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    Avaunt the Gremlins 
 
    “Lab gremlins? Seriously?” Steven looked up at his boss. He was in a disadvantageous position to be talking to the older man, since he was currently sitting on the floor criss-cross applesauce. He hadn’t heard his boss come into the lab, and it startled him when Julian abruptly announced that they had lab gremlins.  
 
    “Why else would we be missing three autoclave baskets?” There was a smirk barely visible under Julian’s neatly trimmed mustache and full beard. “Mice?”  
 
    “Er.” Steven scrambled to his feet. “I have no idea. It doesn’t seem like they are something the cleaners would be tempted by, and besides, they can’t come in this part of the lab.”  
 
    “And I assume you wouldn’t leave them in the outer lab.” Julian shook his head and repeated with gloom and doom in his tone, “Ergo, we have lab gremlins.”  
 
    Dr. Julian W Thompson, and you didn’t leave out the W, Steven had learned since he’d started working in the strange little R&D lab tucked deep inside the plant, was something else. Steven had been a little intimidated by the man at first sight, since Julian had glowered in the corner during his interview, letting the Quality Assurance manager do all the talking, until the very end. Then Julian had leaned forward and pierced Steven with his deep-set gray eyes and a compelling steady gaze.  
 
    “What are your opinions on quantum chemistry, Mr. Taylor?” He’d asked.  
 
    Steven remembered freezing, and then blurting out. “Subatomic entanglement is a bit beyond me, and I hadn’t expected to encounter it as a lab tech, sir.”  
 
    Julian had snorted, and leaned back, and Steven had walked out of the interview convinced that he’d lost the job in that moment. When he was called the morning after with an offer, it had taken him a full minute to collect himself to answer the HR lady on the phone with an enthusiastic affirmative. It had been six months since graduation and he was on his last thin dime of savings and contemplating leaving science entirely.  
 
    Now, standing in the tiny restricted-access windowless lab that had become his second home over the last six months, he was wondering if it would really be so awful to go back and accept that offer of a Waffle House management position. “We’ll take anyone with a degree!” they’d told him cheerfully. “It means they can finish things!”  
 
    Finishing things was more than Steven could say about his tenure in the lab. His shoulders slumped. “I’ll use the two I can find, but I just don’t understand how things keep going missing.”  
 
    “I’ll order more. You need how many?” Julian sounded oddly solicitous for a change.  
 
    Steven did a quick mental calculation. He used the expanded metal - aluminum, to be exact - baskets, which were really boxes with a lot of holes in the sides and bottom, to run bottles in the autoclave for sterilization, sometimes with media in them. “Four, sir?” He responded finally. He’d been tempted to ask for more, for these invisible gremlins his boss was teasing him about, but the man had been grumbling about the budget recently.  
 
    “Six.” Julian said firmly. “And we need to do something about the gremlins.”  
 
    Steven agreed, even if he didn’t believe in gremlins. Something was happening in the lab. The baskets, a pipetter, little things like coming in and finding beakers standing on the bench when he was roundly certain that he’d cleaned and wiped that down prior to his departure the evening before. Julian denied having removed, or moved, anything, and the whole thing was getting to Steven along with the uncertainty of just what the lab was working on. How could funding keep coming if, well, they weren’t doing anything? Julian was keeping records, but he didn’t talk to Steven about what he was recording, and Steven’s mystification grew with each batch of media made, incubated and then... nothing. Steven had started job searching already, even though the place he’d gotten was a plum assignment, according to his classmates he’d met with after starting there.  
 
    “Um, just what do you do about gremlins?” In the meantime, while hunting, he needed a paycheck. And if that meant playing along with a gremlin-hunt, he was game. “A havahart trap?”  
 
    “A what?” Julian’s bushy eyebrows climbed high up his bald dome head.  
 
    “A humane trap. So we could, um, relocate them?” Steven wasn’t sure how big they were supposed to be, but he’d seen some pretty damn big trash pandas in his apartment complex’s dumpsters late at night. He had also seen the catch-and-release traps being used as stairs by those raccoons, so smart critters knew how to avoid being caught by them. How smart was a gremlin? He shook his head. He was starting to buy into Julian’s joke way too much.   
 
    Julian started to laugh, a surprisingly high-pitched cackle for a man of his size and bulk. “What’re you going to bait one with, a autoclave basket?”  
 
    Steven shook his head sharply, and then pushed the thick lock of hair out of his face. He needed to get a haircut, but kept forgetting when he had the time. “I was actually thinking about peanut butter.”  
 
    “They aren’t mice, or even rats. “ Julian’s chuckles subsided and his face went all serious. “I’ll get the trap and bait it.”  
 
    “What are you going to use?” Steven was becoming convinced his boss was nuts, but he was still curious.  
 
    “Wait and see.” Julian tapped the side of his nose with his finger. “Wait and see.”  
 
    The trap, and Steven’s baskets, showed up a week later. It had been an uneventful week, other than some snarling by Julian over the missing quartz cuvette for the spectrophotometer. Since it was one of the few tests Steven had been certified on, he was afraid his boss would blame him, but Julian had just slammed out of the lab and stormed off to his office, leaving Steven to run the assay on the media samples. It took longer with only one cuvette, but at least it was data collection. Steven wondered what he’d do if the results ever altered. Run it again to make sure, he decided. Julian would probably say Steven hadn’t cleaned the cuvette off properly and that had thrown off the results. Steven moped, until the big box showed up outside the lab door.  
 
    Ray who delivered the receiving rapped on the reinforced glass window in the lab door. The only two people who ever came in the lab were Steven and Julian. Steven wasn’t even sure anyone else had badge access to it, and Julian had told him the code was only valid for the two of them. They used a sort of two-step authentication: swipe the badge, tap a code into the keypad when it lit up in response to the badge. Then, and only then, would the door click and unlock. Heaven help you, Steven had learned, if you didn’t grab the door and push it open quickly enough. It would re-lock and you’d have to go through the process again. Also, if you held the door open and unlocked for too long, an alarm would go off. Which made bringing receiving into the lab an exercise in moving quickly and hoping it wasn’t too big an order drop.  
 
    Now, he opened the door and grabbed the big box, sliding it into the lab and pushing it behind him. While using his foot to hold the door open, he swiveled his body out far enough to reach the stack of smaller boxes and repeated the sliding motion. Finally, he stepped back into the doorway and let the door fall shut behind him. He’d set off the alarm a couple of times in his first weeks, until Julian had showed him the technique for receiving the stuff quickly.  
 
    Now, he grabbed the scanner and started the laborious process of receiving the boxes and their contents. The only good thing about this system was that he could use the computer program for printing labels. All his media making, waste destruction, and assays were strictly paper. The fat lab notebooks filled a half dozen cupboards in the lab, but Julian had snorted and shaken his head when Steven asked about using the Laboratory Information Management system for more than inventory control.  
 
    “There’s such a thing as too much data retention, m’boy,” he’d said. Steven had blinked in surprise, remembering his professor’s lectures on data integrity, and how software had revolutionized lab record keeping, and then shrugged and kept the lab notebooks as carefully as he could.  
 
    The trap was certainly big enough to hold a raccoon, Steven decided when he’d cut the cardboard box away from the wire and metal contraption. He would have thought that if there were animals that size in the lab, he’d have seen signs of them. He pushed the trap as far out of the way as he could get it, surprised at how heavy it was. Then he turned his attention back to receiving the other inventory items that had shown up. It wasn’t his job to ask questions. He’d been hopeful, working in an R&D lab, that he’d get a boss who would use him as a laboratory assistant - that would be fantastic on his resume later - but Julian either grunted as his only response to a question, or mumbled absent-mindedly, “Don’t ask, you don’wanna know.” Steven had given up after just a few weeks of that.  
 
    He still had a nagging feeling that more was going on in this lab than he had figured out. First of all, why the biological media in what was supposed to be a chemistry lab? Chemists didn’t grow organisms in agar or whatever else they mixed up to suit the pickiest of organisms. Biologists and chemists had, he’d grasped during his years in school, a friendly rivalry and no real connection, unless you counted the odd biochemist. Steven’s decision to dual major in biology and chemistry had been born from a desire to make himself marketable after school, not a quixotic yearning to become a bridge between the two disciplines. He’d quickly figured out after joining the workforce that chemists got more jobs and made better money than biologists. This lab, though... He scanned newly-labeled reagents and arranged them in the cupboards in alphabetical order as he’d been taught. Microbiology and chemistry rubbing shoulders.  
 
    The lab was small enough that if there had been more staff, rubbing shoulders would have been literal. When Julian walked in, the room seemed even smaller. It wasn’t just that the scientist was a big man - at well over six feet, he was - or that he carried a more-than-amply padded frame around under that height. He was a big personality, Steven had realized. His first impression of the man had been of a quiet recluse. Well, the recluse part might have been right. Steven had no idea what Julian did after work. Nightclubs seemed unlikely.  
 
    “Steven!” Julian’s booming voice filled the room. “The trap came!”  
 
    Steven closed the cabinet and composed his face. His boss might be brilliant, but he also had a lot of Captain Obvious moments. He turned around. Julian was hauling the trap up onto his nice clean bench, and Steven winced. He’d have to clean that again. And if there were scratches, it would be harder to sterilize. But it was Julian’s lab, and the man could do what he wanted. Steven put his calm mask on and joined his boss to look at the new toy.  
 
    “Hopefully it’s big enough.” Julian was playing with the door mechanism now. “And this isn’t going to hold. Fingers and thumb…” he mumbled.  
 
    “Are you going to leave it there?” Steven asked. He couldn’t help himself. The silly thing was just going to be in the way wherever it was, but on the bench... Julian was taking this whole joke too far.  
 
    Julian looked up, peering through his shaggy eyebrows. “What? Oh, no, we’ll put it back where you had it. Good place for it. But first, I’ll have to do something about this latch.”  
 
    He went back to fiddling, and Steven headed for the autoclave. If anyone had told him a few months ago that the stinky, steamy oven of doom would be his happy place, he’d have scoffed. But there was something satisfying about making everything dead, dead, dead. And melting plastic into warped blobs instead of petri plates. Besides, the noise of the steam in pipes drowned out his boss when he was in the more ominous Mad Scientist moments of talking to himself.  
 
    By the time Steven was ready to knock off for the day, his boss had the trap back in the corner, with the incongruous bait of an old reagent bottle sitting on the trigger plate. Steven bent over to peer into the trap and recognized it. He’d found it while cleaning the lab during his second week and had asked Julian about disposal.  
 
    “Where’d you find that?” Julian had asked, turning the small brown bottle around in his fingers. He’d pulled a pair of reading glasses out of his pocket and shoved his lab glasses up on his forehead. “My, my, that would be before you were born, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, by about twenty years.” Steven had already looked at the expiry date handwritten on the yellow label. The label was still securely on, but crumbling at the edges, and Steven happened to know that Kodak had long ago gone out of the business of chemical reagents. “I found it up in the top cupboard.”  
 
    “Well, put it back, then.” Julian had handed the bottle back to him. “And make sure you keep the doors closed.”  
 
    Now, that ancient bottle was standing on the trigger plate in the trap. Steven shook his head and headed for the door. Not his circus, not his monkeys. He was just a minion, and his boss would be the one to take any heat. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The Mystery of the Shattered Bottle 
 
    Later that evening, he sat at the island in the apartment kitchen on a ratty barstool, eating a slice of pizza and telling his roommates about the whole thing. “Swear to ghu, he’s gone right around the bend and thinks he’s going to catch a gremlin.” Steven took another bite of the greasy glorious cheesy foodstuff. “Mpf. I come in tomorrow and there’s some green dude in that trap...”  
 
    “Man, I know you aren’t allowed to take your phone in there, but maybe you should make an exception tomorrow.” Jay opened the fridge and pulled out a can of soda. The three of them were all standing in the kitchen eating the pizza Steven had brought home.  
 
    Tony shook his head. Easily the shortest of the three of them, the stocky, dark-haired man was also the most serious. “Better not. Sounded like there was instrumentation the cell could interfere with.” He worked in the University labs, so he would know.  
 
    Steven shrugged. “Not that I have seen, but with Julian you never know.”  
 
    “Doctor Thompson has an, um, reputation.” Tony looked at the remains of his slice with an expression like he’d forgotten he was holding it. He took a big bite.  
 
    “I’m not surprised.” Steven, having finished his second slice, contemplated the remains of the extra-large pie and reached for a third. “He’s not right. I still have no idea what his research entails. Other than a lot of media.”  
 
    “The media is a bit weird.” Tony commented when he’d had a chance to swallow. “He’s known for his research in molecular bonding and nanoflasks.”  
 
    “Nanoflasks seem like a waste of time.” Jay grinned. “Wouldn’t hold enough to be worth the effort.”  
 
    His friends groaned, and the conversation degenerated into jokes about drinking until they had finished the pizza.That night, Steven slept soundly, only waking once to the fuzzy recollection of the cute airplane-eared gremlin from an old Bugs Bunny cartoon, wing-walking while swigging out of a tiny flask. He rolled over, punched his pillow, and resolutely thought about how to calculate the volume of a funnel which was being drained at a certain rate per second. That did the trick and he was out like a light until morning. He slept a little too hard, actually, and it was only when Jay pounded on his door and shouted about shutting the damn alarm off that he sat bolt upright and looked at the time.  
 
    “Shit!” Steven hurled himself out of bed and snatched clothes from the pile on the chair. They were usually less dirty than the pile on the floor next to it. “Sorry!” he called to his roommate, who didn’t answer. Jay worked late and was probably already asleep again. He was still pulling his shirt down when he ran out the door and down the steps to the parking lot. He had to make a mental effort not to speed on his way to work, because he knew as long as he beat his boss to the lab, there wouldn’t be sarcastic comments. Steven thought of himself as thick-skinned but Julian’s roasting, even when gentle, could be remorseless. It wasn’t worth a ticket, though, to avoid being called a millennial for the rest of the week.  
 
    He pulled into the small back lot he preferred and breathed a sigh of relief. No sign of the green Subaru Julian drove. Steven collected his access pass card from the glove box where he always left it overnight and headed for the side door. He could go in the front entrance, but this way there were fewer people to give him funny looks. Why they had combined a lab and a corporate office in one building was beyond his pay grade, although he supposed it was a cost-cutting measure and it wasn’t like they worked with anything particularly dangerous in the lab. He scanned the card and punched in his code, peering into the darkened lab through the window on the door. The lights came on as soon as he entered, triggered by his motion. Pulling on his lab coat, Steven stopped and sniffed.  
 
    Why did the lab smell faintly of vinegar? He looked at the benches. Everything was as neat as he’d left it the night before. Frowning to himself, he headed for the small desk where his laptop was sitting. As he came around the bench, he caught himself with one foot in the air, grabbing the bench for support. A bottle lay on the floor, broken. The smell was stronger here. Steven backed up and went around for the broom and dustpan. The brown glass bottle was unlabeled, a big violation of lab procedure. Whatever had been in it was dried up, leaving only the smell hanging in the air despite the air handlers that hummed overhead. Steven dumped the evidence in the broken glass box.  
 
    He was sitting at the desk reading training material when Julian breezed into the lab. The big man stopped dead, lifted his chin, and sniffed deeply. “Did you spill something?”  
 
    Julian’s booming voice rang through the lab. Steven knew he’d have to shout to be heard, so he got up and walked over to his boss. “No, there was a broken bottle on the floor when I got here. I thought you’d left it on the bench?”  
 
    He wasn’t going to accuse the eminent Dr Thompson of having dropped it and then left it for his lowly assistant to tidy up.  
 
    “Nope. Did you check the trap?” Julian didn’t rise to the bait.  
 
