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Chapter 1

Wooden needles sliced through the moist jungle air. They struck the shifting shield the woman held up with her hand, each needle gouging chunks from the shield before they were consumed. 

Powder fell from the impacts but the shield morphed and healed itself as fast the needles struck. 

When the fusillade of splinters ended the woman shifted her left hand to her side, taking the shield with it. "Nymph, give up! Your nature magic can’t harm me. You can’t escape. Make it easy on

—" 

The woman's words turned to a growl as she sensed another magical surge. She swung her arm back up, barely in time to stop a second volley of the razor sharp needles. Her eyes narrowed as she felt a different sort of magic in the jungle around her and beneath her. She jerked her eyes up and cursed as the ground burst beneath her feet. 

She tried to jump away but supple roots caught her foot and wrapped around it with the strength of an oak. She yelped as the living root wrenched her back to the ground and left her dazed by the impact. 

"This is my glade, human!" the nymph hissed. Her normally sultry voice was poisoned with hate. "Those who enter it are mine to do with as I will." 

The human stretched her right hand out and said, "Not… any… more." The tattoos that stretched down the length of her arm flowed down towards her hand and left her pale skin pink in the faint light that penetrated the jungle. The air darkened in her palm as an object took shape. In the blink of an eye the amorphous mass stretched and solidified into a knife with an edge no more than one nanometer thick. 

"I will rend you limb from limb, witchslayer" the nymph cursed. 

The woman swung her dagger back and sliced through the roots that held her foot in place. 

She threw herself forward, raising her shield as she rolled and absorbed the knife back into her arm. 

She replaced it with the pistol at her side as her roll ended and she found herself on her knees. 

"Get it right, my name's Valerie Washburn," the woman declared. She rotated as she tracked the nymph's magic from one tree to the next. She stepped out of the shadow of a tree and drew her arm back to throw more of her wooden spines. Valerie's pistol barked first, passing through the hole in the shield that opened in front of the bullet and then filled flowed back together into a solid mass. 

The nymph screamed as the bullet struck her stomach and stuck to her. Ectonic waves from the released alchemical payload radiated through the metahuman and caused her to crumple to the ground in a heap. Valerie rose slowly, taking deep breaths to slow her heart like she'd been trained. The shield collapsed on itself and flowed back up Valerie's arm. The living mud reassembled itself into colorful artwork on her skin and what was left over merged with the vest she wore. She composed herself and smiled, always ready for what came next, that was how she'd been trained and it was how she lived. 

"Hurts, doesn't it?" Valerie said as she stood over the paralyzed nymph. "It'll last a half an hour or so, but the pain will start fading sooner. No magic for a couple of hours, I'm happy to say. 

Long enough for me to take your leafy ass in." 

The nymph's eyes followed her and her brown cheek twitched. Valeria knelt down and pulled her restraints free from the clip on her hip. She studied the nymph to make sure she didn't have any

hidden weapons, although the nymph's loose fitting green skirt and askew halter top not only offered no place to hide anything, it also failed to cover one ripe breast. "Killer body, I can see why men are so easy to seduce." 

She felt the nymph's rage radiating away from her. Valerie winked at her and pulled the nymph's hands together so she could slide the restraints on them. She tapped in her code and smiled as they lit up, generating a low grade ectonic field to further hinder the meta's nature magic. 

"All right, I've been told you might have some prisoners in your glade. What say I look around a bit and make sure? I've heard the victims of a nymph are so stupefied by the magic that lures them in they forget to eat or even think about anything else." 

The nymph glared but could do nothing. 

"Hang tight, treehugger," Val said as she patted the nymph on her hip. She stood and moved through the brush, tracing the nymph's progress through the foliage until she found a small pond. She knelt down next to it and dipped her fingers in it while she looked around. 

"Flat ground. The trees aren't too big. The bushes are too low to hide something," she mused while she considered her surroundings. She nodded and leaned forward to direct her gaze into the water. The pond wasn't very big. Enough for her to r reach out with her hands stretched over her head, which was a good length given her height. 

What she couldn't see was the bottom. A pond that small shouldn't be any deeper than her hip. 

Regulations or building codes of some nonsense they put in place when they constructed the Complex. 

"I hate water," Val muttered. Her purple hair seemed to sway as though a breeze was tugging it back, except there was no wind. Val's hair was too short to put into a pony tail, so it slicked back against her head. Her clothing tightened, clinging to her body and compressing to hug her figure. She took a deep breath and stretched her hands out before she dove into the pond. 

The water was cool but not cold. It still shocked her and made her heart race. She reached out with her hands and kicked with her feet, diving deeper and trying to use what little light reached the depths. She found the bottom with her fingers, plunging them into a cold muck. She knew that wasn't right. The Complex's cleaning systems should have this pond in pristine condition, preventing any rotting sludge in the water. 

Val turned around and studied the walls. As she twisted she saw a dark spot in one wall. She swam towards it and reached in, finding the darkness was an abyss rather than a shadowed wall. She pushed herself into it and stepped through a wall of water into warm air. 

The witchslayer stumbled on the soft ground and knelt down to catch herself in the pitch black environment. She put a hand on the ground and felt the soft and spongy material under her fingers. She frowned and stared down, unable to see anything. Was it moss or lichen? 

She needed light, but that would give her position away. Then again, coming through the water hadn't been a noiseless movement. Even now the sound of her breathing seemed thunderous in the confined space. 

"Fuck it," she hissed as she reached down to her belt. She twisted the release on the light stick and pulled it out on its retractable cord. She held it up over her head and thumbed the switch that cast an orange light throughout the small lair. 

She was kneeling on moss, but that was the least of her worries. Shelves carved out of the rock walls were decorated with eclectic bits and pieces: an amulet here, a ring there. There was more: a pair of shoes, a knife, and even a small pistol were positioned as trophies or keepsakes. 

She scanned the small den, taking in everything and committing it to memory as she'd been taught. She processed it slower and kept jerking her eyes back when she realized what it was she'd

seen, such as the thicker layer of moss in the corner that served as a bed. A man so pale he looked grey lay snuggled in it, half buried beneath the moss. She studied him as her hand moved to her pistol at her side. His chest was rising and falling, but the breaths were shallow and slow. 

Val surveyed the room a final time before lowering the light to her belt and reattaching it. She stood up again and ducked as she stepped forward. She was too tall for the nymph's lair. Even without the inch or so her boots added she'd have cracked her skull open if she'd straightened fully. 

Bent over and still holding a hand on her holstered pistol, she moved forward four paces to the sleeping man and stared down at him. The orange light didn't do him any favors, but she could see how pale and frail he looked. It was almost surprising, considering his muscular chest and defined abs. Now his skin retracted against his ribs with each slow breath. 

"Not sure you'd have made it another day," Val whispered as she knelt down to the man's side. 

She let go of her pistol, it wouldn't do her any good anyhow. She'd loaded the ectonic rounds in it, which were a lifesaver against creatures with innate magical powers. Other than that, they left nasty bruises and hurt like being stung by an angry hive of scatter wasps, but caused no serious injuries. If worse came to worse, she'd just have to stab him. 

Val reached out and touched his shoulder, resting her fingers on it. He didn't stir. She frowned and pushed harder, nudging him. She escalated to poking and even jostling him. He remained oblivious. 

"Fucking nymph," she muttered as she studied the moss blanket that was lying across him. Val pushed the organic blanket back and found exactly what she expected, a fully naked man. Her eyes went of their own volition to see that he was partially engorged. She let out a soft whistle and shook her head. The nymph was a lot smaller than Val— petite, even— and Val wasn't sure she could have handled this guy when he was fully aroused. "More like nymph fucking, I guess," she mused. 

Val made sure the moss blanket was pushed back and that there was nothing else connected to or wrong with the man. She slid her fingers under his sides and legs as far as she could, making certain nothing had attached itself to him. She'd never had to deal with a nymph's victim before, but she'd seen some pretty amazing, and scary, shit. Fighting against the metas in the war had been one thing, but nothing compared to some of the things she'd come across once the war ended and she came to the Complex. 

"Looks like you're just a big lump of meat I've gotta carry," she muttered. She reached for his arms and then remembered she hadn't checked his head. There'd been one psychotic creature that had been feeding on his victims fears. Directly. By attaching some kind of tube to the base of the victim's spine. Nymphs didn't do that, but better safe than sorry. 

Val slid her hands under his neck and picked his head up gently so she could run her fingers through his thick hair. She felt his scalp and noted how normal it was. All good. She was nearly satisfied when she noticed the faint blue lines near his temples. She jerked her hand back, surprised, and then reached out to twist his head and look again. 

"You're kidding me," she grimaced. She studied his body again and then reached out to pry open one eyelid. A dark pupil greeted her. She let go and leaned back. "An incubus? Really? Well, I guess that explains why you're still alive. Probably made for a hell of a show too, a nymph and an incubus going at it. If I'd have known that I would have set up some recording equipment and made some money off it." 

The incubus slept on, unaware of Val's wish to make a profit off of his misfortune. She sighed and reached down again. If he was an incubus he was going to heavier than she expected. Denser muscles and bones and such. They were tough, what with their metahuman origin and abilities. The

nymph had weakened him to the point where the blue lines of energy that curved across his skin like tribal tattoos were faded to near nothing, but that didn't do a thing to shave off his weight. 

Val cursed as she dragged him across the mossy floor. She stopped near the iridescent wall of water and glanced down at him again. A naked man, especially with his build and, ahem, proportions, would not be something she should drag around. There was nothing left of his clothes though, or nothing she could see in the small den. 

"You owe me," she muttered as the laces on her armored vest pulled apart and left it hanging open on her shoulders. She slipped it off and managed to slide it under the incubus's butt before she rested her hand on it and focused her thoughts. The nanobots slid down her arm in a cascading wave that made her flesh look like it was flowing and melting. They swarmed over the vest and began to tear it apart one molecule after another. The material was reshaped in a matter of minutes, turning it from a vest into a skirt. 

