” Mallery’s accent firmly in place. “So, what’s next?”

Anna walked on, already done with her bagel, fingers licked clean.

“Now we walk around Bryant Park and do some people-watching.”

Since they weren’t getting anywhere on their conversational agenda, Leah assumed they’d just back off and work on building rapport. They’d reached their limit of allowed personal prying, and now they had to build up trust to the next threshold.

So, they talked about everything and nothing, Mallery guiding the trio through an increasingly elaborate backstory about “Toni” and “Susan’s” lives in LA. Mallery was seriously a machine. Wind her up and then she could just go, and go, and go. Leah thought of herself as good on her feet. She’d maintained backstory while reacting in-character and trying to steer the conversation around to a particular topic, all while subtly communicating to a colleague what should come next…but even her improv experience couldn’t prepare her for this level of con-artistry.

Because that’s what it was, ultimately. Even with the best of intentions, they were still habitually lying to the woman and manipulating her. And they’d only known her for hours, instead of troupe-mates she’d known for years in improv.

Leah had only spent this much time with a couple of people from story worlds, and never this long with someone who wasn’t already on board with (at least a version of) the Genrenauts’ plan. It wasn’t yet a long game, but it was something different.

The day rolled into a highly filmable montage of the city—street vendors, parks, weird little shops so specialized that they were almost too cute (thank you, East Village), and more.

They took an extended break to eat lunch at Anna’s absolute favorite burger joint, which also served cupcakes in a combination that was as delightful as it was unexpected.

Every step of the way, Leah had to keep up the Honeymooners act, and it was getting to her. Feigning intimacy with someone you’d just met was one thing. When you clearly had chemistry? And were on Romance World? That was something completely different. There were signals, and hotness, and kissing, and Leah was going to need to check some regulations here really quick.

Five hours in, Anna started to open up again, giving Leah a blissful distraction from her ambivalence.

“So, what do you want to do next?” Mallery asked.

“I thought we could relax here for a little while longer, then I could take you on the High Line, then put you on the ferry to go see the Statue of Liberty.”

“What happened to ‘The real New York is the everyday New York’?” Leah asked, keeping her tone light.

“Of course, but you still want to see the Statue of Liberty, right?”

They nodded.

“Plus, I have to get to work for my afternoon classes, and I have to prep for an audition tomorrow.”

“An audition? For what part?” Leah asked.

“A chorus role in a revival of Oklahoma! It’d be a steady paycheck. They’re guessing they’ll get at least a year out of the run.”

“Do you like the show?” Mallery asked. “Not that I’m biased. I have nothing against Oklahoma. It’s North Carolina I can’t stand,” Mallery said, winking.

“It’s fine. If the show doesn’t last too long, I can apply for something else. I just—it’s funny, I just want some kind of control over my life after all of the last month’s whirlwind. Normally, in this situation, I’d go running away from certainty, but...”

“Certainty comes with control,” Leah said.

“Yeah. And life’s been pretty out of control. In other people’s control. My bosses. My…” She paused, sorting through her choice of words. “...Theo, his accident, his family.”

Mallery put her hand on Anna’s. “I know what you mean. So I’ll tell you what my friend Lance told me when I was freaking out about the idea of proposing to Toni.”

“This story is good,” Leah said, even though she was pretty sure Mallery had just made it up in her head.

“He said: ‘Honey, you can’t control everything in your life. Usually, you can control very little. So why not be smart about the things you can control? You don’t know that everything is going to work out with her, but you know how you feel, and you damn well better know how she feels. So, either that’s enough or you accept you’re so scared of getting locked in, you’d rather just float on the wind, hoping that somehow something even better comes along. And darling, that don’t happen every day. Ask yourself—is she worth the risk? If so, then that’s all the certainty you’re going to get and all you need.’”

Leah sniffed back a tear. Damn, the girl was good.

Anna squeezed Mallery’s hand, then leaned back in her chair.

“And...” Anna asked.

Mallery sighed, beaming. “I ran to Toni and never looked back.”

Leah leaned over and gave Mallery a healthy peck on the cheek. If she’d done any less after a story like that, it’d just have been weird.

Anna took another long breath. “I have to call him.”

Leah shifted in her chair. “Really?”

Mallery squeezed Anna’s hand again. “Of course you call him. You call, you talk, you meet somewhere, you remember what it’s really about.”

“I have to head out. Thanks so much for the chat,” Anna said.

“It’s the least we can do after all of your hospitality,” Mallery said. Leah nodded her agreement and watched as Anna got up in a rush, throwing on her jacket and reassembling her purse, and nearly rushed out of the restaurant.

Mallery waited until Anna was out of sight, then raised her hand for a high five. The resulting hand slap sounded like victory.

“I’ll call it in to Shirin so she can let Roman and King know,” Leah said. “By the way, that story?”

“I know.”

“That’s the reason why you get the big bucks.”

“The benefits are really what does it. Let’s have a round. There’s a bar just a block south of here with some great whiskey.”

“Shouldn’t we get back?”

“Waiting here means we won’t have to grab a second cab to get back out into the city to make whatever our next move is. It’s just strategic thinking.” Mallery’s smile was half-imp, half-wolf, and all pleased.

“Uh-huh,” Leah said, standing.

“Remember to get the check,” Mallery said, chuckling on her way out.

Leah sighed. At least the story was looking up. Fingers crossed they’d be home by dinnertime tomorrow.

 

———

 

Late the next morning, King put on his best smile as he waltzed into the hospital. He had a pad of scratch-off lottery cards tucked in his suitcoat pocket, and trailed a cart of medical samples in a pristine rolling briefcase. The samples were all placebos and the boxes were a year old, but they were essential props for his cover to get in to see Doctor Thorsson.

He’d cased the place hours earlier in casual clothes and a big coat, looking disheveled and unkempt. And then, he waited. It’d taken all of ten minutes of eavesdropping on the receptionist Susanne—a black woman of about his own age—to find out what leverage he’d need to get past her. He picked up the scratch-off cards on the way back to the apartment, then returned shaved, showered, and decked out as a Sexy Pharma Rep.

The room was half-full, people waiting in a cube of chairs surrounding a coffee table with stacks of months-old magazines.

Susanne was the main hurdle. Get the reception staff on your side and you could get in to talk to anyone. On Earth Prime, this would all be far harder, but in a Rom-Com, genre tropes permitted preposterous things left and right as long as they were in the service of a story. King was banking on the fact that Dr. Thorsson was important enough to the story that he’d be able to pull off this scam…with the right prop.