    Steven shook his head. He hadn’t seen any point in looking at it. They weren’t going to catch anything in it. They both moved around the end of the benches. Julian bent and peered through the wire. “Shucks. Bottle is still there.” He straightened again. “What did the broken bottle look like?”  
 
    Steven shrugged. “It didn’t have a label.” He went over to the glass box and reached into to grab the mostly-intact top.  
 
    Julian moved faster than Steven had ever dreamed the portly older man could. “Stop!”  
 
    Steven froze, bent over, his hand just hovering over the bottle. “What?!”  
 
    “Don’t touch it. You didn't touch it before?”  
 
    Steven jerked away from the box. “No, I just swept it up...” He’d used the dustpan on a handle, and hadn’t come anywhere near the glass, as was protocol for lab safety.  
 
    “Hang on.” Julian grabbed a pair of his personal bright purple extra-large nitrile gloves and snapped them on. Gingerly, he fished out the top and turned it around, peering closely at it. “Phew. Smells like paracetic.”  
 
    “I thought that was a lot stronger.” Steven could smell vinegar, pervasive, but faint.  
 
    “Spilled 25 mL one time and had to leave the lab for 24 hours,” Julian replied absently, his focus more on the bottle. Steven wasn’t sure what was special about it. Other than the lack of a label, it was a bog-standard dark brown glass with a narrow neck and plastic lid. “You said the floor was dry?”  
 
    “Yes, not even a stain.” Steven was relieved his boss wasn’t mad he’d cleaned it up. It had been a safety hazard and he’d had no idea it was... evidence? Of what?  
 
    “Not that you could tell that on these floors.” Julian snorted and dropped the bottle back into the half-full box, where it broke more.  
 
    “Where did it come from?” Steven’s curiosity was fully aroused now. “If it wasn’t you, and I know it wasn’t me...”  
 
    “Hah.” Julian tapped the side of his nose, looking like a slightly-younger version of Santa with gray hair and beard only partly turned to silver. “You’re starting to believe in the lab gremlins too!”  
 
    “Um.” Steven backpedaled. “Someone else who has access to the lab?”  
 
    Julian chuckled and shook his head. “You aren’t going to give in and admit there might be lab gremlins unless you see one, are you?”  
 
    “No, I am not. I don’t believe in gremlins. I probably put stuff down and forgot where it was.” Steven would rather not be having this conversation, but he’d gotten tired of evading his boss.  
 
    “Or maybe I did? Fair point, that. I’m not always paying attention to what’s in my hand when what’s in my head is more important.” Julian shook his head ponderously. Then he changed the subject. “Did you get that last batch autoclaved?” 
 
    “The waste petri dishes? Yes.” Steven, relieved at the out from the awkward subject, seized on it with gratitude. “I have the racks all cleaned off and ready for the next batch.”  
 
    “No, I’m done with that phase.” Julian surprised him. Since Steven had started, there had been a weekly batch of petri dishes with weirdly fuzzy yellow colonies on a dark blood agar.  
 
    “Done?” He said before he could stop himself. He knew better than to ask questions.  
 
    Julian seemed to be in an expansive mood, though. “I’ve got the Methanotrix colonies where I want them, replicating in a low-pressure environment. Next step is to start using their sheath as a substrate. For that, we’re going to have to shift some equipment in here.”  
 
    “Where?” Steven looked around the crowded lab with a feeling of confusion. He’d never even heard of Methanotrix bacterium, so he’d have to take Julian’s word that was what he’d been helping cultivate. There was absolutely no room in here for more equipment.  
 
    The two men spent the rest of the day breaking down set-ups Julian deemed no longer necessary. It was not a fast process, because the stainless-steel shelving units had to be sterilized along with the glassware and other waste. Steven was hot and tired and very late getting home. He was standing at the counter wrapping himself around his second slice of cold pizza when Jay popped out of his room. Jay peered at him.  
 
    “Dude. When was the last time you ate something other than pizza? And how old is that, anyway?” 
 
    Steven swallowed. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. Food poisoning sounds like a great idea right now.”  
 
    “What the hell, man?” Jay flipped a chair around and straddled it, resting his arms on the back of it. He tilted his head toward his roommate. “Wanna rub my head?”  
 
    Steven snorted. Jay’s thick head of closely-shorn hair was a long-running joke. If you rubbed it, Jay would pant like a dog and pound one foot on the floor, which inevitably made his friends laugh. “You do look plushy today, but no. It’s work.” Jay was a goofball and it always made him feel better.  
 
    “Ah. Yeah, sounded like Dr. Thompson was going off the rails.”  
 
    “He’s installing a laser.” Steven leaned against the counter and felt like all his energy had run out through an open tap. “Just... I have no idea. I never have any freaking idea. I’m beginning to think I need to take this job off my resume because ghu knows what Julian would say to a reference.”  
 
    “Nah. Just because you worked for a crazy man doesn’t mean you didn’t learn shit.” Jay shook his head. “Actually, you probably learn more stuff than most lab flunkies, because he’s got you running in all directions. A laser?”  
 
    “A benchtop laser.” Steven stretched and yawned. “And nothing in the gremlin trap, thank goodness.”  
 
    Jay burst into laughter. “You come home saying you caught a gremlin and I’m going to want blood samples. Because that’d be some good shit.”  
 
    Steven groaned. “In that lab? I’ll start wearing gloves all day.”  
 
    That night he didn’t dream at all. Waking up gremlin-free in the morning he actually beat his alarm clock, and by the time he’d had time for fresh coffee and actual breakfast that wasn’t pizza, he headed for work feeling on top of the world. He even caught himself humming along with the radio as he pulled into the parking lot. Not seeing Julian’s car in the lot certainly didn’t dent his mood either. Walking down the hall to the lab, he wrinkled his nose. The vinegar smell was strong again. Whatever had been in that bottle certainly lingered. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Skunk is Positively Delightful Stink, in Comparison 
 
    The air handlers in the lab were strong enough that Steven found his skin was usually dry after he’d spent the day in there. So being able to smell much of anything was unusual. Unless the handlers were down. That had happened once before, and it had reeked until his nose adjusted. Julian insisted it took the human smell receptors seventeen minutes to filter out a scent, but Steven felt like it had taken hours to be able to ignore it. So he took a deep breath while he was still outside the lab door and prepared himself as he punched in the code. It wasn’t enough. The smell rolled out like an almost palpable cloud, and Steven took an involuntary step back, coughing. The door swung shut again, and Steven retreated down the hall a little way so he could breathe again. His eyes were streaming tears down his cheeks. He swiped at that moisture and leaned against the wall, breathing as shallowly as he could. He had no idea what had spilled in the lab, but he knew what he had to do now.  
 
    He had just collected himself well enough to start down the hall when the alarms went off. Nearly blind from the tears he couldn’t stop shedding, and alternately sneezing and coughing, Steven opted to stagger toward the side entrance. The offices would know, now, there was a problem. They complained if there was a slight odor, say of cleaning supplies, and Julian had commented that they were all nervous nellies who assumed they were going to catch Ebola because they shared a roof with the lab. But now, with the alarm, and the smell Steven had encountered, something was certainly wrong and they would be right to be frightened.  
 
    Steven put his hand on the door to the outside, and felt the handle turn under his hand. Off balance, he stumbled out and nearly into the arms of his boss. Coughing, Steven grabbed the railing at the side of the small landing. He hung onto it for dear life, feeling the world swim around him in the most disconcerting way. He sucked in a lungful of sweet, sweet air, and then another. The world righted itself, and then he realized that Julian was patting his back softly.  
 
    “I’m ok,” he gasped.  
 
    “I think you should sit down,” Julian suggested. “Before you fall down,” he added prosaically. “What happened in there?”  
 
    “Gah.” Steven swiped at his eyes with both hands. They were starting to shut down the water factory, but he felt slimy and his nose was running, too. Julian pushed a big red bandana at him. “Thanks.”  
 
    He felt better once the snot was out of his sinuses, and he savored the clear air. “Lab was full of something. Like the vinegar smell but a million times stronger.”  
 
    “I can whiff it off you.” Julian sat next to him on the top step. Their small side area was quiet. The main evacuation was done to the front parking lot.  
 
    Steven could hear distant sirens. “We should let them know we’re ok, sir,” he pointed out.  
 
    “In a minute. Tell me what you experienced.” Julian’s voice was abnormally serious, and Steven felt a pang of fear for the first time. It hadn’t seemed real, when it happened. Only now, safe and talking about it, did it occur to him that opening the lab door could have killed him.  
 
    “I could smell vinegar as soon as I opened this door.” Steven hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the door behind them. “But it was faint, you know? And it got strong as I got close to the lab. I figured we’d had another spill.”  
 
    “Mhm.” Julian made a noncommittal noise.  
 
    Steven sucked in another deep breath and coughed. His chest hurt a little. “So, I opened the lab door, like an idiot.”  
 
    “Strong enough to knock you over?”  
 
    “Pretty much. I slammed the door and backed up, basically long enough to stop coughing so I could walk.” Steven looked up and saw a pair of firemen marching along the building toward them. Julian lifted one ham-hand and waved it casually at them.  
 
    “Did you see anything?”  
 
    “In the lab?” Steven shook his head. “My eyes kicked into protective overdrive and blinded me with tears.” He blew his nose again. “And that.”  
 
    Julian stood up. “Now to keep these idiots out of the lab….” He walked down the stairs. “Gentleman, my young associate here will need to be checked out....”  
 
    Steven found himself in the back of an ambulance before he fully knew what was going on. Someone had put a blanket around him, which he appreciated because it was colder to sit outside than he’d planned for when he left the house. The oxygen mask he wasn’t happy with, but they wouldn’t let him take it off, and it was too much fuss and bother to fight them about it. So he hunched up on the gurney and felt miserable. He shouldn't have opened the door. Bad enough he’d been exposed to god-knew-what, but to have let it out in the air the office people breathed? It didn’t matter if they were cubicle-troglodytes, it wasn’t the right thing to have done. He’d screwed up.  
 
    “He’s in here.” Julian’s voice sounded like he was right outside the ambulance. Steven lifted his head, and saw the big man pointing at him. He was looking at someone outside of Steven’s field of sight.  
 
    Steven stood up and was displeased to realize that his legs were wobbly. He pulled off the oxygen mask with a guilty glance toward the driver’s side of the vehicle, but the paramedics seemed to have gone off somewhere. He made his way toward Julian.  
 
    “Hey.” he greeted his boss.  
 
    “Come on. You want to see what happened, right?” Julian waved for him to step down.  
 
    Steven could see two men dressed in ‘bunny suits’ the floppy tyvek biohazard protective gear he knew from school. “Yeah. If there’s a respirator.”  
 
    “Capital thinking. Hop down here.” Julian was holding a bundle of white suits.  
 
    Steven had never felt less like hopping, but he climbed down stiffly and accepted part of the bundle, which turned out to be one of the suits. The two men helped them get into the suit and then, the helmet part hanging down their backs, led Julian and Steven to a black sedan, where they had four air bottles and what looked a lot like SCUBA gear. Steven had seen it before. He’d taken a class on hazardous material response and clean-up while still in college, and he had the pleasure of seeing Julian’s eyebrow raise in surprise while his lab tech strapped on the air tank backpack and slipped on his helmet, a floppy white hood with clear plastic face shield. One of the suited men gave him a thumbs-up after checking his closures, and the other man checked Julian.  
 
    Silently, the four of them headed for the side door, climbing the five stairs to the landing one at a time. The lead man opened the door with the code, making Steven wonder just who they were and how they knew the code. It changed every few months, he’d been told. The man held the door for the others, and took up the rear once they were in. It felt surreal to Steven to walk through the familiar hall while breathing tank air and being surrounded by the voluminous suit.  
 
    When they reached the lab door, the second man who had taken point stepped aside slightly and let Julian key in his code. He then pulled off his glove, which made Steven flinch to see, and put his palm on the reader. It turned green, and the man opened the door quickly while Julian pulled on his glove. Steven half-expected to see a wall of... something visible, but there was nothing. The bottled air tasted dry and stale, just as it always did. The lab, what he could see of it from his angle, was empty and normal.  
 
    Julian put a hand on the man’s shoulder and stopped him from entering the lab. He shouted, “wait for me,” and then stepped around him and into the lab. The man kept holding the door, which was now shrilling the alarm that meant it had been open for too long. The other man... Steven decided he was going to call them One, and Two, for lack of anything cleverer... looked back at Steven and gestured for him to enter the lab as well.  
 
    “Are you coming in?” Steven spoke loudly, hoping they would hear him over the hiss of air and the bulk of their suits.  
 
    “You know the lab better,” One said. Two just looked at him, his face showing no expression. Steven shrugged and followed his boss into the lab.  
 
    Julian was bent over the trap at the end of the bench. Steven felt a jolt of annoyance. This was no time for a prank. Julian straightened up and Steven took an involuntary step backward, bumping into the bench behind him.  
 
    “What...” His voice came out as a squeak. He cleared his throat and stopped trying to back up. His body wanted to get away as fast as possible, but the logic part of his brain was kicking in, now. “What is that?”  
 
    Julian turned his upper body, so he could see Steven through the clear face shield. “”S a gremlin, my boy. What did you expect?”  
 
    “Is it... is it dead?” Steven wasn’t quite ready to move closer to the trap and it’s strange inhabitant. It wasn’t moving. It certainly looked dead, and the way the lab had smelled this morning...  
 
    “No. Not yet. Here, help me with this.” Julian had been rummaging in a drawer and now he pulled out a handful of tex wipes. He shoved them toward Steven, who took them automatically. “Spread them out here,” Julian pointed at the clear space on the bench. “I’ll get him out of the trap.”  
 
    “Him?” Steven parroted, spreading out the wipes as smooth as he could get them. “Be careful of his neck,” he said without thinking what he was saying.  
 
    “What?” Julian, who had been opening the trap carefully, barked loudly enough for Steven to hear him. “You do it, then.”  
 
    Steven knelt and reached into the trap carefully, hoping the weirdly shaped, green-skinned thing wasn’t going to wake up and bite him. He supported the head with one hand, and the oddly clothed body with another before shuffling backward and pulling the limp body out of the trap, oddly long legs and arms dangling limply. One leg was bending in more places than the other, and greenish, almost clear, liquid was oozing out.  
 
    “Um.” Steven stood awkwardly with his burden. It was very warm through his gloves. He laid it out on the wipes. “What the hell...” he had no idea if Julian could hear him mumbling, and he didn’t care.  
 
    Julian crowded up next to him. “Can you help him?”  
 
    “I don’t know!” Steven snapped. “I’m not a vet. I’m an EMT, and this is...”  
 
    “He’s not an animal.” The first man, One, was right up against Steven’s other side now. Steven started to sweat. He really didn’t like having people this close, even if it was, he told himself firmly, so they could talk through the suits.  
 
    “How do you know? What the hell is it?” Steven knew he sounded angry. He was still trying to wrap his head around the whole thing. “It’s not dead. Why is it not dead?” He pointed at the small chest, which was moving as it breathed, in a more rapid pattern than a human, he noted with that still-rational part of his mind. The rest of his mind was gibbering around the logical cool part in circles.  
 
    “A gremlin.” Julian explained.  
 
    “How the hell do you know what it is? I thought this was just Julian being crazy. And how the hell did you respond so fast if you’re...” Steven’s words failed him.  
 
    “Steady on.” One said. He touched Steven’s arm gently with his gloved hand. “You only have so much air. We’re here because Julian called us in. He’s a mandatory reporter, you know.”  
 
    Steven blinked, and looked back at the... gremlin. It was as good a word for the twisted thing on his bench as any. “Mandatory reporter of what? And I can at least splint that leg and get the, um, bleeding stopped.”  
 
    “Good man.” One started to look in drawers. Julian headed for the first aid kit. 
 
    Julian roared over his shoulder as he pulled packets of bandages out of the case on the wall. “Reporter of unexplained lab phenomena, Lad.”  
 