Val backed away and inspected her handiwork in the yellow glow of her light-stick. She kept her hand on the man's hip over the skirt while the nanobots bonded it together and then retreated back to her body. She sighed. "Sorry about this. We'll call it a mini-kilt so it sounds more manly." 

The incubus remained oblivious. 

With her work finished she positioned herself above his shoulders and reached down to cup her hand over his nose and mouth. The nanobots flowed again and formed a cup, allowing him a few precious breaths. Val dug her heels in and leaned back, pushing her head and back into the water. She pulled the incubus with her and glanced back and down, getting her bearings so she could kick up towards the surface as fast as possible. 

She hesitated when the orange light played over the murky bottom of the pond. The silt had mostly settled, giving her a better view of it.  Bits and pieces emerged from the muck, casting shadows across the bottom. She squinted in the water, studying them, and then recognized the ball joint on the end of one of the shapes. She was staring at the remains of a femur. 

Air burst out of her mouth and nose. She kicked hard, willing herself up and out of the pool as fast as possible. The incubus in her arms dragged her down but that only made her struggled harder. 

The nanobots on her legs flowed down to her boots and extended into flippers that helped her flight. 

In seconds she erupted from the surface of the pool fast enough to flop halfway onto the damp ground. 

She dragged herself out and pulled the incubus after her with a strength born of panic and disgust. 

Val rolled over and gasped for breath. Her heart was hammering faster than she could remember. To be immersed in a cess pool filled with decaying flesh... She turned over so she could cough and gag. It served to clear the water from her nose but it did nothing to cleanse the revulsion she felt. She'd been the best of the best and specialized in turning the living into the dead, but once they were dead she wanted nothing to do with them. She'd never been good with the dead, even going back to when she'd used any excuse to avoid going to funerals. 

She wiped her eyes and then stared at her fingers. They'd been in the water too. She'd touched the same water that hid and slowly liquefied the corpses of countless men. It was enough to make her shudder and retch, emptying her stomach into the bushes on the bank. She hugged her arms to her body, shivering from the sudden chills that raced through her. 

Once the worst of the chills passed she looked down to her pants and boots. They were soaked through with the same water. She gasped and started fumbling with them, tugging and scratching her skin in her attempts to get the contaminated clothing off. 

She scooted backwards across the ground and stared at her discarded outfit as though it might rise up and throw itself on her. She wiped the tears from her eyes and began shivering again. It wasn't

the cold, it was the irrational fear of death that had gripped her ever since... She shuddered and shook her head. That had been years ago, this was now. She was safe and so was the incubus. The nymph though.. she would pay for what she'd done. To the poor bastards she'd killed and to Val just now. 

Val looked at her pants. Her gun and her tools were there. She needed those. Clothing was optional. Not because she'd be welcomed walking around naked in the Complex, but because her nanobots could double as clothing when she wanted them too. Her problem was touching the contaminated tools. She didn't want to. 

Several deep breaths later, Val inched closer to her pants and reached out slowly. The nanobots surged to her hand and finger, weighing her hand down as thousands of them accumulated. 

She clenched her teeth touched her finger to the pistol. The swarm raced down her finger and spread across the pistol, covering it in a moving layer that made it look like it was shimmering. 

The nanobots scoured it clean, scraping the water away from every part of the pistol before they spread out and repeated the deep cleanse across the entire belt. Her pants were destroyed by the nanobots, disintegrating the belt loops and the waistline so the belt could drop the ground. As it dropped the nanobots fell with it. The connection to Val's finger was broken, causing them to go inert and collapse on the ground in sprinkles of dust. 

Val cursed again and grabbed the belt in her hand. It was dry and the metal parts shone like they were new. The tiny machines she touched were revitalized and came back to life. They reached out, finding more and more of the miniature robots. Her miniature minions retreated back up her arm and took their place on her body while she fastened the belt around her waist. 

She placed her finger in one of the piles of dust, reactivating the machines and spreading her instructions to the other piles of sleeping nanobots. Within seconds they were assembled and spreading across the ground to swarm across her discarded clothing. She waited patiently while they deconstructed the material and left nothing more than piles of dust behind. Out of the piles new nanobots arose, freshly constructed. They joined the ranks and became one with the millions of symbiotic machines that Val shared her body and her life with. 

She rose to her feet and turned to stare at the sleeping incubus. He'd moved a few times, proving he wasn't hovering on death's door like she'd feared. Val took a step and cursed as she scraped her foot on the knob or a tree root. She scowled and directed some her nanobots to form a simple pair of sandals on her feet. 

Protected from the perils of the jungle floor, she moved next to the man she'd rescued and knelt down beside him. She put her hand on his side and waited while her nanobots swarmed across his body and cleaned the water off of him. They tiny machines directed the drops to the low point on his body, his heel near the pond, and expelled the dirty water there in a steady trickle. When they were finished they returned to Val's body and left him unharmed. His pale skin was grey not because of what the nymph had done to him, that was the natural color of his kind. 

"Let's go, Happy Pants," she said as she straddled the incubus. Her nanobots crawled across her skin and gathered in a tight covering over her breasts that looked like a purple and pink tube top at first glance. Her hips were covered in a matching but skimpy pair of shorts. 

She pulled the incubus up by the shoulders and squatted down to get a better grip. Using her shoulder as leverage she maneuvered his limp form up and onto her shoulder in a fireman's carry. She groaned as she adjusted to his weight and had to take a few steps to catch her balance. The nanobots swirled throughout her body and joined together to add their strength to hers. She took a step and found managing his weight was becoming easier by the second. 

Val soon found the nymph lying on the ground in the same place she'd left her. She glared at

her and stood over her. The nymph's eyes flashed with panic when she saw the incubus, then she looked away and took on the familiar look of hatred. 

"I've got you on attacking a licensed security consultant and kidnapping. What will be really fun is finding out how many victims you killed. How many people have nothing but a few dissolving remains in that pond?" Val paused as though the nymph could respond. "What's that? Oh, did you move? You shouldn't be moving yet." 

Val drew her pistol and fired a second ectonic round into the Nymph's chest. The energy flashed through her body briefly and left the nymph's eyes wide and filled with agony and hate. By the time the instant effects of the bullet were over what remained of her consciousness collapsed. 

Val holstered her pistol and grinned. "Stupid bitch," she muttered before turning around and looking at her surroundings. The daylight cycle was nearing the end, causing the jungle to grow gloomy with approaching dusk. That meant a walk through the jungle to find a trail, then she had to carry both the bodies out of the jungle. She could always signal for help and have the local police forces join her, but that would cut into her pay day. Besides, she didn't like working with the Climintra, the official name for The Complex's police force, if she didn't have to. 

Val sighed. "Guess you're not the only stupid bitch in the woods tonight," she muttered and she spread her legs and squatted down to throw the nymph over her other shoulder. 





 




Chapter 2

Val walked into the office at the top of the Complex's dome and came to a stop. Lennox, the man she'd come to see, was widely known as The Watcher. He had monitors positioned around his office that displayed the feeds from cameras scattered throughout the massive city. This time he ignored them and stared out the window and down at the city below. 

"Casual dress attire these days, Private Washburn?" 

Val fought to keep her grinding teeth from showing. Lennox wasn't even looking her way but somehow he still knew. It was maddening, how he could do that. The best way she had for dealing with his uncanny knowledge was to try and make him uncomfortable. "I dropped the package off at the Climintra station and came straight away. Didn't even have time to find any clothes to put on." She was tempted to see if she could get a rise out of him by proving she really didn't have any clothes on. 

Her attempt to draw a reaction failed. Instead he waited a moment and then said, "Private, need I remind you that the Climintra uses consultants such as yourself because their hands are tied. 

Fear of excessive force and being labeled a police state limit the Climintra to a handful of banal activities or extreme operations where numbers and force are clearly required. For everything else, we have people like you." 

"My name's Valerie," she said. "Not Private." 

The imposing figure turned to look at her. He was one of the few humans taller than her but it was neither his height or his stocky frame that proved daunting. With Lennox the problem was his eyes. They had an eerie quality to them. She felt like he was staring through her and into her soul whenever he looked at her. 

"That was your rank. Private First Class Valerie Washburn, was it not?" 

She lifted her chin. "It was. You might want to remember that the war is over. I left the army behind." 

His lips twitched in a smile. "Of course you did. But you still train like you're in an elite combat unit. You still work in a para-military field. Once a soldier, always a soldier, am I right?" 

"You are wrong," she said for the sake of arguing. He was right and she knew it, but she didn't want to admit it. Hell, there were days she didn't want to be the way she was. The army had been the only place she could turn to though. They tore her apart and built her back up, giving her what she needed to move on. She was damn proud of what she'd accomplished, but she also knew well enough to keep that under wraps. Boasting about fighting in the war, on either side, was quick to draw a lot of unwanted attention here. 

His continued smirk told her he didn't believe her. "Believe what you wish, Valerie. Your reputation is growing. Another dangerous criminal brought in, and this time you managed to rescue her hostage as well. Do you realize just what that means?" 

"That I saved his life?" she asked. "Pity I couldn't have helped the others that were rotting away in the cess pool." 

"Yes, that is a pity," he agreed. "But that's not what I meant. The man is an incubus." 

"I figured that part out," she snapped. "Black eyes, grey skin and blue power lines. Oh, and a dick most girls would have a hard time wrapping their—" 

"So you know what saving his life means?" Lennox interrupted. "He is bound by the laws of

his kind to serve you." 

Val's lips parted. "He... what? No! They work under contracts. Incubus and Succubus are both bound by the contracts they make. That's why they make such excellent sex workers. A deal is struck, both sides agree to it, and then they move on. Keeps them from sucking the life out of their customers too, unless the customer wants that." 

"I see you remember your training well," Lennox said. "That is all well and true, but the undocumented agreement they live by is one that weighs heavily on them. It is the only way to bind one of their kind by contract without their consent. Saving their life." 