King strode up and greeted Susanne. She wore a bright floral print dress and had tightly curled hair. She paused her conversation with a colleague sitting behind and to her left to greet King. He made a show of reading her nametag and started.

Trusting his gut, King switched out his work-default Ivy League accent for his native Baltimorean. “Miss Susanne, I’m Victor King, with Inspiria Tech. How are you today?”

The woman’s express grew a shade less tired. “Getting by. What can I do for you?”

“Just making my rounds, you know. I got some samples for Dr. Thorsson. She in?”

Susanne turned and looked behind her, to a duty board or a break room or something. King didn’t have a good angle. What he did have was the scratch cards. He slipped the cards out of his suit coat and laid them on the table, subtly and not noticeably sticking out from under some dummy pharmaceutical papers.

In a low voice, King said, “A fellow rep said this was your game. And I did tell my wife I’d quit.” He said, winking. King didn’t pride himself on his charm offensive like some on his team, but he did alright.

Susanne slipped the scratch-off tickets off the desk and down out of sight, nodding with vague approval.

“She’s not here just now, but you can wait.”

“Any recommendations on how to talk to the doc? This is my first time around here, and it’s always easier when I know how folks like to operate.”

Leaning in, Susanne spoke softly. “Normally, the doc’s cold. Efficient, doesn’t hang around for socializing.”

“That’s too bad.” King matched her low volume. “You sure there ain’t nothing you know to help a brother out? This beat is rough.”

She looked at him for a hard moment, taking his measure. “There’s this patient of hers. Handsome Chinese boy. Got her all twitterpated, taking vacation days for the first time I’ve ever heard. She’ll need to get her siddity self calmed down a bit before she can be happy. Maybe this boy will do it.”

King nodded along, letting her fill the air. A moment passed, and Miss Susanne added. “She doesn’t like anybody wasting her time, you understand?”

King nodded along as she spoke. “I’ll have myself a seat, then. Thank you kindly.” He gave an appreciative smile and returned to the waiting area, filing away Susanne’s commentary. The way Roman described her protectiveness at the physical therapist’s made him think False Fiancée, but if Theo was helping her come out of her shell, changing her way of being in the world, maybe the story was fixing itself. He’d need to talk to her directly and see what his instincts had to say.

 

———

 

Around a half-hour later, Susanne cued King and buzzed him through to see Dr. Thorsson. He rolled his cart back and tucked a placebo-tastic packet of Vialita-C (imported from Earth Prime, where Vialita had a wider product range) into his suit coat.

Dr. Thorsson stood beside a file cabinet, looking over patient charts as he walked in.

“I have a patient waiting. What did you give Susanne?”

Blunt as a mace. Got it, King thought.

He defused with a smile. “A gentleman never tells his secrets.” He drew out an Inspiria business card (printed in the safe-house) and presented it to the doctor. She did not take it.

“I’m with Inspiria. I’ve got some Vialita-C samples to drop off, and a special gift from the company. As you probably know, we’re co-sponsoring a gala this week, and we’re extending an invitation to prominent physicians in the area. Mr. Randal would be pleased if you could join him.”

King replaced the card and pulled out the invite (also forged, off a copy shared on Pictogram), setting it on the cabinet beside the doctor.

The doctor’s smile was that of an indulgent predator. “Thank you. You can leave the samples and I’ll use them when I can. Now I really have to go.”

King’s story senses were going wild. The doctor and her clothes looked slightly wrong, like they were in an overexposed picture, even more so than he’d expect with the brutal lighting.

Roman was right, King thought. She’s tied up in the breach in a big way.

King presented his business card again, and social pressure won out as the doctor took the card and slipped it into her lab coat. King waited as the doctor exited and turned right, deeper into the hospital, allowing himself a small exhalation of relief.

The tracker was in place, so they’d be able to follow her as long as she was wearing the lab coat. Plus, they’d be able to piggyback onto any phone calls she made. It might only work for a few hours, but every variable they could eliminate made their work that much easier.

He’d been expecting a little more give-and-take—usually when you came in repping big pharma, most doctors would at least give you the time of day. The question then was why.

King nodded to Miss Susanne on his way out and then closed down, making his presence small as he left the hospital, avoiding anyone else.

Once he hit the street, he tapped off a quick message to Mallery and then hailed a cab.

 

———

 

When Theo came in for his next session (this time without the doctor), Roman took the opportunity to dig deeper into his side of the story.

“How are you doing in getting around day-to-day?” Roman asked as he led Theo through slow stretches.

Theo winced, still early in the curve of rebuilding his strength. “Not too bad. I feel pretty useless, but now that I’m getting used to moving more slowly, it’s not too bad. Could have been much worse.”

Roman switched Theo to another exercise and continued the small talk. “That’s the spirit. Are you already back to work?”

“Yeah, mostly. I’m telecommuting this week, then back in the office next week.”

Then it was time to get into the meat of the conversation. “So, this Doctor Thorsson, she seems very hands-on with her care.”

Theo’s reaction was mixed—mostly it looked like uncertainty. “Yeah, she’s been great—stayed with me from the operating room to ICU and recovery.”

Roman didn’t know many doctors that would escort their patient to a PT gym, but this was a story world. And she was part of a breach.

“Are you sure her interest is strictly professional?” Roman stood and led Theo over to the leg press, setting it for the lowest weight “I don’t get many doctors escorting their discharged patients around to physical therapy.”

“She offered to give me a ride,” Theo said while struggling, pressing slowly, “spare me the subway trip”—his leg trembled on the third rep—“so I wouldn’t show up to PT already exhausted.” After the third, he exhaled hard. Not quite there.

“Let’s stop there for now and get some ice on that leg. Taking time outside of work to give a patient a ride. Does that strike you as odd behavior for a doctor?” he asked, not caring how obvious of a leading question it was.

“I mean, I guess? I try not to question generosity.”

Theo pulled an ice pack out of the freezer and set Theo up with the electrical stimulation, ice over top. Theo flinched at the ice, then settled in, leaning back and relaxing.

“What if it’s more than generosity? I saw the way she looked at you on Monday.”

Theo got a deer-in-the-headlights look. “Really?”

“Totally. So, what are you going to do about it?”

“I don’t know. I mean, the accident was like a day after I proposed and my girlfriend responded by leaving the country. I’ve got a lot on my plate already.”