    Steven held out his hand for the bandages. He looked at them. “Scissors.”  
 
    One put a pair in his hand. Two was still holding the door open, like he was afraid if he let it close, they wouldn’t be able to open it again. Which they might not, Steven realized. He didn’t know what the lab’s security system would do after this prolonged a breach. “Stabilize him,” One ordered in a clipped voice, “and we will transport him. We’re on a tight deadline.”  
 
    Steven knew that. He had no idea how long their air would last, or what the stench in the lab was doing to the gremlin, but it couldn’t be good. “Are you with the government?” He asked as he put pressure on the lacerations. They were superficial and looked like they’d happened when the gremlin had been caught in the trap by one leg, then pulled it back in with him.  
 
    “What?” Julian asked.  
 
    Steven turned toward the other man. “You. Are you with the government?”  
 
    One, who was holding a ruler, handed it to Steven. “Yes,” he answered. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Trust Me, I’m from the Government 
 
    Steven looked at the ruler and realized they meant him to use it for a splint. He turned away from the bench, and his frail patient, and bent the plastic until it snapped in half. Then he guided Julian’s hand to hold the gremlin’s hand in place. Splinting was dangerous, done wrong. He risked cutting an artery with broken bones, internally. Although if that was going to happen, the gremlin would likely have already done that when he was trying to free himself from the trap. Once the leg was stretched out and the bones aligned, Steven quickly set the splint up and then strapped the whole thing to the gremlin’s chest, so he couldn’t move it too much when - if - he regained consciousness. Then he turned to face One again. “Quick. I need to know now. Are you going to, like, cut him up and experiment on him?”  
 
    “What?” The surprise on the other man’s face was genuine. “Oh! Oh, no, he’s much too valuable...”  
 
    “Ok. How are you going to get him out of here unseen?” Steven made a snap judgement. There weren’t a lot of other options open to him, anyway, not three against one and a contaminated lab. Besides, he didn’t even know why he wanted to protect the little green guy, anyway, other than training about patient care and a perverse impulse to always stick up for the underdog. This wouldn’t be the first time that had gotten him in deep.  
 
    “Um.” This clearly had not occurred to the government man.  
 
    “I know how to do it, but you’re going to have to figure it out from there.” Steven started speaking very quickly, standing face to face with the other man so he could be sure he was hearing Steven’s plan. After a minute, the man started to nod.  
 
    Julian put his hand on Steven’s shoulder when the government man walked out of the lab to get what they needed to pull this stunt off. “His blood is corrosive.”  
 
    “Oh. Do we have... Yeah, that.” Steven saw that his boss was holding a pair of the tyvek lab coats he rarely wore and hated because they didn’t breathe. “Will that work?”  
 
    “For a couple of minutes?” Julian started to gently wrap the gremlin in them. “You seem to have staunched the flow, anyway, so he’s not exactly leaking a lot.”  
 
    “You know him, don’t you.” Steven picked up the odd bundle and cradled it, feeling like he was holding a baby. He glanced down. A very ugly baby.  
 
    “I’ll explain later. They’re coming for you.” Julian pointed.  
 
    Steven met the man with the gurney in the hall, and awkwardly climbed up on it, snuggling the gremlin down next to him and letting the blanket be pulled up to his chin, hiding the small bundle. Behind him, he heard the lab door close, but the alarm continued to wail. Then the gurney started to roll, and Steven closed his eyes, wondering how his patients had dealt with the feeling of helplessness while they were being transported. It hadn’t really occurred to him before; their anxiety had always seemed related to injuries, or the idiots who demanded a ‘bus trip to the hospital’ were so arrogant and whiny he’d learned to zone them out. This... was weird. Really weird.  
 
    He kept his eyes closed firmly even when they got outside. He could sort of tell they were out in the light, as it shone even through his closed eyelids. But he could hear Julian barking orders to keep away and knew that the plan to pretend he’d been exposed to something nasty was working. A few bumps later and he was in the back of the ambulance. Without opening his eyes, he asked, “Do you know how to lock the wheels?”  
 
    “I do.” An unfamiliar voice answered him, and Steven’s eyes flew open. The second man, Two, was leaning over fixing the gurney so it wouldn’t roll. “Stay put,” he told Steven. “We’ve waved our badges and commandeered the ambulance, but they can still see in the rear windows.”  
 
    “Got it.” Steven stared at the ceiling again. “I can feel him breathing.”  
 
    Two didn’t ask who Steven was referring to. “Good.”  
 
    Julian, who was evidently up front, spoke up then. “He’ll start to wake up soon. I think.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Steven asked him. They started to move, then. He didn’t hear the siren, but he could hear the lights clicking, so he knew they were running. “Where are we going?”  
 
    “Cincinnati.” The man sitting in the jump seat across from him answered.  
 
    “Cincinnati?” Steven echoed, forgetting what he’d asked Julian. “Why in the hell there?”  
 
    “That’s where the FDA forensic lab is.” Two answered him calmly.  
 
    “Wait. You’re FDA?” Steven tried to sit up and not disturb the still unconscious gremlin.  
 
    “No.” He answered. “Stay down. You might as well be comfortable. It’s just a place we have... connections.”  
 
    “Trust me, I’m from the government?” Steven relaxed again and made a weak attempt at a joke. He was beginning to wonder just what he’d gotten himself in for.  
 
    “I’m not asking that much.” Two made a facial movement that might have been a smile. “However, I will point out you haven’t got much of a choice at the moment.”  
 
    “Oh, sure, kick a man when he’s down.” Steven shot back bitterly, staring at the ceiling. “Julian, why did you say the gremlin should wake up?”  
 
    “Because that was more than a stink bomb he triggered when he set off the trap.” The big man called back.  
 
    “You booby-trapped the lab and didn’t tell me?!” Steven really wanted to jump off the gurney and strangle his boss. “I quit! What the ever-living hell were you thinking! I’m going to file such a...”  
 
    “You can’t.” Two broke in, his dead calm voice not betraying a touch of humor. “You’re now bound under the Federal Protection of Aliens law.”  
 
    “The gremlin is an alien? You’re taking away my right to workman’s comp? I don’t think you can do that, man.” Steven tried to roll on his side, so he could at least look at the agent he was arguing with, but there wasn’t room.  
 
    “The gremlin is not an alien. At least, we don’t think so.” Two looked toward the front of the vehicle. “Dr Thompson, you would perhaps be the best person to explain?”  
 
    “The Protection of Aliens Act? Hellfire, man, I don’t even understand that one, and I have more than one Piled higher and Deeper.” Julian was upset, Steven deduced, as his Texas accent was more prominent than usual.  
 
    “No, no, the probable origins of gremlins. We’ll leave the PAA for another time.”  
 
    Steven felt as though he’d fallen into Alice’s rabbit hole and was down drifting slowly through incoherent statements along with an alien, and ambulance, and three crazy people. One wasn’t talking much, but he was driving like a maniac. Steven knew how that felt without having to see out the windshield. And the gremlin was still breathing rapidly, only now with a little wheeze. “I don’t think he’s doing so hot.”  
 
    “Alien physiology is not the same as human physiology,” Two informed him pedantically. Then he added with a little shrug, “We don’t know what to do for him, anyway.”  
 
    “So, we’re just letting him die?” Steven asked.  
 
    “No. We’re almost there,” Julian responded. As he started to speak, Steven felt the ambulance start into a turn. “He’ll be fine,” Julian finished.  
 
    “You keep saying alien, but you said not-outer-space alien.” Steven asked Two, curiously. He was resolutely not thinking about how they were all gonna die when the ambulance tumbled out of control on one of these turns. Boxy vehicles just don’t handle like sports cars. Not that the guy driving seemed to have a grasp on the laws of physics.  
 
    “Alien is different, not necessarily xenobiology.” Two explained. “Aliens can mean human immigrants, but we are not the INS. Simply, there is more life on Earth than we could have guessed, before we started the metagenome project.  
 
    “The dark matter in DNA?” Steven remembered a lecture in one of his final classes on molecular genetics. “Really?”  
 
    “In a manner of speaking, yes.” Two pursed his lips and looked thoughtful. “I’m not going to try and give you a higher-level explanation at the moment.”  
 
    “So...” Steven turned his head and looked at the man. The agent looked bland and innocuous. He’d blend into any mid-Western, or for that matter, any American crowd. “You’re the Men in Black? Are you going to flashy-thing me when this is over?”  
 
    For the first time, he’d cracked their facade. Two blinked, his eyes widening, then he started to laugh out loud. He turned his head, almost giggling now, and asked his partner, “Decimus! Did you hear that?”  
 
    “Hear what?” The man at the wheel sounded cranky. “I’m trying to...” He trailed off into a grunt. Steven couldn’t see what he was doing, but he could feel the tight turn, and then abrupt stop. They’d been maneuvered into a tight space. Now, the ambulance started to reverse. At least this was slower.  
 
    “He thinks we’re the Men in Black!” Two crowed.  
 
    One - Decimus - laughed shortly. “I wish. Nothing so cool.”  
 
    “No flashy things then.” Steven grinned weakly.  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t say no flashy thing.” The agent, now smiling broadly, “We might just have, um, other ways of ensuring you don’t talk.”  
 
    Steven couldn’t help it. He could feel his eyes widen as the terror coursed through him. He stiffened, his mouth dry.  
 
    “Hey, Septimus!” Decimus turned his head and called. Steven was now certain those weren’t real names, any more than his impromptu monikers had been. “He bought it hook, line and sinker!” 
 
    Steven jerked with indignation and then forced himself to relax. The other man was enjoying his discomfort far too much. Don’t show fear, he scolded himself internally. It’s like a brother picking on his little brother. You give him an indicator that he’s getting to you, he’s going to double down. He smiled weakly up at the agent. “Hah. You got me. So...” He never got to finish his sentence.  
 
    The back doors opened abruptly, bright light flooding the dimly lit ambulance bay. Steven blinked hard as his abused eyes watered. Through the pain-triggered tears, all he could see was the vague outline of shadow against the light as someone leaned over him and took the bundle of gremlin body away. Then it was all light again, and Decimus was leaning over him.  
 
    “Stay put. They want to examine you.”  
 
    “Wait!” Steven yelped and sat up, “what if I don’t want to be examined? I’m fine! I’m fine...”  
 
    Decimus laughed. “Not like that. No probing involved... I think.” He stepped out of the ambulance with an evil giggle and an unsmiling woman in a lab coat took his place. She had a stethoscope draped around her neck, and the tightly scraped-back hair was streaked heavily with gray. Steven decided she must be a doctor.  
 
    “Can you walk?” She asked Steven.  
 
    “I’m fine!” he reiterated, hearing a touch of hysteria in his voice. He took a deep breath. “I can get out on my own, especially if I can get out of this bunny suit.”  
 
    “We’d prefer you stay in it until we’ve had a chance to take swabs.”  
 
    Steven felt the ambulance bounce as his boss got out and rocked it on it’s springs. He sighed. “Whatever. Just, let’s get this over with.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Probe Me, Just Don’t Make Me Drink the Coffee 
 
    His disgruntled feelings were not abated by the time he found himself sitting in an empty breakroom, even though he had been allowed to remove the tyvek suit and have a cup of coffee. He glared down at the reflective dark surface. It was possibly the worst coffee he’d ever attempted to drink. Black, bitter, a skim of oil floating on the surface... He lifted it to his lips. And now, cold. Only a minute ago it had burned his mouth. He drank it anyway, needing the caffeine. He’d lost track of time and they had taken both his watch and phone when they took the suit. He was just happy they’d let him keep most of his clothes, and his socks. The no-nonsense crew that had swarmed all of them looked like they’d take every stitch without batting an eye. Steven had been isolated in this room, and after poking through the mostly-empty cupboards, had come up with a mug for the coffee pot, half full of a brew of dubious age. He sighed again, hearing a crackle deep in his lungs. They’d been more interested in possible contamination than in his respiratory issues.  
 
    Since morning, his life had been turned upside down and shaken thoroughly. A gremlin. An alien... not an extraterrestrial alien, but some sort of xenofauna who was able to enter a locked lab without setting off alarms. Steven knew it hadn’t been hiding in the lab all that time - he had personally scrubbed out all the cabinets and drawers during the annual cleaning less than two weeks ago.  
 
    Then, there was the chemical spill. Had the gremlin caused that? Or had it been why it had been injured, trying to escape the fumes? Steven frowned absently. The little warm body had been very still against his during that long ride in the ambulance. Now that he had the time to think, he was worried the little gremlin might not have made it. Steven knew he still felt raw and bleary from his partial exposure - lying in that lab could well have been fatal.  
 
    Julian might know. But Julian had been taken away, and the only doors out of the room Steven found himself in were locked, accessible only by keycard locks. Steven wondered why they lacked the biometric element his lab boasted, then shook his head. This must be a government facility, he thought wryly. Old, busted, and...  
 
    He got up and tried one door, then the other. Ok, not busted. He refilled his mug while he was up. The coffee was a crime against humanity, maybe more so than being locked in here. But still, caffeine. And if they didn’t let him out to use a bathroom, he’d piss in the sink. Steven felt his lips quirk. Rebelling against the Man, yeah. He put the mug down to let it cool and started to take apart the coffee pot.  
 
    The door behind him opened and he jumped.  
 
    “Guilty, eh? Going to bean me with the coffeepot?” He knew that amused voice.  
 
    “Decimus.” Steven turned around, pot in hand. “Nah. I could just pour this crap on you and watch you pull a Wicked Witch.”  
 
    “I’m mellltting!” The short agent threw his hands in the air and let his knees sag dramatically. Then he straightened up and laughed. “You’re probably right at that. Is there enough for another cup?”  
 
    “No. I was going to make a fresh pot.” Steven dumped the dregs into the sink. “Ugh.”  
 
    “Aw, the crunchy bits are the best.” Decimus plopped onto a chair. “Don’t let me stop you.”  
 
    Steven grunted, rinsing the pot out. He tucked it back under the pot, then pulled out the brew basket. He grimaced at it, tipped out the filter and grounds, then attacked it with a scrub brush of dubious provenance he found in a drawer. Black grime floated down the drain, but he discovered that once he’d gotten all that off, the white plastic still had deep brown staining. Giving it up as a bad job, he put a fresh filter in, grounds, and measured a potful of water into the reservoir. Decimus watched intently but silently.  
 
    Finished, with the pot burbling happily on the counter, Steven flipped a chair around and straddled it backwards, crossing his arms on the thin plastic back. “So. What gives?”  
 
    “You want me to tell you, or show you?” Decimus retorted.  
 
    Steven shrugged. “Show is always better than tell. But how come you guys put us all in separate rooms like you’re gonna interrogate us?”  
 
    “Because we are.” Decimus cocked his head. “I hear nothing.”  
 
    “What?” Steven was confused.  
 
    Decimus got up and grabbed a mug, explaining over his shoulder as he poured. “Coffeepot had stopped.”  
 
    Steven blinked, then shook his head. “Dude. I thought they removed government agents’ senses of humor when they were sworn in.”  
 
    “Mine grew back.” Decimus sipped tentatively at the mug. “Ah! You are hereby appointed Maker of Coffee.”  
 
    “I’m not going to be here that long.” Steven informed him stiffly. “I have a job already, unless the lab is going to be turned into a Superfund site or something.”  
 
    “Or something.” Decimus set his cup down after another long slurp. “So. Talk to me. What happened? And start from the beginning... no, wait, start before the beginning, so you don’t leave anything out.”  
 
    Steven stared at him for a long moment, collecting his thoughts and trying to figure out where to start. Finally, he shrugged, and explained. “I started working for Dr. Thompson when the temp agency, the only place that would hire me in my field after I graduated, placed me with his lab...”  
 