"Fuck me," Valerie groaned. 

"I don't doubt he would do that readily enough, should you wish it. That would not satisfy the terms of his service though." 

Val shook her head. "No! That's not what I want. I... gods and monsters! What will satisfy the contract?" 

"He must save your life in turn." 

She groaned and clenched her fists. "I don't need a fucking manservant running around trying to be heroic." 

"Indeed," Lennox said, although a twist of smile curled his lips up. "Then keep him safe and sound, and owing you, for the rest of your life." 

Valerie clenched her teeth again. She wanted to punch him. That or maybe put one of the ectonic rounds in her pistol between his eyes. She wondered what effect, other than a headache, that might have on him? 

"There's another situation that could use your specific skills." 

Val scowled. "I need a shower. Several showers, actually, after I went swimming in that pond. 

I have some other work lined up too, I think I'll pass. Maybe next week?" 

"Miss Washburn, you won't be satisfied if I give this job to anyone else." 

"Try me," she argued. She turned to leave and said over her shoulder, "Give Lance Henrick a call, he could use some work even if he is a little sloppy. Or maybe Julio. He'd probably bring his whole crew along, but if this job is such a big deal, maybe you need that." 

"Lance won't handle this person with the same detail that you would. As for a crew, well, I don't think you'd want to trust this to anyone else." 

Val growled and turned back around. "Why is this person so special that I'm the only person that can bring them in? What makes me so special?" 

"It's not why, it's who," Lennox said. "Davina Banks." 

She froze as though her life depended on impersonating a statue. She slowly turned back around. Lennox watched her with unblinking eyes. There was no twist to his lip, no hint of smile or smirk. He was looking at her. Watching her. Staring into her. Waiting for her to do what he already knew she would do. 

"She's alive?" she whispered. 

"Very much so." 

"But the academy... she was with Tark when they..." 

"Your fiancé was killed, Apprentice Banks was not." 

Val blinked and shook her head. "Apprentice? She's still an apprentice?" 

Lennox's mocking smile was back. "Far from it, I'm afraid. She graduated a year late, but used her extra time wisely and graduated with arch-mage honors. Since then she's come into considerable powers... as a necromancer." 

Val gasped. 

Lennox bowed his head. "Shall I forward the details to your account?" 

Valerie hesitated and then nodded. She opened her mouth and then shut it when she realized she didn't know what to say. That only lasted a moment before something else occurred to her. "How do you know anything about...my past?" 

His damn smile taunted her again "I make it a habit to know the history of the people I'm working with. In cases like this, it helps me make sure the job gets done by the best person possible." 

Val hesitated and tried to figure out how he could know as much as he did. That had been years ago. The records were supposed to be sealed by the academy! Then again, Lennox's position granted him access to a lot of things. Apparently even sealed records. She knew she wouldn't get any more out of the man who was pulling her strings, so she turned and started walking away again. 

"Oh, and Miss Washburn?" 

Val stopped. She was done here. She didn't want to know anymore. She couldn't handle that much more. She was about tell him to fuck off when Lennox spoke again. 

"Please try not to shoot anyone after they've been restrained again." 





 




Chapter 3

A day later after she ran out of excuses to keep her busy, Valerie read through the report. It was the third time. Or was it the fourth? It didn't matter, none of it was sticking. She groaned and pressed her head back into the pillow of her bed. Why had she come back? Of all the people in the universe, why her? 

Davina had been brilliant at the academy when Val knew her. Brilliant and...friendly. Too friendly, at least as far as Val was concerned. They hit it off at first and became good friends almost overnight. Then from good friends to inseparable. And from inseparable to... to nothing. Val met Tark and things took off like a campfire that had been fed a barrel of gunpowder. 

She opened her eyes and tapped the datapad to bring up the associated media. There he was, among the known associations. Tark. Short brown hair that he could never keep tamed. Green eyes like hers, one of the things they felt drew them together. And a smile that—

Val gasped as a red emblem defiled his face and pronounced him, "DECEASED." 

She stared until the tears in her eyes blurred her vision. She lowered the datapad and let it fall to the floor beside her bed. She moaned out a curse and rolled onto her side so she could curl up into a ball. She'd gotten rid of everything that reminded her of him. Purged his pictures from her computers. Donated his things to charities. Hell, she hadn't even thought about him in a few months now. She'd been doing so well at ignoring the hole in her heart... until this. 

"Fuck you, Lennox," she snarled. "You can find her yourself. I don't fucking care!" 

Her doorbell chimed. Valerie sucked in a breath and listened. What lousy timing was this? Or was Lennox stalking her after hours now. He'd never made a house call before, but he seemed determined. Had he bugged her apartment? Was he really  that good? 

It rang again a few seconds later, proving once and for all that her life really did suck. She scowled and rolled over so she could sit on the edge of her bed and stand up. "Go away," she muttered as she walked through the small apartment past her office and the adjoining kitchen. She turned to the door and took in a deep breath to compose herself. 

The nanobots surged across her skin, whisking away the tears that wet her cheeks and swirling across her body to form a off white tank top and a black pair of shorts that fell to her mid thigh. When her makeshift clothing was ready she reached out and tapped the display on the door. A picture of a tanned man filled the framed display on the door. The neckline of his light blue shirt was open to the bottom of the frame, showing a bare chest devoid of hair but the swell of muscles. His cheekbones were high and pronounced, as was the cleft in his chin. All in all, he was damn good looking. 

Good looking or not, she wasn't interested. As a matter of fact, after the payment from the nymph's capture, she just about had enough that she could take a long vacation from the Complex. 

Like, a permanent one. Get away from Lennox and Davina and everything. Even if there was nowhere else in the solar system that catered to her particular talents or paid as well as this place did. 

Sometimes running from a problem was the best solution. 

She pressed a button on the door and said, "Sorry, I'm not taking any new cases right now." 

The man jerked his eyes and searched the door. "Miss Washburn?" he asked. "I'm sorry, I need to speak to you. I... I don't have a case, exactly. I mean, it's not something I need you to do for me." 

Val's eyes narrowed. She tapped another button on her door and waited while the hidden

scanners surveyed her visitor. It came back clear, indicating he didn't have any weapons on him. That didn't mean he didn't have some power or magical ability though. 

"Just a minute," she said before she hurried to the hook beside her bed and grabbed her new utility belt off of it. She slipped it around her waist and drew her pistol. She popped the magazine out to make sure it was fully loaded and then drew the slide back enough to insure there was a round chambered. Satisfied, she reloaded the magazine and returned to the door. Her visitor was still waiting. 

"Step back," she warned him and waited a second for him to back up. Once he'd moved she unlocked the door and pulled it open fast enough to surprise him. Even more surprising was the pistol pointed at his face. 

The man's hands went up and he took another step back. "Woah! I—" 

Val shifted in the door so she could glance down the hallway to either side before she lowered the pistol to point at his chest instead of his face. "Who are you?" 

"I— uh, I'm Dag'on. You—" 

"Dag'on? That's a stupid name. Why are you here? Don't bullshit me, I don't have the patience or the time for it." 

His eyes widened. "This had to happen to me," he muttered. 

Val's head shifted. She almost lowered her gun some more. Almost. 

"Look, I'm here because of what you did, okay?" 

"What, you've got a message to deliver? You supposed to threaten me or rough me up? I've got gun and it's loaded full of mushroom rounds. You know what those will do to a person, I bet." 

He glanced at her pistol and then back up to her face. He shook his head. "No, I don't. Sounds unpleasant though." 

Val frowned. "What kind of thug doesn't know what a mushroom round is?" 

"The kind who isn't a thug?" he volunteered. "Look, lady, I came by because you saved my life the other day. I'm nowhere near a hundred percent, but I'm back on my feet and I figured I should stop by and say thanks. That's all." 

Valerie's gun slipped lower as she made the connection. "You! You're the incubus!" 

He winced and nodded. 

"Thanks?" she asked. 

"Yeah. Thanks. For saving me." 

She flipped the safety back on her pistol and slid it back into her holster. "Oh. You're welcome." 

He watched her for a moment and nodded. "All right then. I'll just, uh, be on my way." 

Val watched him turn and start to walk away. He made it three steps before she opened her mouth. "Hey, aren't you supposed to be...I don't know... indebted to me or something?" 

Dag'on stopped and stood perfectly still for a long second. His shoulders dropped and he turned back around. "Yes, I am." 

Val nodded. "You weren't going to tell me?" 

He shrugged. "If you didn't know, then why bother?" 

"A contract's a contract, from what I understand. You're kind are bound by them." 

"Yes, but the details can leave a lot of opportunities. I could go my way and you yours, as long as you don't know about it, it might never be enforced." 

"Classy," she said. She stepped back out of the doorway. "Come on, there's no need for anyone else to get an earful of this." 

His lips pressed together in a thin smile. "I'm sure they won't talk about an incubus entering your residence either. Your neighbors will think you got a raise." 

"And thank you, now anyone listening knows," she said and looked directly at a concealed security camera in the hallway ceiling. 

His smile widened. "Oops." 

"Get your ass in here," Valerie growled. 

He nodded and stepped into the room with her. As he passed she caught a hint of his scent. 

Something with a hint of musk and wood. It was manly and made her long for a day spent on a beach being pampered by a strong young masseuse who——

"Gods and monsters!" she whispered. "Stop that!" 

He tilted his head. "Stop what?" 

"Stop stinking up my apartment. You're not climbing between my legs and putting another notch in your headboard." 

"It would be your headboard, not mine." 

Val realized her door was open and slammed it shut. She winced, not having meant to push it so hard, but never took her eyes off of him. "You seriously can't control it? What the hell good is a power you can't control? How do you keep from being dragged off your feet and raped wherever you go?" 

He chuckled. "It only affects the person I'm focused on." 

"And now you're focused on me?" 

"You're the only person here," he said. 

"Lovely." 

"It wouldn't matter though, since I'm bound to you by contact now." 