He’d take some nudging, then. Remembering his profile and Mallery’s report, Roman adjusted his approach. “Maybe it’s just me, but I hate that kind of ambiguity. The not knowing. I want to be certain where I stand.”

Theo closed his eyes. “Yeah. Anna hasn’t been in touch since she left.”

That’s not what Anna said. Another note for the debrief.

“Think it over. She’s probably holding back because she doesn’t want to pressure you. If you’re interested, even one date with the doc might be enough to tell you whether the attraction is mostly leftover positive ‘thanks for saving my life’ feelings or something deeper.”

 “Am I going to be charged extra for this therapy?”

“This one’s on the house. But next time, we start on the comfy couch and you tell me about your parents. Let that ice work for another ten minutes or so, and then you’re done. Good work today. Let me know if you need anything.”

With that, he let Theo be, not ready to push any harder. He’d already been incredibly forward. This part of the work wasn’t his specialty; he didn’t have the nuance that the others brought to bear. He could play a role, especially in the SF or Thriller regions, but pulling other people’s strings here in Romance? Not nearly so much.

Roman took one more appointment that day, working off the chart to handle the bare minimum work load to not instantly get fired even in the “no one is ever really paying that close of attention to your work” rules of this story world, which would work as long as he avoided eye contact with Benjamin, that Adonis of a senior PT with abs that had nearly led to Roman dropping a five-pound weight on a client’s foot. Assuming he could stay focused, Roman might need to coach Theo through at least one more session if they couldn’t get the plot moving on their patch in other ways.

News of King’s scouting mission and Mallery’s success came through during the appointment, so Roman cut out at three, catching the subway back to the condo. The tracker they’d placed in Theo’s shoe was still showing him at home, so they’d be able to arrange a chance encounter later on, but not without a plan.

 

———

 

Back at the condo, Roman changed out of gym gear into everyday wear. He joined the others in the living room, where Mallery was holding court. They’d ordered in Italian from the restaurant they’d visited the night before —lasagna, gnocchi, spaghetti, cannoli, and more. Leah was seated on the sofa chair, a good foot farther back than it had been that morning. Odd.

“Our Leading Lady is on board,” Mallery said. “I pulled out a Friend Monologue, and it looks like it’s done the trick. She said she’d call our loverboy today. We can monitor the situation and hope it resolves itself, or double down and try to create the reconciliation moment.”

Roman shook his head, doubtful. “Theo’s tracker has him at home. Unless he’s out with different shoes.”

“Couldn’t plant it in his wallet?” King asked.

“Never had a clear shot.”

“Well, we’ve got Anna’s phone number now, so I can track her GPS,” Shirin said, standing from the couch and moving to the workstation.

“And as long as the doc keeps her lab coat on, we’ve got her tracked as well.”

“I’m still nervous about this doctor,” Mallery said. “Theo and Anna’s accounts don’t line up. Did Anna really call him? If so, what happened to those calls?”

“Think the Doc’s got that much sway over him?” Leah asked. “Or maybe she messed with his phone, deleted the calls?”

“Hard to say,” King said. “She was pretty forceful, and it fits the tale type.”

Mallery shook her head. “We need more on her. Did you get her card, any body language cues?”

King crossed his arms. “She was closed off like a North Korean border. My best read is that she’s either just a controlling workaholic. Or she’s gone into protective mode about Theo, working his case extracurricular.”

“Extra-curricular,” Leah said, elbowing King to accentuate the joke.

Mallery scoffed with amusement. Roman managed to restrain himself, as King was not amused.

Roman’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at the number.

“Is this her?” he asked, showing the phone to King, who nodded.

“Gym sounds,” Roman said, giving the phone another ring. Shirin slid over to the computer and pulled up an audio file. It played the indistinct sounds of grunting, metal on metal, and fast footfalls on treadmill rubber. King put the phone on speaker and set it on the desk.

“Fairness Gym, this is Howard King; how many I help you?”

“This is Dr. Thorsson. I wanted to let you know that I’ve cleared things up with Mr. Long’s insurance, and he’ll be returning to his proper physical therapist. I’m sorry for the mix-up,” she said without a drop of sincerity.

She really couldn’t leave things alone, could she? Thorsson didn’t even have the authority to be making those calls. Pushing back would pull her into the forefront of the story even more. They’d need to find a way to sideline her entirely, and this wasn’t the time.

“Not a problem, ma’am; we’re here to help. Please give our best to Mr. Long and wish him a speedy recovery on behalf of all of us at Fairness Gym.”

“Goodbye,” the doctor said, then hung up.

“Well, she’s lovely,” Leah said, gushing sarcasm.

Mallery stood. “This is heating up. I think we may need to go for a Hail Mary. Anna’s not going to be ready for a surprise reconciliation if we spring it on her.”

Mallery shook her head. “And…”

“And that means we need to do some shopping. If you approve.” 

That smile meant she approved.

Leah looked to King and Shirin. “Keep tabs on our leads?”

“Of course. GPS and phone taps are still up and running, so we should have some warning.

Leah laughed, going whole-hog on the glorious zaniness of the genre, hand-in-hand with Mallery. “Let’s build ourselves a Hail Mary makeover in a bag.”

“Spend sensibly!” Shirin called halfheartedly.

 

———

 

Thanks to the wonders of story timing—where people always entered scenes right as something was about to happen, in order to avoid dead air or page time—Mallery and Leah were just setting their bags down from the shopping trip when King shushed them all, turning up the mic on the computer and leaning his head in, closing his eyes to help focus. 

Theo’s voice came through the speakers via the bug King had planted on the doc.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Theo. This is Doc...Andrea. Andrea Thorsson.”

Behind him, the team jockeyed for position to listen in.

A pause for a moment, then Theo’s voice again. “Oh, hi. Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine. This is…It’s a personal call. I wanted to see how you were doing, if you needed anything.”

“Her game is weak,” Mallery said, interrupting.

“But she’s going for it,” Roman added.

King shushed them.

“…fine. I get around okay, but I have a newfound respect for anyone trying to get around this city with a cane or wheelchair.”

“I could imagine.” A pause. “So, Theo. I also wanted to ask if you might want to have dinner sometime. With me.”

Another pause. “Oh. Sure!”

“Excellent. I’m free tonight. Say, seven?”

“She doesn’t waste time,” Mallery added.

“Tonight is fine. What do you like?”

“What about that pizza place you mentioned? Pizzeria something?”

“Trio. Oh, sure. They know me there.” King picked up a hint of doubt from Theo on that one.