    Steven wound down two cups of coffee later - Decimus had drunk them, not Steven, who found his stomach rebelled at the thought of more of the bitter brew. He got to the last part, where he was trying to splint the gremlin’s leg, and shrugged. “You know the rest. Is he alive still?”  
 
    “Huh? Oh, yes. Well, you’ll see.” Decimus picked up his cup and took it to the sink. “Ready to get out of here and find the head?”  
 
    Steven translated that in his head and realized the agent must have been Navy prior to his recruitment to the very secret alien agency, whatever acronym it bore. “Please.”  
 
    Relieved of that pressure, Steven followed Decimus through the halls of a bland and beige office building. They reached an elevator, and for the first time Steven saw signs that something wasn’t average and normal here. Decimus stuck his face close to the scanner and blinked rapidly. “They say it’s psychosomatic, but I swear the lasers make my eye water.”  
 
    The elevator door slid open, and the two men stepped in. Decimus tapped a small touch screen on the wall and typed in something Steven couldn’t follow. The elevator sank smoothly, Steven could tell as his ears popped.  Otherwise, it was silent and impossible to tell how far they were going down. Steven wasn’t sure what floor they had been on, to begin with. There had been no stairs, but the halls had been sloped.  
 
    Decimus stood staring at the screen, so Steven didn’t talk to him. He was still wondering what kind of place this was, and whether they were going to let him go afterward. He shivered a little in the cold draft from the roof vent. Who would notice he was gone, and how quickly? His roommates might just think that he’d decided to go home for a visit, or to a friend’s place. His parents would assume he was working and too busy to call or visit. Steven thought glumly that he really ought to have set up a more regular routine of calling his mom. Texting, at the very least. If they let him go, he decided, he’d start sending her a message every day. She’d like that. He blinked, his eyes suddenly wet for some reason. As he got them under control, the elevator lurched slightly and the doors slid open. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Xenofauna and Other Aliens 
 
    “Welcome!” Decimus gestured grandly. “To our home away from home.”  
 
    Steven looked around. It looked like a warehouse to him. No cages, no alien creatures. Down one aisle lined with metal racks, a man in a shapeless blue lab coat was pushing a broom slowly. Decimus led the way toward him.  
 
    “Ho, Bob!” he called as they came up, and the man turned. Steven recoiled slightly before he could stop himself. The man wasn’t a man. Not even vaguely human. The shape under the coat had thrown him off, but now he could see that what supported the ‘head’ was a bunch of tentacles and the big eyes of an octopoid creature blinked at him from what would have been a man’s thorax region. The ‘head’ was simply the top of a cephalopoid dome, constricted to a ‘neck’ with a dull metal ring. Like a man-bun only much bigger and not hairy at all.  Steven took all this in while Decimus was talking to the being.  
 
    “Bob, what have I said about safety glasses? Dude...”  
 
    The thing emitted a high-pitched titter. Decimus shook his head. “Yeah, yeah, you’re terrestrial. But that mop you’re pushing has ammonia in the cleaning solution and we don’t want your ocelli getting any more damaged. Go see Doc and have her check you.”  
 
    Bob made a shrugging motion that only involved his head, although Steven was fascinated at how much it mimicked shoulders moving under the coat he was wearing over his head and tentacles. Bob waved one ‘arm’ which Steven could now see was simply a stubby tentacle shoved through the coat’s arm.  
 
    Seemingly satisfied, Decimus kept walking down the long aisle. “Bob is great at his job. Really dedicated to clean, y’know? But he’s not that great about taking care of himself, and so we all take turns nagging him to be better about self-care.”  
 
    Steven blinked and then nodded. “I’ve got friends like that,” he offered. His friends were all human, but…. His brain hurt. They made a turn and came out into an open space set up like a library. Steven looked around. Exactly like a library. Tall shelves stood in roundels with tables scattered around these. At the tables, in places surrounded by stacks of paper and the occasional glowing laptop screen, were... people. Working at whatever they were doing, they mostly didn’t even look up as he and Decimus wound their way through the area. Decimus was headed for someone specific, Steven guessed.  
 
    They reached an empty table, and Decimus gestured. “Have a seat. We’ll have to wait, she might be in the Vault, and I can’t take you there.”  
 
    This statement gelled something Steven had been slowly trying to put together in his mind. “Why have you shown me this much? Aren’t you afraid I’m going to talk when I get home?”  
 
    Decimus sat across the table from him and looked Steven in the eyes. The twinkle of humor had gone, and the man looked old and tired without it. “Who says you get to go home?”  
 
    Steven bared his teeth in something like a smile. “You aren’t funny. You said you couldn’t flashy-thing me.”  
 
    “No. But the cocktail of drugs is pretty damn good. What would you say if I offered you a job?”  
 
    Steven rocked back in his seat. “Drugs?” He took a breath, coughed wetly, and tried to collect himself. “I have a job. It might be bottom of the barrel when it comes to pay, but Dr. Thompson is teaching me a lot, and it’s a rung for my career.”  
 
    Decimus nodded, his face still grim. “Was. That ended today. You fell down the other leg of the pants of time, and now... We’re offering you a chance.”  
 
    “What if I said no? What if I walked out of here and talked about what I saw?”  
 
    “What if you did? Plenty of crazies in the world.” Decimus shot back. “You’d never work in science again, that I can promise.”  
 
    “What if I accepted the job, and then talked? Or even just let something slip?”  
 
    Decimus cocked his head slightly. “Steven. I didn’t read you as stupid, not even terminally geek social dumb. You remember that CDC guy, few years back? Got denied a promotion and walked into a river?”  
 
    “Yeah, we were joking about the start of the zombie apocalypse when he first went missing. I thought he got the promotion, though, not was denied, which made it really weird.” Steven remembered sitting in class with Jay discussing zombie apoc and how the best fiction about it was all-too-real: some SF writer named Ringo, but not the Beatle. “But I thought he committed suicide? That was connected to your organization?”  
 
    Decimus shook his head. “Did you make the connection to the other guy, the one who was denied a promotion, snapped, and killed his mother, wife, and kids? Set them on fire and disappeared into the woods.”  
 
    “Um.” Steven wasn’t sure he’d ever heard of that incident. “No. Was that you?”  
 
    Again, Decimus shook his head. “Neither of them were. Both were in the agency, had been for some time. Both were affected by their work. By something they saw, or had to do, in the same line of work I’m offering you.”  
 
    Steven crossed his arms against his chest and leaned as far back in his chair as he could go without legs leaving the polished concrete floor. “You suck as a recruiter.”  
 
    A high-pitched, feminine voice behind him made him jump, and twist around to see the speaker. “Yes, he does. But I don’t think you have a lot of choices...”  
 
    He sort of recognized her. The green skin, the big eyes and ears, the overly-slender limbs relative to her torso... “You’re a gremlin!” Steven blurted, then blushed deeply.  
 
    She cocked her head a little, looking up at him even though he was still seated. “Why, yes. Interesting you know that, and you’re here, and Decimus is doing his best hardball at you.”  
 
    Steven, his cheeks cooling again, was happy she hadn’t taken offense at his solecism. “I’m, um, a bit confused about why I’m here, actually.”  
 
    “And you’ve met a gremlin before?” She took a seat next to Decimus, coming around the end of the table near Steven. He caught a hint of the familiar vinegar smell. For some reason she was as tall seated as the agent. A booster of some sort? She smiled. Sharp teeth, with elongated canines, glinted at him. “Hi, I’m Snirblefritz.”  
 
    He blinked. “Um, hi.” He put out his hand.  
 
    She lifted one of hers, palm outward to him, keeping it away from his hand. Her fingers were short and blunt, indented in the center with very short needle-shaped nails. “I can’t shake. No offense, but human and gremlin chemistry is, ah, very incompatible. Contact would be uncomfortable for both of us.”  
 
    The vinegar smell, the spill in the lab, the compound fracture of the lab gremlin’s leg... the penny finally dropped for Steven, and he felt his eyes widen as it hit him. “Oh! Your blood, well, body fluid, it’s like paracetic acid, isn’t it? That’s what the lab was full of.”  
 
    “What?” She looked at Decimus. “A lab full of blood?”  
 
    “No, no. The smell.” Steven answered for the agent. “There was a gremlin with a broken leg... is he ok?”  
 
    That part he addressed to Decimus, who was leaning back a little with a small smirk playing around his expression. “I haven’t heard. Fritzy?”  
 
    She shook her head, frowning fiercely. With her hairless head, this did interesting things to her forehead and ears. Steven was left wondering about the origin of Klingon makeup design. “I was not told there was a breach, much less an injury.” She stared at Steven. “So... what happened?”  
 
    Steven took a deep breath. If he kept having to tell the story over and over this was going to be a very long day. He started with his arrival at the lab, rather than when he was hired, thinking she wouldn’t be interested. She stopped him as he was describing bumping into Julian with his eyes feeling like they were melting out of his skull. “Wait. You work with Dr. Thompson?”  
 
    “Yes?” He wondered how she knew his boss.  
 
    “OH!” She flounced, a very interesting feat while seated, and whirled around to look at Decimus. “That man! What has he done now?”  
 
    “He set a trap for the gremlin that was stealing stuff in our lab.” Steven butted in again. Maybe he should have started earlier than that morning. “But I don’t know how the gremlin got injured, he wasn’t in the trap when we rescued him.”  
 
    She put her hands on her face. “Ok. Start again, but this time, from the beginning.”  
 
    Steven started with the conversation he’d had with his boss that started with a missing autoclave basket. This time, she didn’t interrupt him. He got to the part about Bob, and she giggled. “Decimus. Really?”  
 
    “I didn’t set it up.” The agent put on a mock-aggrieved expression. “But it was too good to pass up.”  
 
    Steven, his throat sore and dry, shrugged. “I was a little taken aback.”  
 
    Snirblefritz looked at him, then Decimus. “Hire him. Put it in my budget. He starts... no. He started when y’all pulled into the facility.”  
 
    Steven blinked. “Hey. I have a job.”  
 
    “Had. Your boss is going to lose his funding, and there goes your job.” She hopped down from the chair. “But right now, I’m guessing you need food, and a drink. ‘Cause I know these idiots won’t have thought of that.”  
 
    “Um. I had some coffee?” Steven stood up, awkwardly, as Decimus had already gotten up. The smirk on the agent’s face wasn’t hiding, now, it was threatening to turn into a full-blown grin.  
 
    Snirblefritz boggled at him. “In the breakroom? And you’re not bleeding out from an ulcer? Damn...” She shook her head and started moving briskly. Steven, unsure what else to do, and his stomach wanting that feed she’d mentioned, followed her. For a very short woman, she moved fast.  
 
    “Um. Where are we going?” He finally asked, trying to catch his breath, as they wove through the stacks and back into the giant racks full of... things. He didn’t get a good look at the various pallets of shrink-wrapped oddities, they were moving too quickly for him to stop and sightsee.  
 
    “To fire your boss for playing practical jokes on innocent lab techs.” She shot over her shoulder, not slowing down. “Right after we check in on Vulframcoonidge.”  
 
    “How do you know his name? Why are you firing Julian? How…?” Steven felt dizzy and short-winded even though they weren’t walking all that fast. His head was spinning, which made their route through racks of weird stuff even less sensible.  
 
    “He was Julian’s watcher and research partner.” She answered, not looking back. They had reached a vast blank wall, punctuated by doors every hundred feet or so. Steven had an impression of many, but no time to count before she had leaned in to a short biometric panel. One located above her head must be for humans. Or beings taller than gremlins, at least, he corrected himself as they walked through it and into another bland hallway. Not, he thought, the one he’d been in before.  
 
    “But Julian was trying to trap... oh.” Steven reeled. He put out a hand and caught himself on the wall before he fell down. Panting, he stopped and Decimus almost ran into him.  
 
    “Hey! You ok?” The agent said.   
 
    Steven couldn’t see him, only hear his worried tone and see gray fog filled with sparkles of light as he fell down an endless tunnel.  
 
    He came back to his senses lying on the floor, looking up at Decimus’ frown. “What happened?”  
 
    “Hell if I know,” Steven croaked. He tried to clear his throat. His heart was still racing. “Urgh.” That last came out as half word, half wheeze. 
 
    “You need to be seen by a doctor.” Snirblefritz was shaking her finger at Decimus now, and he was comically backing up. “How long was he exposed to gremlin’s blood?”  
 
    “He, ah, we put in him in a suit, but...” The agent suddenly lost all amusement and rubbed his face with his hands. “He found the spill in the first place. I don’t know how much exposure.”  
 
    “He could be drowning in his own fluids!” She pulled a cell phone from a pouch at her waist.  
 
    Steven sat up slowly, waiting to see if the tunnel vision came back. Going down like a sack of potatoes was no way to impress a new boss. “Not drowning.” He pointed out. “See?”  
 
    He started to stand, and Snirblefritz pointed one stubby finger at him and barked, “Stay put.”  
 
    Steven stayed. For under five feet, she was scary. “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    She looked down at him and smiled “You can call me Fritzy. You,” she looked back at Decimus. “Can call for a medic.”  
 
    Steven scooted until he could lean against the nice, non-moving wall. He wasn’t sure what it meant that the motion of the world was a lot like a ship at sea, but it probably meant she was right and he ought to sit for a while and let them take a look at him. After that, he could work on getting the world to make sense again. If it ever made sense again. He tuned out the conversation Decimus was having on his cell phone, trying not to let his mind wander down the path of how he was getting service in the bowels of an office building, and focused on the gremlin who was, evidently, his new boss. Or boss’s boss. That wasn’t clear. She definitely was the Officer in Charge.  
 
    “Fritzy?” He asked in the silence of Decimus having hung up and shut up.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Are you really going to fire Julian?”  
 
    She came over next to him and sat carefully close, but not too close. “You don’t call him Dr. Thompson?”  
 
    “He told me not to.” Steven leaned his head back against the wall. “He said that it was too formal for just the two of us.”  
 
    Fritzy nodded. “Huh. So, do you think you can keep working with him?”  
 
    “Why not?” Steven thought about it for a minute. “Especially now that I can actually learn what he’s working on.”  
 
    “Even though he injured you through a prank... no, that’s probably not what it was, although his sense of humor will be the death of him. What it was, was a recruiting stunt.”  
 
    “What?” Steven didn’t follow that. “Julian and, um, the lab gremlin set this up?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. I do know Dr. Thompson and Vulfram. They are... like-minded. And he never, ever, asks his lab techs to call him by his personal name.”  
 
    “Oh.” Steven wondered if he was supposed to feel flattered. He thought he mostly felt tired and terrified in a vague sort of way.  
 
    “Would you be willing to work with him,” she repeated, “And keep him in line?”  
 
    “Oh, hell no.” Steven blurted. “I couldn’t...”  
 
    “Yes, you could. He’s going to be wracked with guilt over you being injured.” She nodded her head, staring at the opposite wall, no doubt picturing Julian’s remorse.  
 
    Steven wasn’t so sure of that. “I don’t have a choice, do I?”  
 
    “Not really.” She sounded positively cheerful and turned her head to flash him a sharp-toothed grin.  
 
    “Does it at least pay well?” He could see the medics coming down the hall, now, with a gurney rolling between them.  
 
    “Better than a lab tech pays. And it’s a very permanent position!” She stood up. “Welcome to the Organization, Mr Taylor.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Beige, I think I’ll paint it Beige 
 
    “Thanks,” Steven said absently, accepting the mug. He sniffed it suspiciously. “This didn’t come from the breakroom, did it?”  
 
    Septimus grunted. “Do I look like I want to poison you?”  
 
    Steven looked up for the first time. “I’ve worked with you for two months. I don’t think there’s been a single day where you didn’t look like you wanted to poison me. I think you randomly bring me coffee because someday it’s not going to just be caffeine in there.”  
 