Val let out a moan and shook her head. "Why me?" 

"Because you saved my life." 

"I know that!" she snapped. "Don't make me regret it." 

"You don't have to regret it," he offered. "I'm still weak, but I'm well enough that I could help you take your mind off...things." 

"Oh. My. God! Stop that right now! Back up too, over there." 

"I didn't get any closer to you." 

"The hell you didn't," she snapped even though she knew he hadn't moved since he'd stepped past her into her apartment. She pointed at her small den. "Go. In there. Go now. I'll be there in a minute. And keep your clothes on." 

"I didn't offer to take them off." 

"Good!" 

Dag'on tilted his head and gave her a curious look before he turned and walked to the den. She watched him go and then turned away. "Fuck me," she whispered. "This is what they warned us about. 

I never believed..." 

She jerked her head up and looked around her apartment. She needed a distraction. Something to keep from remembering how he'd looked naked and imagining how that compared to now, a day and half later with a lot of rehydration. He'd been swollen before, where it mattered. How would he look now? Or feel? 

"Stop it!" she hissed, admonishing herself. "I am not the kind of girl that needs a living sex-toy!" 

"Everything okay out there?" 

Val cringed. "Yeah, I'm just, uh, thinking about mutilating my lady parts," she said, muttering the last part. 

"What's that?" 

"Nothing," she snapped. "Just... hang on." 

"Okay." 

Val glanced at her cooler and stepped up to it. She opened it and shoved her head in to the cool air. the sweat cooled on her skin and helped her think. This was impossible. She couldn't function if she was around this guy for any length of time. Her nanobots would short out or rust or something unless she switched to real pants, and then she'd end up needing to wash them constantly. 

This was impossible. 

She took in a deep breath and then another. She had to deal with this head on. She was a grown woman, she could handle herself. Hell, she was more than that, she'd been a member of an elite combat team and survived things that would kill most people in their sleep if they had a nightmare about them. 

Armed with false bravado, she shut the cooler door and turned around. She walked into the den and did her best to ignore the fresh assault on her senses his pheromones caused. 

He turned from the audio / visual equipment she had against the wall to face her. "I can come back," he offered. "As long as you promise not to die while I'm away." 

"Come back?" she croaked. She winced and cleared her throat. "Why would you do that?" 

"Give you some time to take the edge off, if you don't want me to help with it," he explained. 

"I don't think I've ever seen anyone so self-deprived before. How long has it been?" 

"A long time," she admitted. She shuddered and shook her head.  "I'm fine. I can handle this." 

He smirked. "I'm sorry to do this to you, especially since I owe you my life. If you insist on self-denial, then at least consider masturbation. That will help keep you sane when you're around me." 

Her eyes widened and her lips parted in a silent gasp. "Sure, let me just kick back and go three fingers deep right here in front of you." 

He smiled. "I doubt you could manage that. How long has it been?" 

Val blushed. "Yeah, well, you'd be surprised how good one finger can feel... And no! I am not going to do that." 

"Very well, what can I do for you then?" 

"Nothing. I don't need anything." 

"Look, I understand how strange this must seem. I'm a respected and elite licensed escort with an established and exclusive clientele, definitely not something you're accustomed to. Unfortunately, I have to put that on hold indefinitely until we sort this matter out." 

Valerie stared at him, her shock at his arrogance overriding the raging hormones that threatened to turn her legs to jelly. "Fuck you," she finally managed. 

"Excuse me?" 

"You heard me. I'm sorry I'm not some high class bitch that can afford a few thousand an hour to bask in your presence. Guess what, bub, I work for a living. I work my ass off and I deal with the kind of shit that keeps your rich bitches safe and secure. The reason I've got nothing for you is because you can't handle the kind of shit I run into. You need to save my life? Ha! Good luck, you can't even save your own." 

Dag'on's lips pressed together after she berated him. He stared at her for a long moment and his tanned cheeks turned darker. He nodded. "So it's true then, what they say about you?" 

Valerie hesitated, taken aback by his question. "What? What who says about me?" 

"There are rumors about you. They say you fought in the war and killed many of the metas. So many that some believe you went beyond your orders and the call of duty, even committing war crimes. That your hatred for metahumans lives on today." 

"Is that what they say?" Valerie asked. "That's almost funny." 

"Is it true? Do you hate us?" 

"Would I have saved you if I did? I knew what you were, I saw your eyes and the power lines, although they were so faint I almost missed them." 

"So it's not true." 

She shrugged. "At one time, maybe, but that was then. This is now. I'm just trying to do a job and make a living, same as anyone else. If I can take down a few of the monsters that hurt... 

defenseless people, then all the better." 

"Not all metahumans are monsters." 

"Monsters come in different shapes and sizes," she said. "Some even use weapons meant to seduce instead of destroy. The end result is still a broken person." 

Dag'on lowered his head. "Your hatred runs deep." 

"I don't—" 

"Whatever happened to you, I am sorry for it." 

Val bit her lip and looked away from him for a moment. She took in a deep breath without being fazed by his scent. "Everyone has a choice, human or meta," she said. "When somebody makes the wrong one they call me." 

He bowed his head again. "May I sit?" 

Val gestured with her hand. He sat on the loveseat and spread his legs to get comfortable. He waited until Val rolled her eyes and sat in the chair that faced the short couch. 

"Then let's start. What, exactly, is a mushroom bullet?" 





 




Chapter 4

"I've heard of a mushroom head before, but it had nothing to do with a bullet," Dag'on said. 

Val smiled. "They're vicious. The sides expand and leave tiny pieces that cut through tissue at an angle away from the bullet while it retains its point and moves ahead. Maximum tissue damage and bleeding, worse than the hollow point they're based on." 

"Hollow points I've heard of." 

She nodded. "Anybody can buy those. Well, anybody with a firearms license. Mushroom bullets are security restricted." 

He shook his head. "I had no idea. With technology like that, how is it the metahumans were able to force a truce?" 

"Magic," Val said with the familiar bitter taste in her mouth. "I can kill someone with one bullet, but at the same time they can use magic to kill ten in an explosion. And the bullets only work when they can penetrate. There are metas out there with hides as strong as tank armor." 

He nodded. "Fair enough. My own skin is quite durable, but I wouldn't want to test it against you." 

Valerie nodded. "Wise choice, I always get my bounty." 

"So I've heard," he said. 

"What? Is there some kind of underground out there warning metas about me?" 

"More or less, yes," he said. "You've made a lot of enemies. I expect that means it won't take me long to fulfill my contract." 

Val scowled. "All of my enemies should be in prison." 

"You've scared a lot of people. Fear does funny things to people." 

"Funny, why hasn't anyone ever come after me?" 

"Break into a housing dome? Good luck!" 

"As luxurious as my apartment is, I don't spend all my time in here." 

"Nobody's sure what you look like, they say you're a master of disguise." 

Valerie grunted. She made a habit of always looking different when she went out. It was a habit she'd gotten into. Hair or facial changes, different clothing styles, even some modifications to how she walked to make her look shorter or disabled. "I'm surprised," she admitted. "You're right, I do change my appearance all the time, but I would think a meta with magic could track me better." 

He shrugged. "Maybe some of them could. I don't know. I don't travel in those circles." 

Valerie snorted, but kept her crude comment to herself about the circles he did travel in. 

"So, what would you like me to do while we're together?" 

She forced her attention back to the root of the problem. "I don't need you hanging around me," 

she said. "I'm quite capable of taking care of myself." 

"I'm sure you are, but I'm stuck with you. I suppose I'm appreciative too, after all I would be dead otherwise. Still, I'd rather not be here either, no offense." 

"None taken," she scoffed. "Sorry if I'm not up to your usual standards for a companion." 

He leaned forward and fixed his dark eyes on her, "Oh, don't worry about that at all. You're quite lovely, I assure you. Even in your casual attire you are a very attractive woman. Far better than many of my clientele." 

Valerie felt her heart skip a beat. It was getting warm in her apartment again, threatening to make fresh sweat break out on her face. "I bet you say that to all the girls," she said, trying to give herself a moment to recover. 

He smiled and leaned back before admitting. "I say a lot of things. Whatever they need to hear. 

I have a touch of empathy, you see. I know what my clients want." 

Valerie raised an eyebrow. "Is that right. Then what do I want right now?" 

His lip twisted in a smirk. "You're a mess," he told her. "I'm picking up a lot of things from you. Other than the obvious, you want me out of your hair because you want to go back to…

something. Being sad? That's a new one." 

"That's enough," Valerie snapped. She realized she was gripping the arms of her chair tightly and relaxed her fingers. 

"Don't you want to know what the obvious one is?" 

"Let me guess, me wrapping my fingers through your hair and using it to guide your face between my legs? Forget it." 

He sat straighter for a moment and then grinned. "I have to admit, I was nervous coming here." 

"You should be." 

He finished drawing a breath and gave her a nod before he continued, "But, I'm beginning to like you. You have a darkness in you. Not the hate and fear, I mean a dark sense of humor." 

Instead of refuting what he'd claimed about her she said, "Sarcasm." 

"Yes, sarcasm," he agreed. "But why are you sad? Is it the loneliness I sense or—" 

"That's enough," she growled and stood up. "I didn't ask for this." 

He held up his hands and stood up with her. "Relax, if you can. I didn't mean any harm. I'm just trying to help. For all I know maybe getting you to talk and stopping you from being so depressed will save your life." 

Val snorted. "Guess you're not so good at reading people after all." 

He winced. "I admit, there's nothing I see about you that says suicidal." 

"That's right," she said. "So how about you skip on out of here and let me get back to work. I promise if I end up about to die I'll give you a call. Sound good?" 

"It doesn't work like that," he said. "I'm bound to you." 

"I don't see how that's my problem." 

"It's a magical contract," Dag'on pointed out. 

Val narrowed her eyes and cursed. She closed her eyes and focused her thoughts, reaching out with her other senses she'd picked up at the academy and refined in her Army training. It only took a moment before she picked up the faint trace of magic that connected her aura to his. She opened her eyes and cursed again. 