“Excellent. I’ll make a reservation. See you then!”

The doctor had grabbed the opportunity and run with it.

“Respect for her hustle,” Mallery said.

“That does mean we need to move,” Shirin said.

“Hail Mary time?” Leah asked.

Mallery grabbed herself a fork-full of cold spaghetti from the table, took a bite, then pointed the fork at Leah. “Newbie, you’re point on this operation. Shirin is the wild card, since she’s not in either narrative, but you can use any of the rest of us if you can stitch the story together. We interfere with the doc’s potential to have a big moment with Theo, open his eyes to how much of a controlling neatnik she is, and how much he misses Anna’s free spirit.”

Mallery gestured to her plans on the whiteboard, which showed football-esque plays, lines and Xs and Os, but for plays like THE CLUMSY WAITER and THE HAIL MARY. “We take this two by two,” she said. “We need to be ready to approach in any configuration. Roman, whatever you had planned for interference, let’s bring it along. Maybe we can’t bring it home all at once, but we need to head the doc off before she can deepen the breach.”

“I’ve got the outfits.” Leah said.

“Pack some spare clothes for both of us, too. I expect we may need to commit some alcohol abuse to escalate the situation.”

Leah frowned. “More drinking?”

“She means spilling booze,” Roman said.

“Where is our Leading Lady?” Mallery asked.

Shirin checked the screen. “Headed downtown, probably on the E train.”

“Let us know when it looks like she’s back on the street. No sense in chasing her around the city through the subways. Not that I mind a good game of subway tag, but if we can get this one in the bag by tonight, that’d be groovy.”

“Groovy?” Leah asked.

Mallery shrugged. “It fit the moment. Come on, let’s get cracking.”

 

———

 

Anna’s GPS went still ten minutes on the road, so Mallery and Leah checked her apartment first.

She wasn’t there.

Leah decided to improvise, and they started trekking around the neighborhood, checking at the studio. They left a voicemail and two texts with Anna during their rounds.

“Any more than that is excessive,” Mallery said. “She should be answering by now.”

And yet nothing. Roman settled in across the street from the pizzeria, with Shirin waiting in the wings for the doc and Theo’s reservation.

“I’ve got movement on Anna’s GPS!” King called through the comms.

Leah sighed in relief.

“That mean’s she’s back in the apartment or will be soon.”

Unfortunately, they were a twenty-minute walk from the apartment, and it was closing in on seven.

Mallery stepped out to the street and whistled. “Taxi!”

Ten seconds later, they were off.

 

———

 

At six forty-five, Shirin put on her I Am Supposed to Be Here face and strode straight toward the side entrance to fast-talk her way into Pizzeria Trio to assert herself as a server. The place was as chaotic as any story-world restaurant during the pre-show dinner rush, which meant everyone was distracted. She caught enough gossip on the way in that by the time she made it all the way up to the hostess, a tiny olive-skinned woman with big eyes, she had her story in place.

Shirin affected a broad Long Island accent. “I’m here to replace Susan.”

The hostess froze for a second, processing. “Who are you?”

“I’m Sherry. Her neighbor’s aunt. She called in, then asked if I could cover for her. I mostly take catering work, but she figured you could use the help. You want it or not?”

She focused her full presence on the tiny woman, who was maybe twenty-two. Shirin had been slipping on identities like outfits since before this girl was born. While the hostess considered, Shirin pegged Theo in her well-trained peripheral vision. Their Leading Man wore a dapper vest that was a bit big on him. He was doubtless down a few pounds after the accident. He fiddled with his hands and took a long sip of water.

Finally, the hostess relented. “Yeah, okay. Here’s the menu, specials are on the board in the back. Orders go to Joaquin.”

No restaurant on Earth Prime would work this way, but on a story world, where an active breach had just walked in? Force of personality went a long way. The story breach had its own narrative gravity, and the restaurant was caught up in it. Shirin rode the turbulent tides into position. She had thirty minutes, maybe an hour before the server came to her senses or the manager caught wind of what was happening. Hopefully, it would be enough.

“Doc is incoming,” Roman said over the comms.

Shirin looked up to see Doctor Thorsson walk in. Just in time.

The doctor’s hair was done up and back, and she wore a curve-hugging little black dress with a deep V neck. In Rom-Com terms, this was coming out swinging.

“Doc’s here and not pulling any punches,” she said under her breath, grateful for the earpiece’s sensitivity.

Shirin put on a smile and hit her first table, keeping an eye on the pair but giving them time to settle in before her first pass.

Theo stood to greet the doctor as she arrived. Their energy was halting, awkward, his body language cueing uncertainty, hers uncertainty and hope.

They had a very short window to intervene. If this date went well enough, the breached narrative might grab hold of the two of them in a powerful need for relief, for resolution.

All that would do is make the breach permanent—it’d scab over and the ripples would continue. Less, but never quite the same as if they reunited Theo and Anna.

She placed her first table’s drink order with the bar and checked in on the girls.

“Hurry,” she said over the comms.

 

———

 

Mallery told the cabbie to hurry, but the taxi couldn’t go any faster and avoid an actual collision. Their driver, a chatty Grenadian woman by the name of Karla, alternated between gesturing in frustration at other drivers and relating her life story to Leah and Mallery.

“There she is,” Mallery said, pointing out the window. “You can stop here, please.”

Mallery paid the driver while Leah hopped out, bags in hand.

Anna was walking down the street with a slice of pizza for dinner in classic New Yorker walk-and-eat fashion—slice folded into a V for ease of eating.

Leah waved from across the street. “Anna!”

Their Leading Lady had on casual wear, just enjoying a stroll. Her hair was wet. She must have been taking a shower or something, Leah thought.

Anna crossed the street, jaywalking flagrantly through the congested traffic.

“How are you doing?”

Anna, still caught a bit by surprise, shrugged and said, “Living the glamorous life, as you can clearly tell. Sorry I missed your call. Just needed some downtime.”

“Of course. We were thinking of going for pizza ourselves. Care to join us? I mean, if you want something a bit fancier. That looks great, though.”

Anna shrugged and dumped the slice in the corner garbage can, which was not quite to the precarious refuse-mountain stage.

Mallery joined the party by hugging Anna. “So good to run into you. What are the odds?”

“That’s New York for you,” Anna said. “So, dinner?”

“We were thinking of going to the place you recommended, Trio Mio or something?”

“Pizzeria Trio,” Anna said, slightly less than enthusiastic, from her voice.