    Septimus smirked, “Point. I don’t want to poison you today, though, because I need you to ride along.”  
 
    “They’re letting me get out of the office?” Steven had thought working in federally regulated labs was bad, until he tangled with the training paperwork of the Organization. He hadn’t even gotten to go back to his old lab yet, even though he was supposed to have been hired to keep working there - and incidentally to keep an eye on his old boss and try to keep him out of trouble. But he couldn’t do that, he’d been informed in no uncertain terms by his terrifying new boss, until he had completed training and orientation.  
 
    “Haven’t asked them. But Decimus is out sick, and you seem to have recovered...” Septimus eyed Steven skeptically.  
 
    “I’m all better.” Steven assured him hastily. “And I’d love a field trip, thanks.”  
 
    “You might not be so eager when we get there.” Septimus headed for the door. Steven scrambled to keep up with him. On the desk behind him, his forgotten cup of coffee cooled to room temperature.  
 
    “Anything’s better than being slowly bored to death with web trainings.” Steven assured him as they walked through the now familiar bland beige halls. He’d been allowed to go home, at least, after a few days in a hospital bed recovering from pneumonia. That had been unpleasant, to say the least. His roommates had accepted his return with concern over his illness but hadn’t pried into his sudden schedule change after he was cleared to go back to work a week later. Steven wasn’t sure if he should be grateful for that, or wish they were more worried about him. Work... work had been feeling like prison, stuck in an office with a crappy laptop, no wifi or cell service, and the only internet access monitored out the wazoo.  
 
    “You’ll jinx yourself, kid,” was all Septimus said until they were buckled into the undercover car. Steven had known it was an undercover car because really, who drives beige Crown Vic’s other than cops?  
 
    “Is the Organization’s official color beige?” He asked idly as they pulled up to the security gate.  
 
    Septimus shot a startled look at him and choked back what might have been a laugh as he showed his badge wallet to the security guard. This close to the outside world, it was a human. The guard leaned over and peered into the car’s open window.  
 
    “And yours, sir?” she asked politely.  
 
    Steven held his up. It was hanging around his neck on a lanyard. She studied it for a second, her eyes flicking from it to his face and back again. Finally, she straightened, and a second later the gate started to roll open.  
 
    “Put that away now, kid.” Septimus didn’t look at him as they emerged into a dirty alley somewhere in Cincinnati. Steven knew approximately where the Organization was located, but he came in on a shuttle bus every morning after parking in a corner of the GE lot, as instructed in his orientation packet. He’d park, stand awkwardly by his car, and the van would roll up with tinted windows. Only when he was onboard would he see any of his colleagues - all human. Where the xenofaunas lived, was anybody’s guess. Now, Steven obediently tucked the badge and lanyard into his pocket.  
 
    “So where are we going?” Steven looked out the window at the side of a building. It was tagged in colorful painted artwork. Probably some gang declaring their ownership of this area, but he had to admit it broke the monotony of the dirty gray concrete that was predominant in this part of Cincy.  
 
    “You know a little of what we do, right?” Septimus stopped at a red light. He was looking straight ahead out the windshield, his right hand drumming the steering wheel lightly.  
 
    “The Organization, or you and Decimus?” Steven asked for clarification. After all this time, he still wasn’t sure what the Organization did - or even it’s real name. His paystub read ‘Department of Defense’ which had been a surprise, but not terribly illuminating. He was still working his way through the PAA, which wasn’t required reading, but he’d been hoping to gain insight somewhere in the 987 pages. He was 300 pages in and mostly confused.  
 
    “Us. We’re what you might call the pointy end of the stick.” Septimus hit the gas, and they surged forward. Steven resisted the urge to grab the Jesus bar. He was learning that how the man had been driving the ambulance wasn’t due to a sense of emergency, it was just how he drove all the time. “When something goes weird, they call us. And we walk into the situation with no intelligence, mostly, and not enough firepower. And they expect us to make it all like it never happened. While they sit in their offices sipping coffee.”  
 
    “Might be enough punishment, if Ray made it,” Steven pointed out. He gave up and grabbed for the Jesus bar as the older man made a corner that left the heavy car feeling like it was going to start sliding.  
 
    Septimus didn’t acknowledge the jab at their xenofauna coworker. It wasn’t speciesist if everyone said it, and it was true. Ray might be... well, Steven hadn’t gotten up the courage to ask. But his guess was that the odd little man was partly where troll paintings like the one on the restaurant near the singing bridge had gotten their genesis. Also, Ray had a gut lining of stainless steel. Had to, in order to enjoy coffee that acidic.  
 
    Steven let it drop. He was more concerned about something else. “So, if we’re the stick... what exactly are we poking today?”  
 
    “Exactly? Your guess is as good as mine. The mission brief?”  
 
    “Yeah, um, I guess that’s what I want to know.” Steven wished the other man would look at him. It was positively unsettling the way he was driving like a maniac without any expression on his face.   
 
    “You follow me like a puppy dog, keep your eyes wide open and your mouth shut tight. Also,” Septimus actually looked over, briefly. “Your mission name is Nonus.”  
 
    “Nonus? Why not Nondecimus?” Steven had looked up his colleague's names to confirm that they were Latin for numbers - seven, and ten, respectively. If he was next, then he’d be eleven.  
 
    “First of all, that’s a sucky name. No one wants that name. Secondly, there are only ever ten agents in a region, and right now the Nonus position is open. So, you’re it.”  He stepped on the brakes and barely missed a delivery van making an illegal turn across two lanes.  
 
    When Steven had unclenched from that near miss, he asked, “What happened to Nonus?”  
 
    Septimus sighed loudly. “Don’t ask, kid. Just... don’t ask.”  
 
    Steven shut up. He still had no idea what the mission parameters were, but he knew what was expected of him. He’d just fly by the seat of his pants - it couldn’t be too bad, could it? Septimus wasn’t carrying a weapon that he could see, and Steven knew for a fact the most lethal thing on him was the multitool in his pocket. Then again, the two agents had showed up on the scene for him and a dangerous chemical leak (or at least what seemed that way) with nothing more than the badges in their pockets and a lot of bravado. Even the ambulance had been commandeered. Their stock in trade, it seemed, was bluffing.  
 
    Septimus turned into a parking lot and brought the car to a stop near the furthest edge of the lot, between the tall building where the ballet was housed, and a low one that seemed to hold a factory of some kind.  
 
    “We won’t get ticketed?” Steven asked as he got out of the car.  
 
    Septimus smirked. “Not with these plates.”  
 
    Steven noted the other agent did lock the doors, though, before walking in the direction of the ballet building. He rounded the corner where the lot met the road and ground level, then turned into the alley that paralleled the lot. The lot was, oddly, elevated. The alley ran along a mixed stone and cinderblock wall supporting the lot, with mostly level land on the other side. Septimus stopped at one square of cinderblocks, and Steven didn’t catch what he did, only that the blocks swung out of the way, revealing a steel access door. Septimus reached forward now,  wiggling the handle. Satisfied with how it felt, it seemed, Septimus pushed and the door swung open with a squeal of rusty hinges. Yellow light, dim and tinged with green, spilled out of a doorway down a long, dark hallway. Steven gulped as he stepped through the doorway from the sunlit day into this musty old hall. He had a bad feeling about this place.  
 
    “Not that way,” Septimus said as Steven started to head towards the light. “Down here.”  
 
    There was a staircase leading into the basement to the left of the door they’d just entered. Septimus handed Steven a small flashlight. “Watch your step.”  
 
    Now Steven was beginning to seriously reconsider this ‘field trip’ as he slowly descended the expanded metal steps, hearing their footsteps echo in the bare concrete shaft, and the light glimmer off dampness on the walls every so often. This close to the Ohio River, they were nearing water level, if not below it. Sitting at his desk reviewing stale training videos seemed suddenly so much safer than meeting... something, in the dark dank cellar of a crumbling building. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Lime Jello with Chunks 
 
    The stairs went down nine steps to a landing, took a quarter turn, went down another nine steps... but what Steven didn’t see was a door. They went down eight sets of these steps, each set further than a single floor deep, and stepped off the stairs onto wet, rough concrete. Steven started to lift his flashlight, but Septimus, standing beside him, put his hand out and stopped the motion.  
 
    “Bad enough we don’t have night-vision without drawing more attention to us.” He said. His voice was calm, even, and Steven noted, it didn’t echo.  
 
    They were standing in a narrow hall, Steven deduced. As he trailed the older man, he moved his light enough from side to side to detect walls. They walked through wet debris, their shoes squelching slightly. Steven couldn’t tell what all of it was - rotten wood, wires, and a scrap of what looked suspiciously like crime scene tape.  
 
    “Is this a basement?” He asked after they had walked in silence for what felt like ten minutes.  
 
    “No.” Septimus’ voice echoed eerily. “Watch your step.”  
 
    Steven saw it then, the narrow ledge that ended the hallway. He cautiously moved the light, keeping it pointed mostly down. The ledge led off to each side, but directly in front of them was a drop off. Septimus pointed with his light and Steven saw a metal ladder bolted to the concrete that went down into the dark.  
 
    “What...?” Steven swallowed and tried again without the squeak. “What is this?”  
 
    “About a hundred years ago, someone got the bright idea Cincinnati ought to have a subway. They had the perfect place to put it - in the bottom of the old canal, just put a road on top like a roof. Only after about two miles, they ran out of money. Put a stop to that dream.”  
 
    “Oh, uh, yeah. I’ve heard of it. I thought there were tours?” Steven watched the other man put the flashlight between his teeth and start climbing down the ladder.  
 
    Septimus didn’t try to talk, he just grunted. Steven took his cue and when Septimus stepped away from the ladder - it was only about eight feet down, as it turned out - Steven followed him cautiously.  
 
    “Rarely.” Septimus said when they were both standing in the massive tunnel. “And they haven’t had any in two-three years. For... reasons.”  
 
    “Reasons that we’re here about now,” Steven flatly guessed.  
 
    “Yep. Keep the light down.” Septimus scanned the floor with his light. Steven could see the parallel marks of what would have been rail anchors, but either there had never been rails, or they were long gone. It wasn’t as wet down here, dusty in places and puddles in others. The air felt chill, damp, and there was an oddly sweet smell lingering.  
 
    “Septimus.” Steven spoke softly.  
 
    The other agent swept his light back toward Steven, “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re looking for, but, um, the smell is coming from this direction.” Steven pointed.  
 
    “Good catch. Let’s go.” Septimus started moving down the tunnel, walking on top of one of the rail beds to stay out of the occasional puddles. Steven imitated him, but opted to stay on the other bed, spreading their light across more area.  
 
    The first clue he had that they might have reached a destination to this creepy trip through the dark dampness was the faint green glow ahead of them. He stopped.  
 
    “What...” He started to ask.  
 
    “You’ll see. Come on. We’re just here to look.” Septimus hadn’t even missed a step.  
 
    Steven followed reluctantly. The glow remained dim, elusive, neither brighter at their closeness, nor dimmer as if it were retreating. Finally, the light of his flashlight picked up...something strange. Ropes of translucent yellow stuff were running along the tunnel floor, fanning out from the green bulk of what was emitting the faint light.  
 
    “Try not to step on it.” Septimus said. “It doesn’t feel pain, we think, but it does sense something.”  
 
    “Oh. Um. What is it?” 
 
    Septimus raised his flashlight for the first time and shone it ahead of them. Steven felt his jaw drop as he took in what they were standing at the edge of. Mounds of nearly-clear lime green jello? No.... The pulsing mass was filled with inclusions of different shapes; some seemed clear, others deep and cloudy. The ropes of pseudopods that were fringing the main mass were extending not only toward them, but up and onto the ceiling and in some cases hanging down into, or just above, the main body of whatever-it-was.  
 
    “Slime mold.” Septimus was scanning the light across the thing. He stepped carefully closer, shifting the light downward to see where he was putting his feet.  
 
    “Septimus, it’s moving.” Steven kept his light aimed at the lower edge of it, and a rippling sheet was extruding there.  
 
    “It does move, just not...”  
 
    As a tendril reached Septimus, it wrapped around his ankle. Septimus seemed to become fully aware of it only then, and later Steven would swear the man had levitated. Steven lost track of him for a moment, being busy with lighting his own retreat from the gelatinous mass. When he felt he was far enough, he discovered that Septimus was next to him, pulling another flashlight out of his pocket.  
 
    The beam cut through the dark tunnel like a laser. Septimus aimed it at the mass of the mold. “Follow in my footsteps, kid,” he ordered.  
 
    Steven obediently fell in step, asking questions as they moved. “Why didn’t you use that to begin with instead of the crappy lights we started with?”  
 
    “Down here? This is a weapon. I was trying to be subtle and unobtrusive.”  
 
    “Why is it so big? I remember looking at them when we were in the field on my Invertebrate Zoology class and they were no bigger than my hand.”  
 
    “Heh,” Septimus pointed his light at a large dark mass inside the slime. “It’s not a mutant or anything. It’s just unusually sized, and….”  
 
    He fell silent. Steven caught his breath with a gulp. As they had been advancing using the beam of light to repel the mold, the shadowy oblong had become clearer, and now it was obvious what the mold was consuming. A white blob in the center was what had been a face, now mostly skeletal. The shoulders to each side were still covered in some dark material, and the rest of the body projected backward into the chartreuse slime and out of their sight line.  
 
    “It ate him.” Steven heard his voice whisper. There were no echoes.  
 
    “It is consuming his body.” Septimus corrected. He moved the light slightly, and Steven caught the glint of metal.  
 
    There were cans of spray paint in the mold, too. The body was a tagger, perhaps the one whose work Steven had admired in the alley above. Where there was sunlight instead of this unending darkness and horror. “Do we pull him out?” Steven found that he was still whispering. He couldn’t manage to raise his voice above a croak. “Can we?” 
 
    “Not safe.” Septimus took a step closer, still probing with the light. “Ah.”  
 
    Steven followed the pointing finger of illumination and could see the syringe. It made sense, but it... “Can we come back with equipment and do something?”  
 
    “Do what?” Septimus, finally, started to back out of the depression they’d made in the slime mold’s bulk, using the light to force it back. “By the time we could get in here with lights and blast it, there’s not going to be much left. And we’d risk getting bits of it into the wide world. So far, this is the only place it’s found. That we know of.”  
 
    Steven edged back with the other agent. “It’s obscene.”  
 
    Septimus switched off the powerful flashlight and tucked it in his pocket. “It’s not even xenofauna. Just an oddity, like you and me. Mold’s gotta eat too.”  
 
    “But if it’s killing people?” Steven protested.  
 
    Septimus started walking along the railbed again, using the dim light. Steven followed on his heels. “It’s not killing anyone. It’s a cleaner. Stuff comes down here and dies. The mold, it comes along and cleans it up.”  
 
    Steven gulped and shuddered. He kept imagining the cool, clammy touch engulfing him, the sting of digestive juices on his skin...  
 
    “Don’t throw up.” Septimus warned. “You’ll attract attention.”  
 
    “I thought you said the mold didn’t move that fast?” Steven swiveled around and pointed the flashlight behind him.  
 
    “There are other things down here besides the mold.” Septimus stopped and pointed his light at Steven’s chest. “These tunnels didn’t become a no-go because of that. We’re down here because that guy was reported missing, and his buddy actually came forward and talked, which is rare, and the Organization is the only agency with clearance for this place currently. The cops don’t come down here.”  
 
    “So, what? We just report that he died, and no, there’s no body?”  
 
    “This is not a conversation to have here and now.” Septimus wasn’t looking at Steven, now. His eyes were trained past him, over his right shoulder. “Of what chooses to call the tunnel home, the mold is the least of them.”  
 
    “Keep walking, talk later?” It took everything Steven had not to turn around and look.  
 