"What was that?" he asked. "Are you… that explains so much! You're a witch! A witch that is also a witchslayer!" 

"I am not a witch," Val growled at him. "I learned how to sense magic, that's all." 

He studied her and then shook his head. "I call bullshit. If you can sense it, you can use it." 

"No, I can't. I tried." 

"You tried?" 

Val hesitated and then sighed. She sank back down into her chair and Dag'on retreated to the couch. "I discovered the talent when I hit puberty, but it wasn't very reliable. I hoped I could do something with it though, so I enrolled in the academy and struggled through a year of it before…

before I gave up." 

"You didn't give up," he said. 

"I gave up on that life," she retorted. 

He held up his hands and conceded. "Fair enough." 

"I'd learned how to use it a little better though and helped others figure out how to work their spells. No real use there, except maybe as a magic coach. Fortunately, I found another use." 

"Witchslayer," he breathed. 

She nodded. "The Army recruited me and prom— well, they told me I could put my talents to better use. I believed the recruiter because he knew what I wanted to hear. I learned how to use my talent better and found some other talents along the way. Then the war broke out soon after and I fought in it." 

"You were ruthless, from what I've heard." 

Val shrugged. "I did my job." 

"And took great pleasure in it?" 

"Maybe," she admitted. "The point is, the war ended and I'd had enough, so I got out. End of story." 

"Hardly," he said. "Why'd you come here? To kill more metas?" 

She scowled at him. "No. I came here because I didn't know anything else. Not killing metas, but putting what I knew to work. I'm still relevant here. The pay is nothing to sneeze at either. If I'd gone anywhere else I'd probably end up wasting away or end up being some kind of a criminal." 

"That's honest," he said. "Not many people would admit to turning to crime." 

Val shrugged. "If I can't do what I do, what other choice would I have? I'm not good at anything else. I've already changed my life once, I don't have any interest in trying to learn a third profession." 

"You're very cynical," he said. "But I think your sarcasm is a defense?" 

"Maybe it is," she said. "It's none of your damn business though, is it?" 

"I suppose not," he agreed. He glanced around and smiled. "So, now what?" 

"You leave, I go back to work." 

"Didn't we go over this already? If you have work to do, give me something. I'm your servant, after all, you don't even have to pay me." 

Val pressed her lips together and considered his offer. "What are you good at? Other than fucking, I mean." 

He held up his hands. "I'm not sure, but unlike you, I'm not afraid to find out." 

Val rolled her eyes and flipped him off. She turned and walked out of the living room and made her way to her office. "Fine, I'll give you a list of people to check out. Just find their locations and status and report back. Don't talk to them and don't let them know you were looking for them. Got it?" 

Dag'on smiled. "Why not? Tell me what you're really after— or who— and I might be able to offer more help." 

"No, I think that's good for now." 

"You don't trust me?" 

"Why should I? I saved your life, sure, but that means you're obliged to save mine. It doesn't mean you won't use those same channels you used to find out rumors about me to warn the people I'm after. After all, you only have to save my life, not make my life easy." 

Dag'on shook his head and smirked. "You  are cynical! Or do you hate metas that much?" 

"Hate is a strong word," Val mused. "It implies that I care about someone enough to hate them. 

It's been a long time since I've hated that much." 

He watched her and nodded. "I'll be surprised if I make it through the day without having a chance to fulfill my contract." 

"Stopping yourself from killing me doesn't count, does it?" 

His lip jerked up in another smile. "It doesn't," he admitted. "But I suspect there are a city full of people out there that don't find you as entertaining as I do." 

She watched him for a moment longer and then nodded. "You're probably right. Now get your stinky ass out of my apartment and make yourself useful." 







 




Chapter 5

Val paused to look at the datapad on the floor. She'd dropped it there earlier, before the incubus had showed up. "Dag'on," she mumbled, reminding herself that he had a name. He wasn't just The Incubus. He was a person. A man with thoughts and feelings and a life of his own. Even if he was a meta. 

She scowled and bent over to pick up the datapad. She glanced at the picture on it and swiped it off screen. Now the picture was gone, just like the man who had once lived and breathed… and loved. 

She dropped the pad on her end table and turned to her closet. She might as well get back to work, otherwise she'd end up lost in her memories and feeling sorry for herself. Then Dag'on would come back and with that god-awful smell of his he'd end up seducing her because she'd be weak and lonely and wanting…. 

Val shook her head. "Get a grip!" she hissed. "Tark's dead and Dag'on is one of  them." 

Them. Metahumans. Beings that were different from humans. Stronger, faster, magical, and just generally more dangerous. They'd killed Tark and Davina… except Davina wasn't dead. That had been almost seven years ago, during the war. Where had she been all this time? 

Val sighed. It didn't matter, Davina was here now. And if she was here and Lennox wanted her brought in, she'd done something wrong. Something bad. Something that hurt people or was going to cause some major problems. Problems that risked the already volatile system The Complex was based on. 

The Complex was the only city on the planet of Lorn. It was one of the seven planets in the Seldova system. Three populated by humans, three by metas. That left Lorn, the experiment. Humans and metahumans lived side by side with each other here. An experiment in co-habitation that required people like her that were trained in taking down metas when their true natures revealed themselves. 

Sure, she'd had to take down a few humans too, but they usually weren't as dangerous. The bounties on humans didn't pay as well either. 

She scowled when she realized she'd been staring at her limited collection of clothing for a long time without seeing any of it. She'd ruined her armored vest taking down the nymph, so that left her with one less thing to wear. She reached up and itched the tiny implant above her left ear. It was mandatory for admittance to the Complex for humans, and a requirement she was very happy to oblige too. The chip protected her from direct mental control by the metas. If only they could do something about Dag'on's pheromones…

Val made up her mind and unbuckled her belt and hung it from the hook next to her bed. She grabbed a light blue dress and pulled it over her shoulders. The diagonal cut of the skirt gave her freedom to move and the spaghetti shoulder straps that wrapped around the back of her neck stayed out of the way of her arms. Her nanobots scurried under her dress, rearranging themselves into random swirls and designs on her arms, neck, and back. 

She glanced at the gun and then down at her body. There was nowhere to hide it. Her nanobots would have to suffice. She wasn't headed into trouble, as far as she knew, but trouble had a way of finding her. 

Val's head jerked up as she remembered everything Dag'on had said about how hard she was

to track. Were there people waiting for her to come out now? Then he could intervene and save her? 

His contract would be over and he'd be free and clear, but what about next time? Now that they knew what to look for, would she be able to survive another day? 

She growled and turned back to her closet. She needed something else. Something stronger. 

Something she could fight in. Something—

"Fuck that," Val muttered. She shut the door and turned away. She wasn't going to be afraid. 

Even in a dress, she'd prove she was more than a match for any of those freaks. 

She walked to the door and paused to pull on a pair of wedges that only lifted her heel an inch or so. Straps crisscrossed her feet and left her toes exposed. She paused long enough to let her nanobots color her toenails a lighter blue than her dress to offset it and then added a few light blue streaks to her hair. The rest of her hair turned a dark blue at the root and shifted to purple and then red at the tips. She stood out enough that it made for the perfect urban camouflage. 

Val lifted her chin and pulled her shoulders up and back before she opened her door. She was defiant and determined. Let them try to take her. She could have a knife as sharp as a laser in her hand in under a second. That or maybe she'd just let her fingernails turn into razor tipped weapons. She was far from helpless, even against the unfair abilities of the metas. 

She strode through the housing building, acknowledging her neighbors with a quick smile and a nod. Some returned the gestures and others shied away. Standing out meant being the center of attention. The kind of attention varied, but she accepted that. What mattered most was that no one showed her any unnatural interest. 

She made it all the way down the lift to the lobby without any of the hair on her neck standing up. Everything seemed perfectly normal, both from humans and metas alike she saw. Three young girls playing near the trunk of a thick tree looked her way and began to talk to each other. One of them pointed at her and the others nodded. Val forced her jaw to unclenched and turned to smile at them as she walked past. 

"Excuse me, Miss?" 

Val slowed and turned, taking in everything she could in case this was nothing but a distraction and an ambush. "Yes?" 

One girl giggled. Another looked at with wide eyes and parted lips. She guessed they were early teenagers until the third one tucked her hair behind her ear and revealed a pointed ear. Val's eyes tightened as she stared at the young elf. The other two lacked the high cheekbones and pointed ears, meaning they were probably human. 

"I… I'm sorry, I just wanted to say you look really pretty," the elf gushed. 

Vale glanced around again before she smiled at her. "Thank you." 

"Oh god," one of the other girls said. She laughed and turned away, pulling her friend with her. 

The elf hesitated. "What do you do around here?" 

Val's eyes narrowed for a moment and then relaxed. Elves aged different than humans, was this one even a child like the other two? "What's wrong with your friends?" 

"They're embarrassed," she said and shrugged. "Hi, I'm Pixel." 

"Pixel?" Val repeated. "That's a pretty name." 

The girls cheeks flushed. 

"And now so are you," Val teased her. 

"Stop it!" Pixel giggled. "I'm just… I mean, you look amazing, you must be somebody important." 

Val tilted her head. "Important? Like a celebrity or something?" 

The elf laughed. "No, I meant someone who really is important. Like someone who helps people who are in trouble. You know, a hero." 

"A hero," Val repeated. She nodded. "I like that definition." 

Pixel's friends called to her and gestured. The elf turned back to Val after waving at them and rolled her eyes. "Sorry, I've got to go." 

Val smiled. "Go have fun, Pixel." 

"You too!" the girl said before she darted away to join her friends. 

Val's smile faded as she walked out of the door of the massive housing building. It was still mid-afternoon and the dome overhead was lit to simulate the time of day. Was she a hero, by that little elf girl's definition? Pixel probably wouldn't think so if she knew the things Val had done. Things she'd done to metas not so different from Pixel. Even some of the humans she'd saved were scared by her. No, she wasn't a hero, she was something else. She had to fight monsters, and that meant she had to be one too. 