Mallery snapped, “That’s the one. You were right,” she said to Leah.

Leah gave a fake-gloating smile and turned. “You said it was on Seventh Avenue, yes?

Just like that, they were off, Anna pulled once more into Mallery’s enthusiasm storm. Leah helped, but Mallery was gale force all on her own.

“Drop back,” Mallery whispered through comms. Leah let the pair drift ahead and reported in.

“We’ve got Anna. Three blocks out from the restaurant.”

“Good,” King said. “Shirin, what’s our status?”

“Some sparks flying here for sure. I can try to interrupt their flow, stifle conversation.”

“Agreed,” said King, audible since Mallery had the volume turned up. “We can be there in ten minutes if you need extra actors.”

“Not sure that will be enough. What’s Anna wearing?”

“Comfy casual,” Leah said. “Not exactly the outfit for a big romantic gesture.”

Ahead, Mallery told Anna, “You know, we should totally go shopping. I bet we’re the same size. I found some great stuff just this afternoon.”

“She’s laying the groundwork for your plan,” Shirin said. “You just have to find a restroom to use.”

Leah was so engrossed in the conversation, she nearly missed the turn onto Seventh Avenue.

King hopped back in. “Once she’s in, you’ll need a plan to get the doctor out of the way.”

Mallery dropped back to grab Leah and pull her forward. “You tell Anna about that time in Culver City with the rabbi. I forgot to call for reservations.”

Which was a weird premise but far from the weirdest she’d been pitched in her improv days. Leah started making a story up to distract Anna while Mallery dropped back. Leah heard the team chatter continuing, which was incredibly distracting as she tried to BS on the move.

“Leah’s plan means we’ll have Anna in the right outfit to make our move. Newbie can play the klutz, and I’ll agitate to get the doctor to reveal herself. King, I’ll want you in my ear as we go in case you have ideas of where to provoke her. Roman, good to backseat from your position?”

“No problem,” Roman said. “I can be inside within a minute.”

“King said, “Shirin’s already in place, so I think we’ll be fine as long as she doesn’t get made by the manager.”

“Got it. I’ll get my earpiece in and leave my phone on in my pocket,” Mallery said. “Any questions?”

	Leah dove back into relating her story to Anna. 

I’ll take that as a yes, Mallery thought. You got this, newbie.

 

———

 

The three women walked into the restaurant, Mallery in the lead. Leah nodded to Shirin as Anna froze for a second and then not-so-casually walked right back out again. Leah made a “one second” gesture and followed.

“Is everything okay?” Leah asked as they clustered on the sidewalk.

“It’s fine,” Anna said.

“It’s clearly not,” Mallery said, her voice more supportive than critical. They had to handle this scene with absolute care. Leah’s instant makeover idea was solid, but this was still a Hail Mary move. Forceful, and honestly, they were doing it without a lot of set-up. Shirin’s help would make it possible, but chances were, the Doc wouldn’t step aside without a fight.

Anna pointed. “Theo’s there. He’s sitting at a table with some gorgeous woman.” In any normal world or situation, Anna would be totally right to GTFO. They’d been fanning the flames, building the tension, and done everything they could to make this a big-finale scene. Anna wavered at the edges, flickering, the jagged edge of her broken story flaring up.

Leah tried to peek in the window, playing along. “Oh, damn. Should we go somewhere else?” 

Mallery cut Leah off, building the scene’s energy. “No, we should eat here.” The affirmation built the scene, got the blood going.

Leah was getting a hang of the tag-team dynamic, switching back and forth between the role of foil and supportive friend, controlling the conversation and heading off doubts even before Anna could express them.

Leah said, “This is your favorite restaurant. Plus, what better chance to talk to Theo and sort things out?”

Anna was losing her nerve. “While he’s on a date with someone else? And while I look like this? Plus, when I tried to call him, the number was blocked.”

Mallery countered. “You don’t know it’s a date, do you?”

Anna was certain, playing into their move. “He’s wearing a vest. He doesn’t like wearing vests to work. Also, I saw her neckline. It’s a date.”

“All the more reason to go in there,” Mallery said. “You’ve got to fight for love.”

“Do I?”

“You do, you do.” Leah said, aligning herself with Mallery to reinforce the argument.

“I’m going to need some wine first. I’m dressed like crap.”

Leah put on an “I have the best idea” look. “Well, we just happen to have gone shopping. And Susan here is basically your size, so we can go and do a quick-change while she holds down the fort!” 

Mallery clapped in genuine appreciation of Leah’s hustle, while also playing along. “Perfect! I’ll check out the bar and make sure we have a table.” She leaned in to whisper instructions to Leah, covering it with a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll be your smokescreen cover you for the change. Don’t let Theo or the Doc see you.”

The women stood, and Mallery whispered more instructions. “When we go over, you’ll spill something on the Doctor. We may need to interrupt more to drive the doc over the edge.” 

Then Mallery adjusted her dress, cracked her back, and thought to herself: You own this room. 

She strode toward the bar, activating Bombshell Mode to draw as many eyes as possible while Anna and Leah scurried off to the restroom.

 

———

 

Leah watched Mallery charge off. 

“Is she always like this?” Anna asked.

Leah caught this moment on the front end. She gave a happy sigh. “Yep.”

Mallery offered her hand back to Anna, the other holding the shopping bags. “Let’s go get your boy back.”

And so they went.

Chapter Eight

The Hail Mary

 

Shirin got them a table with a clear view of Theo and the doctor’s table.

Mallery left the group, walking over to “check out their bar,” aka “scope out the pair for herself.”

Yep, Anna’s quick-read was dead-on. The Doc was going all in.

Which is why it was good that Mallery was still the interdimensional champion at the five-minute makeover, even without help from the genre world. Anna now wore a show-stopping silver dress and a basic everyday makeup look, her hair snazzed up with the simplest of quick braids.

Mallery caught Anna’s attention. “Remember to breathe, dear.” 

Shirin approached and filled their water glasses. Mallery gave a silent prayer of thanks that it was about as hard to fake your way into being a waiter in the Rom-Com region as it was in the Heist region of Crime World—which is to say, not very. She and Leah could catch snippets of Theo and the doc’s conversation through the earpieces.

“Can we get some wine, please?” Anna asked.

Shirin nodded.

“Hold on, Anna,” Leah said. “They’re still on their entrée; you’ve got time.”

“But they’ve seen us.”

Mallery poured her smile on thicker. “That’s fine. Let her sweat.”