    “Walk fast.” Septimus was already turning and striding into the darkness from where they had come. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Yugos Have a Certain Reputation 
 
    Steven was slow to realize that his flashlight was dying. Walking in the dark, only able to see where he was putting his feet, the flashlight had never seemed like enough light even at its brightest. But when he stepped off the railbed and into an ankle-deep puddle, he realized that his light was no longer reaching the ground well enough for depth perception. Septimus, a few steps ahead, turned and aimed his light at the ground for Steven.  
 
    “Hold onto my shoulder,” the older agent ordered. “Keep moving.”  
 
    Steven got in step with him and followed as closely on his heels as possible without kicking his leader. The silence of the tunnel closed in around them, almost palpable with only the scuffs of their steps damaging it. Steven resisted the urge to pant, feeling like he couldn’t get enough air in his lungs. Everything narrowed to a small pool of light that flickered elusively ahead of them, always moving, never letting them catch it. All around the dark pressed in closer and closer.  
 
    Which meant that Steven ran into Septimus when he stopped without warning. Steven started to speak, but the agent put his hand over the one Steven still had on his shoulder and squeezed, hard. Steven took the hint and muted his protest before it made it fully out, only letting out a strangled growl.  
 
    In the light from the little flashlight, he could just make out the outline of someone standing in front of a darker rectangle. Belatedly, he recognized it as the side entrance to the main tunnel. The one they had come in, he supposed, although there might have been many too dark to see during their walk. And why was it darker than the tunnel? Were his eyes adjusting? Steven peered around.  
 
    The tunnel really was lighter. Because behind them, advancing with sickening speed, was a sheet of luminous green. It covered the entire tunnel - floor, walls, ceiling - and it rippled as it moved.  
 
    “Argh.” Steven strangled on his own voice. His throat was too dry to let him talk. “Urgh!”  
 
    Septimus finally looked away from the stranger and saw it. “Shit.”  
 
    “Run.” A deep voice advised, almost in Steven’s ear. “Use good light now.”  
 
    The dimly lit man shoved something cylindrical into Steven’s hands. Septimus pulled out his little pocket sun - Steven made a mental note to ask him about brand, it was a really great light for being so small - and Steven made the discovery that what he’d been given was a big Maglight, which he twisted on and lost no more time taking the advice so generously given.  
 
    They ran up the tunnel, past the narrow side entrance that was already looped by massive tendrils of the slime mold.  
 
    “Yugo!” Septimus shouted.  
 
    “Yo.” The man... not, Steven corrected himself, a human. But a man, nonetheless. Whatever species he was, he loped effortlessly alongside them without stepping fully into the beams of their lights. “Head for river. I show you out.”  
 
    The only thing Steven could think as they pounded through the inky tunnel was, ‘I hate being the fucking newb.’ Not that knowing what they would find in the subway would have helped any. What do you fight a behemoth slime mold with, anyway? Flamethrowers? Kill it with fire was always satisfying, even if there was collateral damage. On the other hand, fire in enclosed spaces was generally a Bad Idea. Even if….  
 
    “In here!” Their mysterious guide took a sudden left turn into what looked like a crack in the wall. Steven stumbled, and the man caught him. “Light out, now!”  
 
    Steven switched off the mag lite and they stood in the gloom, panting. Steven felt a pat on his arm, then a hand grasp his. It tugged, and Steven fought a second of blind panic before he yielded and followed. Septimus was right next to him, Steven knew this because he could smell his cologne and hear him breathing. Their guide, who was now bringing them literally by hand to someplace only he knew, smelled of... seaweed? And good tobacco. Like pipe tobacco. Steven flashed back to his grandfather holding him and rocking on the porch, puffing on a pipe while they watched a thunderstorm.  
 
    All three kept creeping forward, none of them speaking by silent and unanimous decision. Their footsteps were loud by comparison, but unavoidable. Steven sneaked a glimpse over his shoulder and could see nothing in the Stygian atmosphere, which was oddly reassuring. Any glow would have been a sign they were caught. Slime molds, evidently, fell for any old trick in the book.  
 
    Clinging to the calloused, three-fingered hand, Steven stumbled over rough ground. Loose bricks, it felt like, with square edges. Then the guide lifted his hand up, way up, and Steven got the idea they would have to climb, just as his shins made contact with a low wall. He felt with his free hand, stirring up damp dirt and stringy bits he chose to believe were roots. The guide let go, and Steven scrambled awkwardly up the wall, Septimus grabbing his shoulder and pulling to help. Wondering if this was what it was like to be blind, Steven turned his face toward the cool draft once he was standing again. The pat on his shoulder, and the cool hand taking his again, didn’t even come as a surprise. Septimus grabbing the back of his shirt did, though, until Steven realized they were going to be walking single-file along... something. He could only guess at what was under his feet. The guide took his free hand and lifted it, bringing it in contact with a smooth concrete wall, and moving it slowly forward, until Steven got the idea he was to leave his hand on the wall to keep near it.  
 
    Their progress could best be described as snail-like. Inching through the darkness, fingers on the wall, taking shuffling steps, the three of them kept moving onward for what felt like eternity. Steven’s fingers grew raw from dragging over the wall, and his legs started to shake with every step. He badly wanted to ask something, if they could stop, why they still couldn’t have light, why couldn’t they talk? You never know how much you miss something until you can no longer do it.  
 
    “Stop.” The hoarse voice came out of the darkness ahead of him, but Steven still stumbled another step before his brain caught up to his body. The other squeezed his hand slightly, then released it, and Steven stood in the dark, panting for breath.  
 
    It was only then that he realized how warm it was, and how little air there was. The cool draft he’d noted earlier was gone, and the sweat on his hand and forehead was just sticky and dripping unchecked. Septimus still gripped his shirt, but their guide was gone into the dark. Steven pressed his eyes closed, then opened them again, dizzy, hoping light would appear magically.  
 
    It was a long couple of minutes - Steven felt that it could have been a long time, or perhaps not long at all but seemingly forever - before a creaking sound made him turn his head toward it. There was light, a thin line at first, slowly widening into a crack of golden sunlight that flooded the small area they stood in. The widening stopped.  
 
    “Go now.” The voice came from the shadows in the space beyond the light, behind the door. “Quickly!”  
 
    Steven started toward the light, and Septimus jerked on his shirt, hard enough that Steven heard a rip. “Watch your step,” the older agent growled.  
 
    Steven realized with a cold shock he’d nearly walked right off the narrow ledge and fallen three feet to the floor below them. He took a deep breath of fresh air, his mind clearing quickly, and scrambled down it at the same time Septimus sat on the ledge. Septimus slid down more slowly and was on Steven’s heels as they ran for the light. Steven started to wiggle through the opening, and then stopped, looking into the dark. He still couldn’t see their rescuer.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “You are welcome, secret agent man.” The voice sounded amused. “We will meet again.”  
 
    Steven finished getting out of the tunnel and as Septimus sucked in his gut, stood and looked around.  
 
    “I know where we are!” He’d been there, or close enough, before. “Hey, how’d we get here?”  
 
    With a grinding noise, the dark opening in the crumbling stone wall started to close. Septimus dusted off his shirt and grimaced at the missing button he’d just scraped off. “Don’t ask. Well, you can ask all you want. I can’t answer. Not that I don’t wanna, I just can’t.”  
 
    “Can I ask you something else?” Steven was taking deep breaths, savoring the warm, sunlit air. It smelled and tasted delicious.  
 
    “Ask away. Dunno about answers.” Septimus sat on the grassy slope and looked down at the park. Behind them the old Cincinnati Waterworks building loomed. The warm rosy bricks glowed in the light. Steven sat next to him.  
 
    “Are... are we safe here?”  
 
    Septimus shrugged. “Who is safe anywhere?” He rolled his head to and fro, visibly working on tight muscles. “But to answer that, yeah, probably. The mold lost us a long time ago. Yugo brought us up the long way, so whatever else was following us probably lost us, too.”  
 
    “Oh, um.” Steven contemplated that last in silence for a long moment. “What else?”  
 
    “Can’t tell you for sure. Yugo might know, but he can’t take the light.”  
 
    Steven looked at Septimus for a while, seeing the lines around the other man’s eyes and the gray hairs sprinkled through his hair. “What is Yugo?”  
 
    “Troll.”  
 
    “Ah.” Steven added that to his mental list of people-not-human races he knew about now. “Um, that body...”  
 
    “What body?” Septimus’ lips thinned, and he looked pissed. “Time we got back in there with lights and flamethrowers to even try for recovery, nothing organic’ll be left.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah, but... Did it kill him?” Steven left unasked the ‘wouldn’t it have killed us?’  
 
    “I didn’t think so, when we were, ah, called in to look for him, overdose was suspected.” Septimus lifted his hands and looked at them, then ran them through his hair. The sweat hadn’t dried yet and left it spiked and messy. “That mold wasn’t right. Wasn’t like that last time it was observed. Which means that this little breather is over and it’s time to make a report.”  
 
    He heaved himself to his feet. “Time to pretend nothing happened, kid, nothing at all.”  
 
    In Which Nothing at All Happens, Very Rapidly 
 
    A short ride share later, Steven stood next to the car while Septimus did a walk-around. He had found himself surprised by two things. One was that they hadn’t come far, no more than two or three miles. The other was that Septimus had the ride share app on his phone. Evidently satisfied with the condition of the car - Steven wasn’t sure what the other agent was looking for. Evidence of tampering? Mold fragments? Now that was a scary thought. Septimus clicked the fob and the doors unlocked. Steven climbed in and buckled up, contemplating the nightmares he was going to have after the day he’d had. The hours he’d had. It hadn’t taken that long. The oxygen deprivation left him feeling shaky, even now.  
 
    Steven leaned his head back while Septimus pulled onto the street and fell asleep nearly instantly. He didn’t waken nor dream until they were pulled into the underground garage and his shoulder was shaken. 
 
    “Hey, there.” Septimus’s voice penetrated his sleep fog. “Time to go make that report.”  
 
    “Sorry.” Steven mumbled. He unbuckled. “S’Fritzy here?”  
 
    “Not here, here, no. She’s waiting for us though.”  
 
    “Ok,” Steven climbed out and shook his head to try and clear it. “I’m coming.”  
 
    He was feeling more awake at least by the time they reached the library, which Snirblefritz treated like her office. Steven wasn’t sure she had an office, only since she seemed to be in charge of the whole Cincinnati unit, that didn’t make sense either. He decided that wasn’t a question worth asking, especially when he saw her face and realized she was in no mood for small talk or frivolities.  
 
    “Septimus, I should take your badge right this moment,” she snapped, marching toward them. “Tell me why I shouldn’t.”  
 
    “You can have it later. Right now, we got a problem.” He didn’t even slow down, striding past her toward the nearest tower of shelves.  
 
    Steven met his boss’s eyes. “Ma’am.” He started cautiously.  
 
    “Oh, don’t you ma’am me.” She crossed her arms. “What on earth possessed you to go along with him? And don’t tell me you were just following orders. I hired you to not follow orders blindly.”  
 
    Steven was spared having to answer by Septimus noisily plunking a handful of map tubes down on the table nearest them. “Come look at this.” He didn’t even look up, just started pulling yellowed paper rolls out of the protective cardboard tube.  
 
    Steven obediently followed Fritzy, who was fortunately no longer interested in him as much as she was those maps.  
 
    Septimus partially unrolled a couple, then started to unroll one fully, anchoring it to the table with Steven’s hand and a book grabbed from the stack at one end. Steven obediently followed the order to ‘hold this’ and wondered whose research they were disarranging. Then he, too, got distracted by the map. It was old, but not, he thought, antique. The lines criss-crossing it made no sense at first, then as he found the compass rose, and the date, it became clear to him.  
 
    “This is the subway design.” He pointed at the neatly written legend.  
 
    “Got it in one.” Septimus set another book on the last corner. Fritzy was standing on a chair, leaning far over the table, but with her hands clasped firmly behind her back. “Not the actual, mind, but the projected plan they first wanted to do.”  
 
    “This would have been...” Steven tried to imagine it under the city he knew. “Um.”  
 
    “Extensive,” Fritzy suggested, pointing at one area. “This is all they built, though, and that much mainly because it was easy to put in where the old canal ran through the city.”  
 
    “I always think of Cincinnati as a backwater.” Steven peered at the area she’d pointed out.  
 
    “It used to be a rattlin’ town.” Septimus sounded grimly amused. “So this is approximately where we entered today...”  
 
    He didn’t touch the paper, just hovered his finger over a small access tunnel drawn jutting at an angle to the main subway. “And then we proceeded south, until we found the mold.”  
 
    “Mold?” Fritzy asked. “Mind telling the whole story, rather than just showing me where?”  
 
    “I can’t tell you. I still don’t have the foggiest what actually happened down there.” Steven shivered involuntarily. “But someone died down there in the dark.”  
 
    “I can’t do a lot better.” Septimus rubbed his eyes with one hand, the other still holding down the edge of the map. “I received a communication this morning with a report of a body under, ah, unusual circumstances in the subway tunnels. The nature of the communication made it clear to me that it fell under our purview, not the police.”  
 
    He paused, and Steven felt both of them looking at him. “I’m not going to ask.” He straightened up and folded his arms. “Because right now, I don’t want to know. Really. Do. Not. Want.”  
 
    Septimus shook his head and kept talking. “Decimus calling in sick was quite inopportune. So, I asked Steven to accompany me on what should have been little more than a reconnaissance trip.”  
 
    “With a dead body at the end of it?” Steven couldn’t help himself, the words just jumped out of his mouth. “Only reconnaissance?”  
 
    “The communication also indicated the death was most likely due to an overdose of illicit substances.” Septimus continued, outwardly unperturbed at Steven’s outburst. “The concern was for removal of said body in such a way as to not attract attention.”  
 
    “To what, a deadly mold that looks like the Blob?”  
 
    Fritzy chuckled. “I take it back. You two should be a team. Snarky debriefings are fun.”  
 
    Both men glared at her, and she ignored them, bending over the map again. “Here?” She pointed.  
 
    “Right about that. The body was, as Nonus has said repeatedly, encased in a sort of slime mold when we got to it.”  
 
    She whistled softly. “Encased in? How big are we talking here?”  
 
    “Depends on if you count when it was all hunched over the dead dude sucking his juices out, or stretched thin to cover the whole damn tunnel while it was chasing us.” Steven poked at the map. “To about here, I think, since that’s the only access passage that breaks off on that side.” 
 
    “About the size of a Volkswagen Beetle.” Septimus answered with a calm and incongruous simile. “And a lot slower, fortunately.”  
 
    She frowned and traced their route on the map. “Where did you get out?”  
 
    “Through the sewers.” Septimus answered her.  
 
    “Is that what they were?” Steven asked. “It was too dark to see anything, but it didn’t smell like a sewer.”  
 
    “Not in current use.” Fritz seemed to know what Septimus was talking about. “Yugo?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Stands to reason, that’s his territory. He tell you about the body, too?”  
 
    Septimus shrugged, splaying his hands out. The corner of the map curled up. “Difficult to tell. He puts on a good ol’ boy act, but the communication was... not his usual linguistic style.”  
 
    She nodded. They stood there in silent thought for another minute, then she straightened up abruptly. “Well, this is going to have to be handled.”  
 
    “With what, flamethrowers?” Steven then realized he didn’t care. “I’m not going back down there.”  
 
    They both looked at him. Septimus had no expression. Fritzy seemed to be hiding a smirk.  
 
    “I’m not.” He crossed his arms. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Flamethrowers are Cool, but Lasers Rock 
 
    “You are absolutely not going back down there.” Fritz’s firm tone almost disappointed Steven. “You shouldn’t have been down there in the first place, and Septimus, you will be receiving a written reprimand on your file. Consider this your verbal.” She turned back to Steven, her tone softening. “Steven, you are not fully trained yet. Sorry, but you must complete more than simple orientation before returning to the field. So that means you’re driving the desk until cleared.”  
 