What would Tark think of what she'd become? She'd been so naïve and young once. They could do anything, even if she would never amount to any sort of witch. He was going to make a good wizard and with her talent she would help him be great. They had discussed all sorts of plans for their future. Plans that turned to ash when he and Davina summoned the metas that killed him. 

Val jerked her attention back to the automated transport that slowed to a stop in front of her. 

She looked around, realizing she'd lost track of herself for a moment. She'd made a stupid mistake, but she'd gotten away with it. No one was watching. No one was coming for her. No one had a sniper rifle pointed at her or a fiery ball of energy ready to unleash. 

She pressed the release on the door and waited until it lifted before she ducked into the vehicle. She slouched in the seat to make room for her height and her hair before closing the door. 

The transport lifted off the ground and said in a pleasant voice, "Where would you like to go today, resident?" 

"Arid zone, commerce center," Val said. "Near the warrens." 

"I'm sorry, resident, I don't know where the Warrens are." 

She scowled. The city officials damn well knew where the Warrens were, they just pretended they didn't exist. It was where people, metas and humans alike, slipped away to when they wanted to get away and make their own life. They'd dug into the ground and set up caves that were mixed in with the plumbing and power lines. She'd been down there more than a few times herself when a job required it. 

"Fine, take me to Berk's Baubles and Ointments then," she snapped. "Or as close as you can get." 

"On my way, resident. Thank you!" 

Val rolled her eyes as the zipper lifted off the ground until it was ten feet in the air and then accelerated around the circular city. There were three ways to travel: via a Glyder, taking a Zipper, or walking. The Glyders were small skiffs or boards that hovered above the ground and could only fit one or two people on them and poorly suited for travelling between zones. A Zipper was her preferred transportation since it was an enclosed vehicle that could fit up to ten people in it. The other option was walking, and since each of the four housing domes had a diameter of twenty miles, walking was often impractical in her line of work. Berk's Baubles and Ointments was near the middle of the forest jungle and arid zone, but that was still over ten miles away. 

She leaned back in the seat and tried to relax as the Zipper zipped through the programmed flight paths through the city. As much as she wanted to clear her head she kept going back to when

she'd heard the news of Tark's death. A counselor from the academy had been accompanied by a sergeant in the Army. She'd been confused at the time, and then when the numbing words poured from the counselors mouth it hadn't mattered anymore. 

She'd collapsed almost instantly. It took both of them to pick her up and move her to a chair, and then the counselor had sat and talked until he started repeating himself. The sergeant stood by, patient and silent while she broke down again and again. 

The magic she could feel and the spells she saw cast on a daily basis weren't what made Valerie believe in magic. Falling in love with Tark had done that. They'd met and she knew, instantly, that he was the one. She tingled when she was with him. She didn't need to be able to cast a spell. She didn't need to learn how to brew a potion and imbue it with magic. She didn't need to enchant a ring or a bracelet. Just knowing that he loved her and cherished her as much as she did him was enough. 

She wasn't the only failed witch or wizard. There were many that felt the touch of magic, but could never do more than see it. Those that stuck with their schooling without becoming witches or wizard became adepts. They made good assistants for wizards and witches, or they could serve in many other useful roles such as detectives, mediums, fortune tellers, or more, such as in Valerie's case. 

Sergeant Cox had stuck around to discuss her future when she least wanted to consider it. He told her what had happened to Tark and Davina, how they'd been working on some captured metahumans and trying to craft their spells against them. Something went wrong and the metas broke free of the circle of protection they'd been contained in. What followed was terrible. Death, destruction, and fire. 

He planted a seed in her head that quickly blossomed and grew. In no time she went from listless and uncaring to motivated and even dedicated. She dropped out of the academy and let Sergeant Cox walk her into the special operators division of the recruiting office. She shipped out the next day for basic training and then special ops camp, followed by intense advanced individual training to become a witchslayer. 

Six months after Tark had been buried she fought her first battle and killed her first meta. The first of many. So many she lost count, all that mattered was that she enjoyed killing the sons of bitches that took Tark from her. It took her three years to realize that it didn't matter how many of them she killed, Tark was never coming back

Valerie looked down at her hands as the Zipper slowed and descended. Hands that had so much blood on them it stained her soul. It was probably a good thing Tark would never come back, if he did he wouldn't like what he saw. 

"Have a pleasant day, resident." 

Valerie jerked her head up and looked around. She'd arrived in the arid zone. People wore covers over their mouths and moved about with canteens or bottles of  water clipped to the belts. 

There was little vegetation to be found, aside from the rare scraggly plant laden with spines. 

She opened the door and felt the dry heat assault her before she stepped out of the Zipper and stood. Focused air currents and specialized energy fields kept the four climate zones independent of each other, catering to the desires and needs of the inhabitants of each zone. She preferred the jungle zone and the forest housing dome she lived in, but the arid zone wasn't too bad. They favored spicy foods that she enjoyed whenever she came here, but food was the last thing on her mind. 

Up ahead was a small shop on her right. Berk's Baubles and Ointments. The owner was an example of what she might have become if she hadn't taken the route she did. An adept that peddled medicines and charms, some legit and most fake. He also dealt in information, and she'd tapped him

many times in the past for exactly that reason. Behind his shop, in an alley, was a special passage into the Warrens, another reason she'd had to visit him before. 

Valerie took in a deep breath of the dry air and wrinkled her nose as it tickled her. She sniffed and took her first step. The sooner she could get this case out of the way the better. The last thing she needed was Dag'on sharing any personal information about her past with his meta friends. 

Besides, necromancer or not, Davina was supposed to be dead. She hadn't gone to Davina or Tark's, but she did confirm that it was Tark's body. How she'd survived she didn't know, but she knew there was no chance of Tark being alive too. All she had to do was find Davina and bring her in because she'd turned to necromancy. A dark art that made her almost as bad as a meta. 

Val paused at the door to Berk's to gather herself. As much she wanted to turn away she knew she couldn't. She'd never be ready to do this job. Now was as good a time as any. 





 




Chapter 6

"Well hello there miss," the shop's owner said as Val walked straight down the aisle from the door to the counter. "Help you find something? Let me guess, you're looking for something to  curse a lover that spurned you? I always say never leave a beautiful woman scorned. Any woman, for that matter, but especially not one as striking as you." 

"Hecta, shut up," Valerie said as she came to a stop. 

His mouth fell open and then he snapped it shut. There were very few people that knew his real name wasn't Bert. "I'm sorry, do I know you?" 

Val rolled her eyes. "It's been a couple of months, your memory's not that bad." 

"Valerie?" 

She nodded. 

He threw his hands up. "How do you do it? There's no magic to you, but always so different!" 

"We all have our secrets," she said. "And that's why I'm here." 

He glanced at the windows of his shop and then the door. He frowned and pressed a button on the underside of the counter, locking the front door and turning the "Open for Business" sign off. 

"You're going to ruin me, the way you keep coming to me." 

"More than two months, Hecta. I think you're safe." 

He snorted and motioned for her to follow him around the corner to a back room. 

"No, I won't be staying that long," she said. "Straight and simple this time." 

Hecta returned to her, though his eyes searched the windows and shadows. "I don't know of anything that's going on right now. It's been quiet. Mostly." 

"Mostly," Val repeated. "We'll save that for another time, I'm looking for someone specific." 

"Aren't you always?" 

Val ignored him. "Heard any troubles in the cemeteries lately?" 

"Cemeteries? God, no, why?" 

"I'm looking for a necromancer." 

"A necro— you think... are the dead rising?" 

"I hope not," she admitted. "Zombies are hard to put down without making a big mess and using a lot of firepower." 

He used the excuse to look her up and down. "You don't look like you're packing much firepower in that dress." 

"You  might be surprised," she said. 

He grinned. "I'll take your word for it, I'm not brave— or stupid— enough to risk finding out!" 

"Story of my life," Val quipped. "So you haven't heard anything?" 

He shook his head. "No... nothing. Sorry. Dark arts like that I'd be happy to tell you. In fact, if I hear anything I'll let you know, is your number still good?" 

"It's always good," she said. 

"All right, I'll let you know." 

Val nodded and started to turn away. "Hey," she said as another idea came to her. she turned back to him. "What about reagents and such? Anything a necromancer might want? Vials of blood, nightshade leaves or roots, bone meal... anything like that?" 

Hecta frowned and turned to his computer. "Trafficking in organs and body parts isn't legal. I don't know where you come up with these ideas," he muttered as he began searching through his records. He frowned and then spotted one. "Okay, here's an odd list I filled a week ago," he said and backed away. "I wouldn't have thought much about it except for the nightshade." 

Val leaned over the counter to look at the screen. She noticed Hecta's eyes zeroed in on the low neckline of her dress. She let his gaze wallow in the shadows of her cleavage while she studied the list. "Powdered orega—  a lot of it! Ground bistrils sprigs, memora petals, chopped schullz stalks, and nightshade roots... I don't even know what all of these are." 

"Substitutes with lesser alchemical properties. They have a synergistic effect that, when combined with nightshade juice, changes their primary usage to something only a necromancer would use." 

Val's eyes narrowed as she reread the list and dredged up from her memory what she could of the herbs, plants, and crushed rock. She nodded slowly. "I'm not sure, but I'd guess some sort of reactionary response in dead tissue?" 

"Not just reanimation," Hecta said. "False life." 

Val snorted. "That's one of the rights of passage into the dark arts, animating a zombie or skeleton. Or do you mean someone is trying to do it without using a spell?" 

He shook his head. The topic made him lose his focus on her cleavage. "No, this isn't about just animation. This is about rejuvenation of dead tissue." 

Val straightened and stared at him. "Healing the dead," she mused. "That's possible already, with magic. Short term though, it only lasts until the spell ends." 