Anna peeked over her shoulder. “I don’t think she’s sweating.”

Leah took a sip of her water. “Not yet, but soon.”

They kept watching, Anna sipping and sipping, finishing her first glass of wine before their bread was gone.

Mallery peeled the crust from the last piece of bread, eating it one bite at a time. “Do you know what you’re going to say?”

“You can try it out on us,” Leah added.

“I can’t overthink it. I’ll freak myself out. I just need to go over there and start.”

“Do you want us to go over with you?” Leah asked. “We can be your excuse to say hello.”

“That. That might be good. At least you can keep me from running for the door.”

“I don’t know; I think you’re in better shape than either of us, Ms. Always En Pointe,” Mallery said.

That got a chuckle from Anna. “They’re finishing up. We should go now.”

 

———

 

Leah, Mallery, and Anna slid out of the booth.  Anna took a breath, then walked across the restaurant, weaving through tables and past servers toward Theo and the doctor’s table. The doctor clocked them first and adjusted herself in the seat, her face unreadable.

At least this is unlikely to end in gunplay, Leah realized. No one was going to die here, since this world didn’t have shootouts. The stakes here were no less powerful. If they failed, thousands, maybe millions of relationships on Earth would crumble and people around the world would give up on finding love. Then, they’d all get fired. Good to not forget that part.

Anna started friendly. “Glad to see you out and about!”

Theo’s response was hard to read. He eased his way to his feet, setting the napkin on his place setting. Desire, hurt, and uncertainty passed over his face in turn. “Still coming along, but it beats a hospital bed.”

The doctor coughed, poker face intact. Not subtle, are we?, she thought.

Theo gestured to his companion, “Anna, this is my friend, Doctor Thorsson.”

The doctor stood, offering a hand. “Ms. Grace.”

Anna met the doctor’s hand and shook it. “Yes,” we spoke on the phone when I called about Theo.”

The doctor faked confusion well. “I’m sorry, I don’t recall.”

Here we go, Leah thought. Would Anna insist, breaking social niceties, or let the lie stand?”

“Like I said on the phone, I appreciate everything you’ve done for him. Doctor, Theo, this is Susan and Toni, some friends of mine visiting the city.”

Nice, Leah thought. Roll the correction into a compliment—a perfect riposte.

Theo’s look of confusion deepened. That was an opening if she’d ever seen one.

The doctor gave them a territorial smile, keeping Leah and Mallery at bay. “Charmed.”

“We’ve heard so much about you, Theo.” Mallery-as-Susan cut through the doctor’s stare and went straight in to hug Theo. She watched his leg as he shifted in surprise, keeping pressure off. Subtlety in everything even as she was brash.

Leaving her to play the understated counterpart to round out the experience. Leah offered a hand to shake once Mallery had released Theo.

“What brings you two here?” Mallery asked, gesturing to the restaurant. They’d drawn some attention already and would probably get more before all was said and done.

The doctor’s gaze could have pierced Kevlar. Not that anyone in the situation could easily say, “We’re clearly on a date, and you’re intruding.”

No one had any weapons, but this was turning out to be no less a combat than the shootout in Western World. Every look, every word was as calculated as the swing of a sword or pull of a trigger.

Theo filled the tense silence. “I wanted to thank Dr. Thorsson for everything she’s done, and she suggested dinner here, since I mentioned it when I was in traction.”

“I’d heard about the restaurant since I started as a resident, and this was a perfect chance to celebrate.” The doctor wrapped an arm around Theo’s, staking her claim physically as well as verbally.

This kind of jockeying for relationship position was infinitely easier to parse up close when you weren’t the one in the middle of it—hormones and anxiety giving you tunnel vision and making your tongue feel like dried leather and ash.

“Of course,” Anna said. “Theo and I came here all the time. In fact, this was where Theo proposed to me.”

SHOTS FIRED. SHOTS FIRED, Leah thought.

The Doctor tensed. “Oh, really. I hadn’t heard.”

“Theo, could we talk for a minute, just the two of us?” Anna asked.

Yes. Go, go! Leah thought.

The Doctor didn’t let go. “Anything you want to say, you can say to me.”

“Now, dear, I think that’s Theo’s decision, isn’t it?” Mallery asked, all smiles and Georgia charm.

All eyes were on Theo. “Of course,” he said. “Do you want to step outside?”

“No need, darling. The doctor is welcome to join us at our table while you talk here,” Mallery said.

Leah raised with her slightly overfull glass. “We’ve got wine.”

The doctor doubled down. “Theo, this is really…”

Shirin walked by, giving Leah the opening for the pick. Leah shifted her weight left to right, bumping Shirin’s tray. She recoiled from the bump, guiding her hand and glass to slosh forward and out of her glass.

Right onto the doctor’s dress. Bull’s-eye.

Leah dropped her glass, spilling more wine on both the doctor’s and her shoes. “Ohmigod, I’m so sorry.”

Shirin disappeared as quickly as she’d come, her job complete.

“Oh, dear. Honey, let’s get you two cleaned up.” Mallery and Leah double-teamed the doctor with apologies and aggressive helpfulness, making for the restroom, leaving Theo and Anna on their own.

Okay, hon. We cleared the way. Now it’s all up to you, Leah thought.

 

———

 

Shirin went to make a gesture of cleaning herself off. Mostly, she kept one eye and both ears on the lovers, finally alone together again.

Anna led off, but her confidence was waning. She broke eye contact and looked at the table, down at his leg. “I tried to visit, but your date said you didn’t want to see me.”

“She what? She said that you didn’t come. That they called you and you didn’t answer.”

“Not at first. I was out of town, then all the flights back were delayed and then cancelled. I spent seventy-two hours in an airport trying to get back to you.” Anna looked up, searched for eye contact. “You put a big ball in my court when I really didn’t want anything else big and amazing and scary to think about.”

Theo wrung his hands but met Anna’s eyes. “I thought it was the best time, that now that everything was coming together for you…”

“I know. It was just…”

A moment. “It was too much at once,” Theo said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just knew how excited you were to make a change, to have a path that gave you freedom and security. And I thought I could be part of that.”

“It wasn’t about you or about the ring. I had to process things one at a time.” She took a breath. “I’m taking the partnership.”

Anna pulled a box out of her purse and knelt. The diamond caught the light from the candelabra overhead, glittering bright for the whole room to see.