    Steven nodded. He’d really been looking forward to returning to all systems normal: status bored. Now that he had it, should he be feeling this disappointed? “I’ll get back to it.”  
 
    She nodded, and Steven felt he’d been dismissed. He turned and walked away, hearing her voice behind him as she started talking to Septimus again.  
 
    “Now, what I’m thinking we’ll need to do is...” Steven couldn’t make out any more words. He wondered what the plan would be. Flamethrowers seemed like they’d work, but he couldn’t shake the way he’d felt during that dark flight, like he couldn’t breathe. Flames eating up what little oxygen supply there seemed to be would be a bad idea. But surely Septimus and Fritzy knew better than he what they were doing. He wasn’t going to act like the kid Septimus had called him and butt in where he wasn’t wanted and... he pushed open the door to the hallway and headed for the elevators. Maybe Septimus would fill him in later.  
 
    Back in the small windowless office, Steven sat down and stared at his dark computer screen for a long moment before pressing the power button. He looked around the room while it booted.  
 
    “I should put something up. Motivational posters or crap like that.” His own voice, even pitched at a mutter, echoed off the paint. The computer beeped, and he decided he’d better stop talking to himself before someone caught him.  
 
    “Can’t call me crazy. They know that. Everyone who works here better be.”  
 
    The training video he’d abandoned loaded slowly, and Steven’s mind wandered. “Lasers. Seeing how it reacted to any light, even puny little flashlights like those sucky ones Septimus wanted to use, I’ll bet you could make a dent in it with lasers.” The walls were unimpressed. The video played, ignored. “Huh. Wonder if they make handheld models?” He opened a search engine in another browser window.  
 
    Steven was getting papers off the printer, and thus out of his office, when he heard his name being called.  
 
    “Steven! You go home or something?” Septimus was standing in his office, shouting.  
 
    “Well, since I’m not in there, and there’s not enough room for me under the desk, maybe yelling at the walls isn’t a brilliant move?” Steven suggested from behind the older agent.  
 
    “You finish your stupid-ass videos yet?” Septimus spun around without a hint of embarrassment on his face.  
 
    “No. I don’t think. Hang on...” Steven dropped the papers on his desk and tapped the space bar to wake up his computer, then signed in. “Yeah, that one ended but I have... gosh. Only two more, can you believe it?” He looked up.  
 
    Septimus was holding the stack of papers and leafing through them. He grunted, then looked at Steven again. “Well, finish them up, then.” He walked out, looking down at the papers again.  
 
    “Hey!” Steven started to yell after him, then subsided into his chair again. “Those were mine,” he finished softly. It wasn’t like he couldn’t just print them again. It was just that it was embarrassing to be caught like that. He looked at his watch. Lunch hadn’t happened, and surprisingly, their adventure in the tunnel hadn’t lasted that long. It had, however, been long enough to make his day in the office feel like no time at all. But then again, Septimus had said to finish the videos.  
 
    Steven opened his desk drawer and pulled out a protein bar, and then, after a moment’s hesitation, his last, warm, energy drink. He queued up the training video and popped the can top, then leaned back in his chair and put his feet on the desk. On his screen, the agent in BCG, white shirt, and tie, pointed to a bullet point on a swear-to-god actual chalkboard and started to read it into the camera. Steven tipped his head back and felt the carbonated sugary liquid slide down his throat. He belched, listening to it echo off his hard office walls with a small sense of rebellious satisfaction.  
 
    He woke up to the sound of the video instructor rapping on the blackboard. No... the video had ended. Right. He’d finished both of them - at least, all the links on his training page had turned gray. He blinked and looked up at the doorway. An impatient Fritzy stood there, rapping on the door jamb.  
 
    “Ah, I see you’re with us again, Mr. Taylor. Would you be kind enough to join us in the library when you finish your training videos? I thought I’d find you at home, however, since you’re here...” She was already walking down the hallway, and Steven staggered after her in the direction of the elevators. He blinked crusty eyes, and realized she was standing there holding open the door for him.  
 
    “Um. Sorry?” He managed.  
 
    “When did you last sleep?” She asked curiously.  
 
    Steven yawned, inhaling the faintly vinegary scent of the gremlin. “Um, er,” he looked at his watch. “Yesterday morning until 6 am. And just now a bit of a nap.”  
 
    She sniffed. “Sleeping on duty is not acceptable...”  
 
    Steven gulped, but she went of after the briefest pause. “In most jobs. In this one, if you are not necessary to the action, catching sleep when possible is generally a good idea. And I’m just as happy you didn’t go home to do it.”  
 
    The elevator doors slid open, and she stepped out with Steven on her heels. He was trying his best not to gape at the assembled group jostling one another in the hall.  
 
    Fritzy, her voice grim, spoke to him over her shoulder. “You see, Nonus, we need your special expertise.”  
 
    “I’m not an ex... wait.” The penny dropped for Steven. “What did you call me?”  
 
    The heavy weight of a hand on his shoulder made Steven jump and turn to look. Septimus stood there, bags under his eyes, wearing...  
 
    “Is that Mopp gear?” Steven asked. He never wanted to see that again after the last time.  
 
    “Nonus, welcome to the team. This time, it’s official.” Fritzy broke into their nascent conversation. “Hurry up and ask questions later.”  
 
    Behind him, Steven heard a faint grumble in someone-not-Septimus’-voice. “That should be our motto.”  
 
    Fritzy was moving at a near run, but Steven just had to take long strides to keep up with the tiny gremlin woman. They were moving down the hall, assorted species hitting the walls t get out of their way.  
 
    “Hey, Bob.” Steven said as they passed the octopod janitor. “Ref’leg, how’s it hanging?”  
 
    The timid brownie, so addressed, made himself flatter against the wall and shook his head, big ears flapping. Steven sighed. He still hadn’t gotten the creature to talk directly to him. Then he paid attention to Fritzy again because she’d reached double doors that were usually barred closed. Now, they were standing open and the familiar glow of computer screens... No, Steven corrected himself as they walked down the aisle of a lecture hall, really big projection screens. The room was filling up with others who were streaming out of the halls as he followed Fritz up onto the speaker’s dais. She made a gesture, and a grainy image popped up onto both screens.  
 
    Steven wasn’t entirely sure of it, but that looked a lot like the tunnel he’d been running through just a few hours before. Why else would he have been summoned? He could see the glowing blob moving into the middle of the tunnel looked a lot like a walking man, too. So night-vision footage... splotches of bright color flashed up down the tunnel from the person.  
 
    “We painted the mold with handheld lasers.” Fritzy’s voice was as calm as if she were describing a trip to the grocery store. Steven wondered if she had actually been there, or that was a team ‘we’ she meant. “It was not intended to do an significant damage, just to repulse it. However, the mold was no longer reacting to light stimuli.”  
 
    She clicked her remote again and this time the footage was grainy but colored properly. Simply shot under low-light conditions, not night vision. Steven watched as two figures in MOPP gear holding hoses approached the mold, which had bulked up into a large blob in the center of the tunnel. Steven felt himself twitch as they got within feet of it. He wouldn’t have trusted it that much.  
 
    “Our second attempt was to utilize a known chemical mechanism against molds.” Fritzy started the video clip. “Unfortunately,” on screen the mold didn’t even quiver as the jets played against it. “There was no visible reaction to the bleach at household concentration levels, and there were concerns about fumes if a more concentrated level was used.”  
 
    Septimus, stripped down to street clothes, had walked onto the stage during the short clip, and now he cleared his throat to get the gremlin’s attention. She handed him the microphone wordlessly.  
 
    He took up the narration. “The concern about fumes was not for the personnel in the tunnel, it was due to the extensive venting into the city above it.”  
 
    Someone in the audience called out, “this is Cincinnati, we’re used to stink.”  
 
    “While that is true,” Septimus didn’t bat an eye at the heckling, “The last thing we needed was curious civilians investigating. After bleach, vinegar, peroxide, and finally an, ah, disconcerting movement by the mold, we discontinued our efforts temporarily.”  
 
    Behind him on the screen, Fritzy had started another clip playing. The mold, moving almost faster than the eye could handle, whipped out two pseudopods at the attackers. They were knocked off their feet as it wrapped around them at knee-height and pulled toward the mold. Another person in gear ran into sight with a massive axe and chopped one free. The other had twisted around to slash at the confining pseudopod with a large knife he produced. Almost as suddenly as they had been attacked, they were scrambling to their feet and running away again.  
 
    Disconcerting was the understatement of the century, Steven decided. That had been downright terrifying, because it was exactly what he’d feared happening while he and Septimus retreated from the mold. Given the reaction of the audience, who had subsided from general amusement to a grim stillness, they didn’t have to have been there to grasp the magnitude of what they’d just watched.  
 
    Septimus went on, while Fritzy brought up yet another clip. “The decision was finally made to use fire, despite continuing concerns over smoke and fumes escaping into the city. Due to that, and the safety of personnel in an oxygen-deprived environment, small flamethrowers only were authorized.” 
 
    It didn’t escape Steven’s notice that personnel safety took a back seat to possible detection. On screen, three figures slowly moved toward the mold, backpack tanks fueling the flames they wielded. The mold quivered violently as the fire touched it, and then exploded into motion. At first, Steven thought it really had exploded, but then the camera stabilized, and he saw it was doing the same thing it was while chasing him and Septimus. It had spread out thinly over the floor, walls, and ceiling of the tunnel and was swarming tendrils out and around the fire fighters. They started to back up hastily, still burning, but there was more mold coming at them... The video ended. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Better Living Through Modern Chemistry 
 
    Septimus, Snirblefritz, and Steven all turned to face the audience as the lights came back up in the auditorium. There was a long silence as they gazed into a lot of wide eyes.  
 
    Septimus broke the silence. “The mold is contained in the tunnel. For now. We would like to open the floor to suggestions at this point, with full understanding of the rules of engagement. First, and foremost, we should not use a method that will attract attention outside of the agency. This leaves out major fire, explosives, toxic fume-producing chemicals, and chemicals that will leave toxic residue resulting in a hazardous waste situation. Secondly, since this does mean that personnel will likely have to administer the solution while in the tunnel with the mold, we will have limited hands for the task, as we can only use people trained on SCBA. Thirdly, and most important, we don’t want casualties. So. Suggestions?”  
 
    “Can’t we just blow it up and say there was a natural gas leak?” someone asked plaintively.  
 
    Fritzy took the microphone and answered. “We have already been told that is not an option. The tunnels are considered historic, and the mold is not considered a high-level threat.”  
 
    “Besides,” a voice called from the far back, “We’ve used that one before.”  
 
    “Has that ever stopped us?” Fritzy responded with a big grin.  
 
    “What concentration peroxide did you use?” Steven asked. He’d pitched his voice low, but as he was talking she’d put the microphone in front of his face, and the last few words were heard by everyone. He felt a wave of heat roll up his face.  
 
    “Seven.” Septimus answered. “We had about forty gallons of commercial cleaner.”  
 
    “Household mold and this... thing are not quite the same.” Steven was more thinking out loud than anything. “I don’t know why, or what’s going on at a biochemical level with it, but maybe something stronger would do the trick.”  
 
    “Like?” Fritzy asked with a quirk of her lips.  
 
    He ignored her amusement at his... what was she amused about, anyway? “Like 30% Hydrogen Peroxide. That’s... strong. About as strong as you could use without special handling. It’s toxic to cells, which ought to finish off the mold unless something really weird is going on. And when we’re done, it’ll break down into oxygen and water. Bonus: the FisherSci warehouse is in Florence.”  
 
    “Aha, only a few miles away.” Septimus was smirking now, too. “Having a chemistry expert is going to come in handy.”  
 
    “Right.” Fritzy looked out into the audience. “Mike, Doug, Mark, can you three commandeer transportation for...” She looked at Steven. “How much hydrogen peroxide?”  
 
    “At that strength I’m not sure how big you can get bottles of it. I’ve only ordered it in 500 mL size.” Steven felt like a deer in the headlights. “Besides, what if it doesn’t work?”  
 
    “Fire worked, but we couldn’t use enough of it to matter.” Septimus looked grim. “Constraints have tied our hands, and your suggestion of the strong oxidizer might actually be the way to go here.”  
 
    “If you use 70% it’s likely to cause a fire.” Steven pointed out.  
 
    “So, let’s start with 30%. Bob, Richard... Um, Annabelle.” Fritzy beckoned. “Meet us in the locker room please.” She handed the microphone to the woman who was slithering up onto the stage. Steven tried not to stare at the naga. He’d been introduced to her once, but the physiology of the half-woman half-lizard-skinned snake form was fascinating to contemplate.  
 
    Annabelle smiled and ducked her chin slightly in a sort of greeting nod to Steven, who could feel his face heating up again as Septimus grabbed him by the elbow and guided him toward the side door. As he left, he could hear her sibilant voice giving cool instructions for the team who would be gearing up to take the tunnel back from the slime mold.  
 
    “It really might not work,” Steven continued to insist. “I don’t know if it’s going to work, and I don’t think I can live with it if people are down there and it goes... badly.”  
 
    Fritzy, who had been walking ahead of them in the hallway, stopped dead and spun around. “How do you think I feel every time I have to send out teams and can’t go along?”  
 
    “Um.” Steven hadn’t thought of that. “But, that’s...”  
 
    “No different.” She crossed her arms. “It’s a viable solution. It might not be the solution, or the only solution. But it’s worth a try, and besides, we have a hole in one.”  
 
    “What?” Steven cocked his head, confused “A hole...?”  
 
    “Ace in the hole.” Septimus supplied. He was no longer hauling Steven along by his elbow and was now looking grimly amused. “You can tell when Fritzy is upset when she starts to lose her English.”  
 
    She harrumphed.  
 
    Steven looked back and forth between the two of them. “So, um, what’s our ace?”  
 
    Bob stuck his head out of a door further up the hall. “You guys coming?”  
 
    Septimus looked up. “Keep your pants on, Whiteside. This is Nonus’ first real mission.”  
 
    “Ah. Jitters. Got it.” The man disappeared back into the room.  
 
    “Ace?” Steven prompted. He wasn’t jittery. He just didn’t want to walk blindly into another horror show like the tunnel that... morning? Had it really only been that morning? Besides that, how the hell was he suddenly a full agent, just because he’d technically watched a bunch of crappy videos. He was so not ready for this.  
 
    “Need to know, and you don’t.” Snirblefritz had regained her composure. “Now, let’s find out how much peroxide we can get our hands on, and how fast.”  
 
    The answer to that, Steven learned a couple of hours later, was a lot, and now. He was sitting in the back of an unmarked white van along with Septimus, Bob the human (who also answered to Whiteside), someone named Mark who had impolitely declined to shake Steven’s hand (sorry, agents tend to handle... stuff), and Fritzy, who had refused to be left behind even though she could not appear in public. They were pulling into the parking lot where Septimus had parked so many long hours before. Steven braced himself by holding onto the strap hanging from the ceiling. They each had one, although Snirblefritz would only be able to reach hers by standing up. Seats were impractical, as they were already in protective gear. Each one who would be entering the tunnel had a Self-Contained Breathing Apparatus in their laps. Steven held his with his free hand to keep it from rolling away.  
 
    “Who’s driving this thing, anyway?” Whiteside groused. “Hey!” He raised his voice. “We’re riding rough back here!”  
 
    “Do I look like I care about your sex life?” The one they’d called Mike put his head around the partial panel behind the driver’s seat. “Keep your pants on.” He had stopped the van, and now he cut the engine off. “I’ll let you know when it’s safe to come out,” he finished, opening his door.  
 