"The orega acts as a binding agent," Hecta said. "I bet this lasts quite a while. Days or even weeks. I'm not sure, but I've dealt with enough of these herbs and compounds now, I'm considered something of an expert in these matters." 

Val waved him silent. "All right, who was it. Who bought this?" 

"Yeah, about that... it was a cash transaction," he said. "No records, just on the items sold. 

That and what I remember." 

Val glared at him. "What do you remember?" 

"It was a woman. She wore a dark robe— brown or grey, I think. She had a hood up too. I didn't think much of it, a lot of my customers like a certain anonymity. I'd never seen her before though, I can tell you that." 

"You must have seen something," Valerie pushed. 

"She had white skin, if that helps. Pale, but everybody's pale around here unless they've got money and time to get artificial tans. Black hair, I saw a little bit of wrapped around her neck. That was it... oh, wait, she had crescent moons and stars on her fingernails. I made a joke about how she'd need to be careful messing with those herbs that she didn't stain her pretty nails." 

Val swallowed and nodded. She didn't trust herself to speak. 

"You all right? You look like you just seen a ghost. Do you know her?" 

"No," Val snapped. She shook her head and offered him a thin smile. "Just thinking about what this could mean if it's what you think. If somebody's creating undead and giving them the ability to heal... this could be very bad." 

Hecta nodded. "Yeah, it could. Hey, do you think this has anything to do with the metas that have gone missing lately?" 

Val's eyes widened. "Metas are missing? I hadn't heard." 

"Yeah, a few here, a few there. No super powerful ones, just elves and dwarves and even a

pixie." 

"Pixie?" 

"Yeah, you know, short, wings, fairy magic. A pixie." 

Val swallowed again, relieved that she hadn't been talking to someone that had gone missing earlier. "Okay, yeah, I know what they are. Why do you think they might be related?" 

He shrugged. "Well, like I said, these herbs are substitutes. If you want a more powerful version you need the real thing. Real parts from real people. And since metas have magic in their blood already, they're even more powerful than humans are." 

"Fuck," Val whispered. 

He nodded. "Maybe." 

She shook her head and started to turn away. She glanced back and nodded. "Thanks, Hecta. I appreciate it. What do I owe you?" 

"For helping to stop a necromancer? Nothing. They're bad business for everyone!" 

She offered him another flash of a smile and spun to head out of the shop. All she had was circumstantial evidence, but everything pointed to something bad. And at the center of it was Davina. 

The stars and moons on her fingernails clinched it. She'd always had a fascination with astrology. She believed that the stars divined that she and Val were meant to be together. 

"Looks like you get to see me again after all," Val muttered as she activated the sub cellular communicator in implanted under her jawbone. She was about to sub-vocalize the instructions to call for a Zipper when she saw someone waving. She turned to get a better look and groaned. Dag'on had found her. 





 




Chapter 7

Dag'on smiled as he walked up to her. "I found something! Did you know—" 

Val's glare and quick shake of her head made the words die on his lips. She glanced around before nodding towards the back of Berk's. Dag'on's forehead creased in confusion until she looked back and then gestured for him to follow her. 

"What's back here?" he asked when he rounded the corner and found her standing there glaring at him. 

"Privacy," she said. She turned and glanced at the back door of the shed that had been built on to Hecta's shop. It was closed, but she narrowed her eyes for a moment as she tried to sense if any magic was in use. She turned back to him and nodded. "Go ahead." 

"Okay…" Dag'on said as he looked around. He overcame his confusion as he began to speak. 

"There have been some disappearances lately. One or two you can account for with that nymph, I'm sure, but those were humans. The others were metas. Six of seven, I believe, over the past couple of weeks. I don't believe the nymph ever attempted any metas before me, and that was only an unfortunate circumstance." 

"Unfortunate for you," Val pointed out. 

He nodded. "True, but I'd just finished a particularly involved appointment with a client and I wasn't at my best, otherwise I don't think she would have fared so well." 

"You had an appointment with a client in the jungle?" 

He smiled. "I seldom pick the location of my rendezvous, that is up to the client." 

Val pushed the glimpse into his work life to the side. "Is that all you've got?" 

"Is… oh, you mean the bit about the metas? I have some details, if that helps. Three elves, one pixie, one dwarf, and possibly one or more goblins. They keep to themselves and don't readily talk to outsiders." 

"Goblins?" Val repeated. Hecta hadn't told her that. Had he held it back, or had he just not known? Dag'on was right about one thing, goblins were withdrawn and isolated. There was no telling how many of them lived in the Warrens beneath the Complex. "What about the list of people I gave you to check on?" 

"I was on my way there when I saw you. I figured I would look into general rumors first, since you weren't telling me anything about the case we're working on." 

"I'm working on," she said. "Not you." 

"Oh? Then what about the people you asked me to check into? Ranielle Marks, Daw Klostenfelt, Kirk Valejo, and—" 

"They're just people that might I needed to check into. All human though, no metas." 

"So they missing metas aren't related?" 

Val hesitated long enough that he picked up on it. 

"They are! Now I'm curious. What's going on?" 

"Why do you care?" Val snapped. "They aren't relations of yours." 

He shrugged. "Somebody targets metas, they might target me. Whatever's going on doesn't appear to be limited to any one kind. It sounds to me more like small groups of people that encountered something. Is there some sort of serial killer on the loose? It wouldn't be the first time

that one group of metas got in a fight with another— we don't often live together well in tight quarters

— but this is several groups, potentially." 

Val sighed. She glanced at the door behind her again and turned towards it. She reached it before he found his voice. 

"Hey, what are you doing?" 

"You want to know so bad? Come with me." 

Dag'on hurried after her and stopped when she opened the door. A storage shed filled with broken equipment and spare parts awaited them. "This isn't— wait, what are you doing?" 

Val stepped through the illusion and moved to the side of the stairwell that descended into the ground. She turned and looked out, where Dag'on was staring with a blank and confused expression on his face. 

She suppressed her smirk and reached out, grabbing his wrist and pulling him in before he could react. He yelled in alarm and then fell silent when he found himself chest to chest with her. He had to tilt his head up to look at her since she was almost three inches taller than him in her wedges. 

"Oh! Well, if you wanted to get me alone that's not a problem. You could have just said—" 

"Knock it off," Val said. She stepped back and let go of his wrist so she could turn and point at the ground beside them. 

"Oh, right. Stairs?" 

"I hope you're used to thinking with your other head," Val said as she stepped onto the first step and started walking down them. "This leads into the Warrens." 

"The Warrens?" he repeated. "You think the killer is down here?" 

"How many humans live down here?" she asked. 

"I… I don't know. I'm sure some must, right?" 

"A few, but not many," she admitted. "A recent arrival at the Complex never reported to her assigned residence. That was nearly four weeks ago." 

"Another missing person? Human or meta?" 

"Human," Val said. "I don't think she's missing." 

"You don't?" he asked. "So what are we— you think she's behind the disappearances?" 

Val opened the door at the bottom of the staircase and waited for him to walk through into the five foot wide tunnel. 

Dag'on paused in the doorway and stared down the passage. The walls and floor were worn and smooth, although far from uniform and even. Lights were spaced infrequently, providing barely adequate lighting. 

"You've never been down here, have you?" she asked. 

Dag'on twitched and shook his head. "No. I mean, not this entrance, of course." 

"Of course," Val agreed. She studied him for a moment and then stated, "You've never been to the Warrens." 

He hesitated and shook his head. "No, never." 

"Keep your eyes open and pay attention," she warned. "This is off the grid down here. A separate culture and economy from what's above. Give everyone their space and stay out of the way, you'll be fine. Nobody wants any trouble except for the ones that do. Avoid them." 

"Uh… that doesn't make sense. Nobody except the ones that do?" 

"Stay close to me and you'll be fine," she said as she started walking down the tunnel. 

"Of course… but why? I mean, why are we down here? Do you think the killer is down here? 

Where would they go? It's been four weeks, did you check to see if they registered at a hotel?" 

"People live down here," she said. And yes, I think this is probably where she went, unless she hooked up with one of the people I gave to you to check out," Val said, reminding him he hadn't done the job she'd given him. 

"Oh, right. You could have told me that. Then I'd—" 

Val held up a hand, silencing him. She nodded ahead of them and drew his attention to where a pair of red-haired women with glistening skin and slits for pupils walked towards them. The one in front parted her lips and let a forked tongue slide out and taste the air. Her breath hissed through her narrow nostrils as they passed next to Val and Dag'on. 

They walked several more steps until Val glanced back and saw the two nagas were well out of earshot. "They barely noticed you," she said in a hushed voice. "So much for the stories about the enhanced sense of taste and smell nagas possess." 

"I told you, it only works on the person I'm focused on. That's you, obviously. You've done a remarkable job resisting it," he added. "Not that I'm trying to get you to give in, it's not something I can control." 

Val frowned and walked on, considering what he said. It made sense that he was influencing her, even if it wasn't intentional. There wasn't a single reason she could think of that she'd want to take a civilian into a place like this. Not if she had to keep track of him and keep him safe. Yet she hadn't even put up a real fight. Even worse, she'd invited him to come along! 

"Too late to change that now," she muttered as the tunnel reached a junction room with several other tunnels branching off in different directions. Others passed through the room to head down tunnels taking them to destinations near and far. Val had to fight down her desire to slow and prepare herself as she watched an ogre walked hunched over as he stepped out of one tunnel and turned to another. She wasn't the only one giving him space, a group of three elven men trailed after him and didn't speed up until they saw him take a different tunnel than the one they needed. 

Val turned and picked the second one on her left. She followed a man that wore a hooded robe down the passage, allowing enough distance in case Dag'on was foolish enough to talk. He stayed close enough behind her he brushed her heels once with his toes. He mumbled an apology and said nothing else. 