“That’s not all I want. Will you be my partner, Theo Long? Do you think we can still do this? Because I really hope the answer is yes.” Tears welled in Anna’s eyes, her voice shaking but not breaking. “And I can’t promise that I won’t need to be random, I can’t promise I’ll be tidy, but I do promise that I will love you every day.”

A hundred thoughts must have gone through Theo’s head in that moment, doubt and hope, self-conscious uncertainty and love. 

But in the end, love won out.

Theo took the ring and Anna’s hand, helping her back to her feet as he steadied himself on the chair.

“Of course. Of course I will.”

Shirin coughed into her collar, then said, “We have reconciliation. Time to clean up,” transmitting to the team. Then she smiled and started planning her exfiltration.

 

———

 

Dr. Thorsson waved them off of her when they got to the bathroom. Mallery positioned herself by the door, making a big gesture out of dabbing Leah’s shirt, the two women blocking the doctor from being able to get out.

“You utter, complete klutz!” the Doctor said, dabbing furiously at her shirt and leggings.

“I’m so sorry,” Leah said.

“It was an accident, Doc. No need to raise your voice. My poor Toni’s out a pair of shoes that are at least as expensive as that top.”

Dr. Thorsson adjusted herself, looking in the mirror. “It’s not about the shirt.”

“Oh, what, the boy?” Mallery asked. “Honey, you’ve already lost. These two would already be engaged if it weren’t for that wild driver. Your Florence Nightingale act was never going to work.”

“It wasn’t an act,” the doctor said. “He’s the first decent guy to cross my path in years. He needs structure, support.”

“Let’s let Theo decide what he needs, okay?” Leah said.

The doctor made for the door, stopping just inside Leah and Mallery’s personal space bubble. “If he’s going to decide, I need to at least be there.”

“Give them a minute to sort things out, then you can go out there and break things off like a responsible adult.”

“Actually, do you swing both ways? I’ve got an ex out here. I think you’d get along fabulously,” Leah said, remembering a preppy lawyer from the online dating reports they’d run.

“I don’t need to be set up. I need you to step aside so I can save Theo from making the wrong decision and ruining his life.”

Mallery looked sideways to Leah, as if to ask telepathically, “Think she’s worked up enough?”

Before Leah could answer, Shirin’s all-clear came through the comms. Leah nodded.

“Why don’t you go back out there and see what’s really happening?” Mallery said.

The doctor pushed past the pair and shoved the door open, heading back into the restaurant.

“Are we done?”

Mallery flipped back to her normal accent. “Assuming the doc doesn’t actually haul off on someone, I think so,” she said, offering a hand to Leah. “Sorry about your shoes and tights.”

“We do what we must. Besides, it’s not like I get to keep the clothes when we go home.”

Mallery winked. “Well, we’re not supposed to.”

“Oh, really?” Leah said as the pair returned to the dining room. 

They turned the corner and Leah saw all she needed to see.

Theo and Anna, kissing, arms wrapped around one another. A bling-tastic ring shone from Anna’s left hand. The doctor stood by, fuming.

Mallery reached out a hand to the Doc’s shoulder, conciliatory. “I’m sorry, hon. It’s like we said.”

The doctor looked over her shoulder, started a snarl, then gave up. Sniffing back a tear, she made a beeline for the door, snatching her coat from the coat rack on the way out.

Leah crossed her arms. “Now I kind of feel bad. She was a controlling witch, but…”

Mallery nodded. “She wasn’t evil. Just not the One. I changed my mind. She should look up the Brooklyn conceptual artist. Like you said. Study in opposites.”

“Wrap it up,” King said through the comms.

Mallery paused for a second. “Roger that. They’re kissing, and she’s wearing the engagement ring. I think we’re clear here. I’m going to do an exit formula, and then let’s head back to the condo and wait for the all-clear.”

“Roger that,” Shirin said.

Mallery headed for the hostess. “I’ll get the bill; you see if you can catch Anna’s attention to wave goodbye.”

Mallery set off toward the hostess’s stand, hips swaying, every bit the perfect social manipulator.

Leah took her eyes off of Mallery and walked up to Anna and Theo, who had come up for breath.

“We’ll leave you two,” Leah said. “I assume you’ve got some catching-up to do?”

Their goofy smiles told her all she needed to know.

Anna gave Leah a big happy sobby hug. “Thank you, thank you both. I wouldn’t have come inside if not for you.”

Theo extended a hand. “Thank you.”

“It’s our pleasure. Susan fancies herself something of a matchmaker.”

“Susan” returned and they had another round of hugs, Theo looking on, half-dazed with surprise and joy.

Mallery squeezed Anna’s hand. “You have my card. Don’t hesitate to email. Anytime.”

Leah added, “She’s not great at answering the phone.”

“Guilty as charged. Take care, you two. And so nice to meet you, Theo.”

Another few minutes of circling a conversational ender, Anna and Theo never out of physical contact for more than a few seconds, Mallery and Leah left the restaurant and high-fived outside.

And all around them, the world exploded into pheremone bombs and mete-cutes.

Two storefronts down, a pair of Latinas kissed beneath a lawn umbrella.

A Native American man in a suit ran down the street, tie loosened, stopping in front of a Black man in a tux. They melted together into a joyful embrace.

Doctor Thorsson walked down the street, despondent, then bumped right into a tired-looking but gorgeous white man in scrubs looking at his phone. They picked themselves up together, and when their eyes met, Leah could swear she heard fireworks.

In the restaurant above, an Eastern European man in a blazer knelt beside his table, holding a ring out to a Middle-Eastern man, who started crying tears of joy.

Across the street, two white men and a Korean woman, each following an Airedale terrier, each with their nose buried in a book, crossed paths. Their dogs circled and barked themselves into a knot, entangling their owners as well. As they got the dogs in order, their hands touched for a moment, electricity passing between each, first in one pair, then another, then all three watched one another with starry eyes.

All around, the world exploded into Rom-Com moments, like it’d been bottling it up for a week and was now bubbling over everywhere.

A car passed Leah and Mallery, Just Married scribbled on the back windshield.

Mallery sidestepped to the curb, getting ready to hail a cab. “I think we can call that the all clear.”

“Can I try this time?” Leah asked.

“Of course.”

Leah stepped up to the curb, brought a hand up, whistled, then waved her hand.

Not three seconds later, a cab turned the corner and rolled right up.

“I could get used to this,” Leah said as they climbed into the cab.

Epilogue

An Extended Denouement

 

The five Genrenauts raised glasses with amber liquor, shot-glass pours from King’s victory flask.