    Steven heard it shut again, and they all sat in silence. Steven was doing his best not to giggle at the crude humor, because he was afraid it would come out mildly hysterical. Cincinnati wasn’t exactly the city that never sleeps, but it was nearing midnight and still there were cars on the roads and the occasional wail of a distant siren. Finally, there was a knock at the back doors. Septimus was closest, and he cracked the half-door to look out. Steven could make out a voice, but not the words being said. Septimus only nodded, and then closed the door again.  
 
    “Was that the truck from the warehouse?” Fritzy asked. She was standing, now, leaning against the van wall.  
 
    “Yeah. They’re unloading barrels. Our cover crew is here, too.”  
 
    Fritzy nodded, and then looked at the rest of them, making eye contact with each one of them. “Ready?” was all she said.  
 
    She didn’t need to say more, Steven thought, standing up partway. He couldn’t straighten fully in the van, but Septimus had the door open now and Whiteside was out, then Mark, and finally, he could get out and take a deep breath of fresh air. Steven... no, he corrected himself mentally. On a mission, he was Nonus. Whoever he was, he was reminded forcefully of the way he’d felt about leaving the tunnel not that long before. Only this time, he was going in. At least now he knew what to expect. Mostly.  
 
    Like he hadn’t known what the ‘cover crew’ was. He looked around, blinking, at the tall lights that were making the whole parking lot like day. Someone had already put orange cones at each entry to the lot. Several someones were gathered around a truck.  
 
    “Come on,” Septimus caught his wandering attention. “Nonus, you’re with me. We’ll be in the tunnel, they’ll bring sprayers to us.”  
 
    “I thought we were supposed to be low-key and unnoticed?” Steven-Nonus gestured at the lights and bustle while he followed Septimus toward the same door they’d entered before.  
 
    “Know the best way to hide something?” Septimus grunted as he pressed the hidden door mechanism. Once it slid open, he answered his own question. “In plain sight. They’ll be repainting the lot - it could sure use clearer space markers - and that’ll cover movement and smells.”  
 
    “That...” Nonus tried not to shiver as they crowded into the dark hallway along with Whiteside and Mark. “Makes sense, actually.” The lighted doorway he’d seen earlier was dark, now. He wondered who lived or worked in this weird place.  
 
    “Won’t someone wonder about the lines?” Whiteside asked, fiddling with his SCBA.  
 
    Septimus shrugged. “City lot. Who’s going to ask?”  
 
    “True, that,” Mark commented.  
 
    Once again, the group lapsed into an uneasy silence. It wasn’t until they heard someone approaching that they looked up again. “Breathers on, people,” Septimus ordered. He did so himself before taking the first tank from the men who had wheeled four backpack tanks and a small drum into the crowded hall.  
 
    Nonus struggled with his respirator and hood, then grabbed his own tank. They were going in expecting contact at any point. Even standing in the hall had been fraught, since as he’d pointed out in the briefing, the slime mold used chemotaxis, not light, to guide itself in movement. Retracing his and Septimus’ steps would have been very simple for it, if it wanted to. For that matter, them running blindly through the dark tunnels, keeping silent, hadn’t been strictly necessary either. There was, Nonus decided, something other than the mold down there in the dark, and it would be worse to disturb it. Which is why they weren’t carrying real flamethrowers or something that would create toxic fumes. Not the purported worry about civilians.  
 
    Septimus switched on the light that had been strapped to his chest. It was angled downward and only emitted a pale blue glow. It would keep him from stumbling over something without, they’d been told, attracting the mold. That was bullshit, but there weren’t other options offered to them. Nonus triggered his, and held his spray wand tightly. He followed Septimus down the steps.  
 
    This time it was worse than the first time. Then, he’d been tripping along like little Red Riding Hood on her way to meet granny, he reflected bitterly. This time, he was laboring with not enough air - or at least the sensation of not enough to breathe - and a lot more very hot garments and weight. This time, he knew what was coming, and what it was capable of. He kept taking the steps one at a time. He’d insisted on coming along. He wasn’t going to back out now. The mold was dangerous and had to be stopped.  
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, Nonus could feel his heart pounding. He couldn’t hear anything other than the faint hissing of his air being dispensed slowly. Just enough to keep him alive at a time. He couldn’t see anything other than the glowing lights on each suit, either, but that was comforting. When you saw the bioluminescent jello crap, it was time to set fire to the world.  
 
    Septimus gestured them to follow him down the narrow hall. Nonus paid more attention, this time, to how it was constructed. Flat stones, laid like stacks of pancakes, made up the walls. This place was old. Older than the building they were ostensibly underneath. The floor was packed dirt on crude concrete. He wondered who’d added the concrete, when, and why.  
 
    He almost ran into Septimus’s back when the other agent stopped dead in the hallway. Nonus cursed to himself, because he hadn’t been paying attention and this could be fatal. He shook his head and tried to take a deep breath. Fatigue was catching up with him. Septimus jerked away violently, and Nonus lost all of his fogged feeling as his teammate was suspended upside down in the hall by a dark tendril of... something.  
 
    “Shit!” Mark screamed. “It’s not glowing!”  
 
    “It learns!” Nonus yelled back at him. He pointed his sprayer above Septimus’s foot, up where the tendril met the dark ceiling that was now faintly discernible as being wet and rippled. The mold had been waiting for them, hiding, and had taken advantage of the human tendency to look down, not up. He triggered the sprayer, right about the same time Whiteside, behind him, did. He only learned that later, because he hadn’t been looking at the other man when he’d sprayed the ceiling. Mark, on the other hand, he was aware of as he was shoved aside while Mark sprayed wildly down the tunnel.  
 
    Which is why Septimus landed on top of the human, instead of the hard floor. Nonus leaped over the tangle of limbs, foaming peroxide reacting with mold, dirt, and anything else organic it landed on, and kept spraying continuously down the tunnel while Whiteside painted the ceiling. Mark’s aim, whether deliberate or not, had revealed the body of the mold when it hit and shimmered over the surface of the thing, blocking the hall tunnel like a gelatinous sheet. It rippled and fell, blobs writhing across the floor while Nonus kept spraying each one he saw moving. The mold on the ceiling was falling like disgusting black rain, coating his protective suit and dribbling over his face shield until he was forced to swipe at it with a gloved hand, smearing the foam and mold away and allowing him a small window of vision again.  
 
    His obscured vision is why he didn’t realize at first that his tank had gone dry. A hand on his shoulder made him jump violently, flailing around to try and fend off a mold tendril.  
 
    “My turn.” Septimus was nearly shouting to make sure he could hear. “Fall back for refill!”  
 
    Nonus stared dumbly at the end of his wand, which was only emitting a small amount of tiny bubbles. “Got it.” He called back before turning toward the stairs. He could hear the crackle of the peroxide hitting mold behind him. The hallway was a nightmare scene of dribbling black ooze, froth, and seething lumps of resisting mold. Nonus dodged one that was sliding toward his boot. Mark splatted it with a squirt of peroxide. “Thanks...” Nonus got out as he skipped to one side, then the other.  
 
    Mark didn’t speak, just grunted acknowledgement as he flattened himself against the wall to allow Nonus past.  
 
    At the foot of the stairs Nonus found Whiteside, spraying methodically around it. “Go on up to the first landing. There’s no slime past here, for sure.”  
 
    Relieved at the respite, Nonus headed up. A man in protective gear with the barrel met him. A pump had been put on the barrel, and the man helped Nonus out of his backpack and filled it quickly. Rearmed, Nonus headed back into Hell. A nice, dry, flaming hell would be preferable, he’d decided. A slimy, cold, dark one was the suck. The depth of suck. He squirted a blob that looked like it had moved.  
 
    “Nonus.” Septimus greeted him. “I’m out. Got it?”  
 
    Mark had already passed him on the way back for a refill. “Yeah.”  
 
    He sprayed the walls, sweeping the wriggling worms of mold ahead of him, watching with satisfaction when they broke into frothing disorganized liquid and ran down onto the floor. He made sure he paid special attention to the ceiling, where the dark sheet ran ahead of his spray like animate fingers, until he wouldn’t see any more. He stood there, panting, holding his wand high above his head, waiting for something to move. Anything to move. The dark stilled around him, only the faint blue glow on his chest holding it back. Nothing moved. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Lab Gremlins on Parade 
 
    Steven pushed open the lab door with his foot, balancing a box in his arms. “Julian?” he called, unable to see past the big box for the moment. “Hey, I have the...”  
 
    His words caught in his throat. The lab lights had come up automatically when the door was opened. Steven had set that up himself when he’d come back to work. Something about the dark bothered him these days. He’d installed nightlights in his bedroom and shared bathroom, earning him some side-eye from roommates who had kindly been refraining from teasing him recently. About much of anything, not just the nightlight. Going back to work in the lab had seemed like a grand idea to Steven, who just wanted to get his normal life back. Making media endlessly had never seemed like such a good idea.  
 
    The lab, which should have been empty because it was dark, was anything but. On the bench in front of him were two large styrofoam shipping boxes. The size of coolers, but with bright red biohazard tape wrapped around and over them, they did not fill Steven with cheer. Neither did the sight of his boss... not the portly scientist he used to report to, and now worked with-but-not-under (whatever Julian seemed to think), but the small, ferocious, and green one.  
 
    Snirblefritz greeted him with a cheerful grin. Steven’s heart sank further. Fritzy happy was not a good sign. “I brought you presents!”  
 
    “Um.” Steven maneuvered the big box he’d been holding into the receiving area behind the lab door. “I see...”  
 
    “First,” she went on like he hadn’t even spoken. “You have the samples you requested.”  
 
    “Samples? Requested?” Steven could only repeat her words stupidly. He didn’t remember...  
 
    “You said you wanted to know how the mold protected itself against the chemicals, yes?”  
 
    Steven couldn’t remember saying anything nearly so stupid. Suicidal, and stupid. “No. Is that... are there...”  
 
    “Mold specimens?” She patted the styrofoam nearest her. “Yep, one of each lime jello and venom black.”  
 
    Steven couldn’t help it. He boggled at her.  
 
    Fritzy started to giggle helplessly. “I... I didn’t name them.”  
 
    “No, that would be me.” Another gremlin, slightly taller than Fritzy, and wearing a white lab coat with the initials VC embroidered over his chest pocket, stepped around the corner of the bench. He swept a small bow in Steven’s direction. “Vulframcoonidge, at your service, and delighted to finally meet you in person.”  
 
    Steven picked up his dropped jaw, metaphorically, and managed an awkward bow of his own. “I’m, um, happy to see you up and walking.”  
 
    “Fit as a frog!” The gremlin scientist was not, Steven noted, as fluent in English idiom as Fritzy. “Feeling a little foolish for having come to such a ignominious end while playing along with Julian’s prank, but that’s water down the spout, eh? Now, we were saying...”  
 
    Fritzy raised an eyebrow and shot Steven a speaking glance. Steven tried not to burst into inappropriate laughter.  
 
    Vulframcoonidge kept talking without batting an eye at the interaction. “We have two very interesting specimens. My hope is to learn from them, and possibly have a way to combat the mold when we encounter it again.”  
 
    “Again?” Steven couldn’t help himself. The word just popped out before he could stop it, and loudly.  
 
    Vulframcoonidge stopped this time and blinked. “Why, yes, of course. The mass of it in the tunnel was destroyed, certainly, but slime molds are very interesting, beng both...”  
 
    Steven interrupted him dolefully. “Multicellular and unicellular, plus spore forming. You think it had time to encapsulate.”  
 
    “Exactly.” The gremlin rubbed his hands together. “It is going to be a privilege to work with you, I can tell.”  
 
    “Work with Dr. Thompson, don’t you mean?” Steven recalled that the gremlin had been Julian’s research partner.  
 
    But both Vulfram and Fritzy were shaking their heads. Vulfram spoke first. “No, Dr. Thompson has been reassigned. Something about vat steaks, and artificial bull. You and I will be teaming up on this project, and before you worry, we have helpers.”  
 
    “Gremlin technicians will cut down on awkward questions,” Fritzy offered, with a dirty look at Vulfram. Steven wondered what that was about.  
 
    “Anyway, let me introduce you,” Vulfram took a step back and looked behind the bench with an annoyed glance. “Don’t be so shy.”  
 
    Steven thought that he’d be hiding, had he been forewarned of this, too. “Um. Hi?”  
 
    At this tentative greeting, three more gremlins came slowly around the bench, all wearing coats with initials just like Vulfram was. He pointed at each of them. “Mirgplux, Dirmdang, and Pugbin.”  
 
    Steven stopped himself with an effort from extending a hand. “I’m Steven.” He offered with a small bow. They all bowed back, and then there was a small awkward silence. Steven cleared his throat. This was going to be difficult. “So, um, about these samples...”  
 
    “In liquid nitrogen.” Fritzy looked amused. Steven wondered if she realized they were scaring him shitless. “Vulf assures me they are still viable, while being safe from, er, escape.”  
 
    “My dear, I really do not like to use words like escape.” The gremlin was definitely a doctorate, Steven mused. His frown and pedantic tone were dead giveaways. “It is not, by definition, capable of planning and coherent thought, much less sapience.”  
 
    Steven couldn’t stop the shiver this time. “You weren’t in the tunnel with it. It wasn’t... insensate.”  
 
    To his surprise, this didn’t piss the gremlin off. Instead he broke into a broad smile and started nodding enthusiastically. “Which is why this is going to be a fascinating collaboration, Steven! I am very much looking forward to our work!”  
 
    Steven just looked from the lineup of gremlins, to the boxes, and back again. So much for a nice, normal lab life... he took a deep breath. “So... where do we start?”  
 
    The End 
 
    (or is it?)  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author Bio 
 
    Cedar Sanderson was born a military brat in Nebraska and spent her childhood enroute to new duty stations. Her formative years after her father left the Air Force were spent being home-schooled on the Alaskan frontier. She removed to the "more urban" climes of New Hampshire at the beginning of high school. She has had the usual eclectic range of jobs for Fantasy/ SF authors, ranging from balloon twister and body artist to apprentice shepherdess. She counts the latter as more useful in keeping track of her four children and First Reader. Her fascination with science dates to her early childhood, spent with her grandmother on the Oregon coast studying the flora and fauna and learning to prepare a meal from what she could glean from a tidal pool and the Pacific Rainforest. This led to a lifelong interest in science, cooking, and becoming a tough old lady.  
 
    She is now working her dream job as a Scientist while running a household, an art and design business, and writing multiple novels on the side with occasional forays into coloring books and children’s stories. This has the result of leaving those watching her indefatigable efforts panting in exhaustion.  
 
    You can catch up with Cedar, see news about her upcoming books, and find a free ebook at her website, CedarWrites. Check out her author page to find the rest of her books.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Other Titles by Cedar Sanderson 
 
    Pixie For Hire Series:   
 
    Pixie Noir   
 
    Trickster Noir  
 
    Dragon Noir  
 
    Pixie for Hire Omnibus (all three titles) 
 
    The East Witch (Forthcoming) 
 
      
 
    The Tanager Series:  
 
    Jade Star (a novella) 
 
    Tanager’s Fledglings 
 
    Tanager in Flight (forthcoming)  
 
      
 
    Children of Myth Duology:  
 
    Vulcan’s Kittens  
 
    The God’s Wolfling 
 
      
 
    Short Fiction: 
 
    Snow in Her Eyes 
 
    The Twisted Breath of God  
 
    Little Red-Hood and the Wolf-man  
 
    One-Eyed Dragon   
 
    The Eternity Symbiote  
 
    Memories of the Abyss  
 
    Snow Angel  
 
    Sugar Skull  
 
    Stargazer  
 
    The Dwarf’s Dryad  
 
    Plant Life  
 
    Fairy Little Sister  
 
    Mindflow (published by Something Wicked)  
 
    Milkweed (published by Mythic Delirium)  
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