“To another successful mission.” King raised a toast around the condo’s dinner table. They’d all changed into their fancy clothing to celebrate.

Leah decided to sip her drink this time. Roman and Mallery slammed theirs, movements synced with the air of ritual.

“If HQ has given the all clear, why not head home tonight?” Leah asked.

King shrugged. “Dimensional disturbance. Preeti says the storm will have passed by morning.”

“Well, that’s convenient for us. Another night in the big city!”

“Another night here, at least,” Shirin said. “With the mission done, we don’t have any need to leave the condo.” She leveled a look at Mallery. “Don’t want to cause any more ripples than we have by running roughshod over the city for the last few days.” 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. It was all for the mission,” Mallery said.

Leah asked, “Do missions on story worlds that match up with Earth Prime’s time frame usually involve this much felony wiretapping and cybercrime?”

Roman nodded. Mallery shrugged.

Shirin answered, “Not always. We use whatever tools are available to fix the breaches. Chances are, no one will ever know we did all of this.”

Mallery winked. “I’m very good at covering my tracks.”

“Which for a chatterbox is quite impressive,” Shirin said.

“It helps that my approach in ‘covering my trail’ is actually to DDoS every system I’ve touched by dumping terabytes of Lorem Ipsum on them.”

“Really?” Leah asked. She saw Mallery’s look and knew the answer. No, not really.

A thought struck Mallery, and she set her drink down. “Before everyone gets too trashed, we need to put the place back in order for the next mission. Reset tasks are in your inboxes.”

They finished their drinks and set about the packing. The schedule from King said they would be out of the condo at six AM, which was cruel, though Leah knew she could expect the chance to sleep all day once they got back.

This Genrenaut thing was wreaking havoc on her sleep schedule.

The last task on her prep list was to sort out the wardrobes with Mallery. The mission leader stood out on the balcony, loose robe rippling in the wind, a glass of wine in one hand.

“You did well, newbie,” she said as Leah closed the door behind her.

“Thanks. Privacy concerns aside, this was really fun.”

“Living the high life on the job certainly never hurts.”

“No, it really doesn’t. Is it like this on other worlds—Action, Thriller, Crime?”

“Action sometimes, not as much with the others.” Mallery continued looking out at the city.

“Are you okay?”

Mallery turned. “It’s fine. I just have the silly problem where I miss a place before I leave it.”

Leah walked over to join Mallery on the balcony. The moon illuminated the city in grayscale, assisted by the thousands of lights atop buildings, in the park, and beyond. Central Park West buildings faced her on one side, and the skyscrapers and office buildings in Midtown loomed to her left. To her right, the city sloped down from giant scale into Harlem and beyond.

“It really is pretty magical.”

“You’ll do marvelously in this job, once you get used to the way we do business. Your hands aren’t always clean, your life is never boring, but we’re literally saving worlds and tend to do so while having more fun than any other job that has a claim to such heroics.”

“So, King won’t be benching or dismissing me now that you’re back in action?”

“Was that what you were thinking would happen? He’d been considering you for weeks. We need all hands right now. You keep doing the job, and you’ll be fine.”

One worry down. Zillions to go, she thought.

“Does it ever get lonely?” Leah asked. “It seems like it’d be hard to keep a relationship going with this job. Shirin can do it, but I don’t know how I could.” Leah studied Mallery, whose gaze was fixed on the park. 

“You get used to it. The team is like a family. Doesn’t leave a lot of time to yourself, though. There’s always another book to read, film to re-watch, or report to absorb.”

Leah stepped up beside Mallery, taking the view in for herself. “That why you’re taking the time now with this?” She waved to the city.

“How could I not?” Mallery took a big breath of night air. “The most romantic city in any world, glittering on a chilly night. The perfect time to curl up with someone.”

“Are you offering?” The words came out before Leah could even know what she was saying. She hadn’t even been thinking it.

Leah’s breath quickened and time slowed as Mallery processed what had been said.

Mallery leaned over and kissed Leah on the cheek, then took a half-step back. “Let’s try this conversation again when we’re back on Earth Prime and don’t have the universe pushing on us.”

“Yeah. That’s. Uh. Probably for the best.”

Office romances were one thing when you worked for an insurance company. When you spent sixty-plus hours a week together and had to be counted on to save one another’s lives in alternate dimensions, it was entirely different and wow, remember how great of a kisser she was and is that cinnamon? Leah thought.

“I don’t know what came over me,” Leah said. “We were talking, and it just came out.”

“The rules of the story world don’t just apply to the folks who were born here. Part of the reasons why we don’t stay on-world too long at any one go.”

Leah walked back into the bedroom. “We should get to packing. Or I, yeah, I can pack.”

“It’s okay. Nothing to be embarrassed about. Try to get some rest when you’re done. You did good work here. It’s been fun.”

Mallery nodded, tying her robe closed and crossing to leave the room.

After the door shut, Leah stopped and just breathed for a minute, getting her composure back. When that didn’t happen, she got to work anyway as all the feelings came rushing back again—embarrassment and excitement and affection and uncertainty. Ten minutes of mental chatter and thinking in circles later, she had the bags packed. She assumed Mallery’s position on the balcony, looking out on the city and trying to focus on the parts that made sense, the things that worked.

They’d succeeded in their mission. She’d learned about another world, the technology they used to find breaches and speculate how to fix them. She’d found, diagnosed, and patched a story breach all on her own.

And possibly complicated her job forever, all in one impulsive sentence that she had absolutely zero memory of clearing at her mental checkpoint of approved speech.

She’d never expected Romance World to be one of the dangerous ones.
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If you enjoy this novella, please consider leaving a review on your ebook retailer of choice. 

Reviews help new readers find the series which might go on to become their new favorite book or their favorite author.

And if you want to find out more about Genrenauts, sign up for my readers list here.

Next time on Genrenauts…

 

King leads Leah  on an expedition to the Police Procedural region of Crime World. Their mission: help Leah make connections with the major figures in the region and to learn how to read for signs of an imminent story break.

But when a beloved PI is wounded in the line of duty, what was supposed to be a routine scouting trip becomes a race against the clock as King and Mallery have to fill the shoes of the injured detective by jumping into the roles of an odd-couple pair of detectives to find out who attacked the detective as well as solving his case.

But there's more going on here than a simple crime of opportunity.

All of this and more in:

 

GENRENAUTS EPISODE 4:
THE SUBSTITUTE SLEUTH
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