They felt the warmth ahead of them as they walked and heard the growing noise. The tunnel emptied into a larger room that had been carved from the rock. They emerged on a metal landing. She glanced around before heading towards stairs that would take them down two levels to the ground amidst the buildings built into the walls and floor. Lights were arranged haphazardly across the ceiling on the metal beams that served to support the rock. In spite of their random nature the small cavern was well lit. 

Men and woman of all types were moving down the narrow roads between buildings and coming in and out of them. A voice rose above the others in a grunt, shout, or laugh on occasion. 

"Where—" 

Val stopped in front of him, forcing him to bump into her before he could catch himself. She snapped her head back to look over her shoulder and glare at him. She followed it with a curt shake of her head and then turned back and stared as a massive man was led down the main road in the cavern by two hulking figures. He had manacles that ran from his wrists to the collar around his thick neck. From each wrist the chains stretched out to two of his keepers, one on each side. 

"Minotaur!" Dag'on hissed. 

"Pit fights," Val responded. "Part of the games in the Warrens." 

"Barbaric," the incubus muttered. 

Val smirked and turned away from the direction the minotaur and his two ogre tenders had taken him. "Almost there," she said without knowing why she bothered. 

"It stinks down here," Dag'on mumbled. 

"All I can smell is you," she admitted. She didn't tell him she wasn't sure if she preferred it that way or not. 

"You're lucky." 

"I'm not so sure. Follow my lead and try not to talk," she said as she turned and pushed open the door of a shop. 

Dag'on followed without hesitating. He slowed when he walked into the small bar and then caught himself gawking. Val was already nearing the six stool bar, causing him to hurry through the tight tables and chairs without bumping anyone to join her side. 

"You couldn't find a bar closer to home?" he hissed. 

"Not one with her," Val said as a woman emerged from a shimmering doorway clad in body hugging dress that flickered and flashed a pattern of swirls and colors up from where the slash cut dress covered the top of her black stiletto heeled boots all the way to her neck and ran down her arms to the elbow length black gloves she wore. The colors that swirled across her body included a transparent sheen, giving a glimpse to the sheer beauty of her form that lie beneath before it was swept away in the next wave of color. The transparency also showed there was nothing between the dress and her body. 

A lustrous mane of perfect red hair framed her face but did nothing to detract from the tiny sparkling crystals that decorated her brow and high cheekbones. Everything about her spoke of glamour, excess, and beauty, even the full white feathered wings on her back that she kept tucked tight against her. 

"Is that—" 

"Been a while since you've been down here, sweetheart," the woman said as she swept past Val and Dag'on and delivered a tray filled with two plated piled high with steaming food and a matching pair of tall drinks. She turned back and stepped behind the bar before she looked Val up and down. "That's a good look for you," she said. "I like it. Who's your boy toy?" 

Val glanced at Dag'on but he was entranced by the beautiful woman. "Dag'on," Val said, causing him to jump and collect himself. 

"An incubus? Sweetie, does that mean you're never going to take me up on my offer?" 

"Offer?" Dag'on asked. His eyes widened. "Is that why you resist?" 

Val rolled her eyes while the winged woman laughed. "This is Brill, she's an angel. And no, I'm not into girls. I resist you because I… well, just because." 

"Her heart belongs to another," Brill said. "And there's nothing anyone can do about it. 

Besides, I only want her to come and work for me." 

"You couldn't pay me enough," Val said and forced herself to keep her attention focused on Brill and not the metas in her pub. 

"Ah, if only that were the real reason," Brill pouted. She shrugged, the action extending her wings for a moment before she pulled them back in. "So what can I get you, the usual?" 

"I don't drink," Val reminded her. 

"Not true," Brill said with a wink. "But you've never had a drink with me." 

"Wait a minute," Dag'on said. "Angels are supposed to be pure and virtuous beings. Uptight and holier-than-thou, even. You own a bar!" 

"This is only the top level, handsome," Brill said. 

"You didn't catch the name on the way in, did you?" Val asked. 

"What? No, I didn't. What is it?" 

"Fallen Angels," Brill said before she wet her red lips with her tongue. Another crystal stud was placed on her tongue, glinting as it caught the light before she sucked it back into her mouth. 





 




Chapter 8

"Sabine, would you please tend the bar?" 

Dag'on spun around, confused as to who Sabine was and why Brill was talking to her. There was no one behind him, other than the people sitting at the tables. None of them showed any unusual interest or response. 

He turned back around and made a choking sound as he couldn't figure out if he was supposed to breath in or out. A red skinned woman stepped out of the same shimmering doorway Brill had walked through. Twin horns emerged from her forehead, distracting from her pouty lips, dark eyes, and delicate cheek bones. 

Unlike Brill, the new woman had leathery black wings tucked behind her back. She wore a revealing black halter top and micro skirt that hung low enough on her curvaceous hips it seemed a work of magic that it didn't fall down her legs. The reason for the skirt was obvious when he saw her spade tipped tail coil up and around her bare belly. 

"New hires?" the red skinned succubus asked as she looked Dag'on up and down appreciatively. "He's focused on her, unless they're a team he won't be able to do any work for anyone else until that contract is over. " 

"Mind your tongue, Sabine," Brill scolded. "These are my guests. Although I'd sacrifice a few feathers to get Val working with me." 

The succubus turned her attention on Val. She sniffed and then licked her lips, making them glisten. "Valerie! Impressive, I didn't recognize you! Welcome back. Oh… you're riled up, probably because of the incubus, I bet. What did you do to him to make him so plain?" 

Brilla spoke before Val could respond. "Tend the customers, and remember, no orgies in the common room." 

Sabine pouted. "You're so strict!" 

Val glanced at Dag'on and nudged him to stop him from gawking. 

Dag'on clamped his mouth shut. 

Brill smiled and said, "Please, follow me somewhere more private." She turned and stepped through the shimmering curtain. 

"Come on," Val grunted and followed the angel through the colorful lights. 

Dag'on hesitated and glanced at Sabine, but her attention was on the customers already. He smirked when he noticed her tail had uncoiled enough to slide up under her halter top that struggled to contain her ample breasts. He chuckled and walked through the light curtain. 

The music and din of conversation from the bar stopped abruptly. It was replaced by a new but different noise. Softer music drifted through the air, soothing and relaxing even though the source was impossible to pinpoint. 

They were in a large room filled with couches and tables. Men and women of various races were playing games of chance at the tables while others were reclining on the couches resting, drinking, or enjoying some private company. Several doors led off the room, each of them marked with a new shimmering curtain of light that gave no hint as to what lay beyond them. 

"What the hell is this place?" Dag'on mumbled as he spun around slowly. 

"Fallen Angels is upstairs," Brill said. "This, here, is Paradise Lost." 

"And the curtains? I thought teleportation was forbidden here?" 

"There's a loophole," the angel explained. "Short distance, such as within the same building is permitted so long as they are fixed bidirectional portals. Much better than stairs." 

Dag'on glanced around some more, processing it. He focused on the waiters and waitresses and dealers, all of them beautiful and friendly specimens of their races. "I never would have imagined this being here. Or anywhere!" 

Brill's laughter seemed to fill the room with sunshine. "Seeing is believing, and having of this extraordinary woman on your arm puts you in extremely good company." 

"We're not together," Val snapped. 

"Of course not," Brill soothed. "But there's something between you, even if I can't quite see it." 

"She saved my life," Dag'on said. "I'm bound to her until I can return the favor." 

Brill laughed again. 

"What?" 

"Pardon my vulgarity, but you're fucked," the angel said. Even hearing the word slip from the angel's lips made both of them wince at the obscenity. "Valerie saved my life once too. She refused my service or my favor, but she still stops by from time to time to remind me that even a simple human can be more magnificent than the strongest meta." 

Dag'on turned to stare at Val. 

She ignored him. "You said privacy?" 

Brill smiled. "Of course, follow me." 

Val and Dag'on trailed after her as she wound through the lounge and offered simple words and smiles to her employees and patrons. She took them to another curtain and stepped through. 

The new room was rectangular with a desk to their left. Three small ivory couches were arranged to their right facing each other and leaving the opening towards the desk. A small table rested between them. Brilla made her way to the far couch and sat down with a fluid grace only an angel could manage. 

"Please, sit. The room is very secure, I promise you. Sabine might like recording what goes on in her chambers, but I do not." 

"Oh my god," Val muttered as she shook her head. She made her way to the couch against the right wall and sat down. She raised her eyebrows at Dag'on and glanced at the remaining couch, instructing him with her eyes to take it. He did. 

As soon as he sat down Brilla started in. "Where ever did you find such a naïve incubus?" 

"Hey!" Dag'on argued. "I'm not naïve, I've just never been into the Warrens. My clientele is more exclusive." 

"Clearly," Brilla said and glanced at Val. Val pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. 

Brilla showed no such restraint. 

"What I don't get is how you have a succubus working for you. That seems, oh, I don't know—

impossible!" 

"Remember when I said Val saved my life?" 

Dag'on nodded. 

"She saved Sabine too. We'd both been captured by a human wizard that used our biases against each other to his advantage. He had some truly unpleasant things planned for us, but Val helped us both overcome our problems and work together. Because of her we not only survived, but we opened our minds and learned a great many things about ourselves and each other." 

Dag'on held up a hand to stop her. "Uh, this story isn't going to end up in some sort of three-way is it?" 

Brill's eyes widened. "Leave it to an incubus to go there. Jealous that you weren't invited?" 

Val snorted, ignoring Brill's question for the man. "Hardly. I told you I'm not into girls." 

"Not into guys either, it seems," he amended. 

"She had a man once," Brill said. 

"Brill, that's enough," Val snapped. "I'm here looking for someone." 

"Of course you are, sweetie. You're always looking for somebody." 

Val nodded. "I suppose that's true." 

The angel smiled and leaned forward just as her dress flashed transparent for half a second. 

She remained oblivious the display she offered and said, "So tell me how I can help." 

Val nodded. "Well, what I know so far is there are several missing metas. I have no proof they are related though." 

"But you think they are?" 

Val nodded. 

"Then they are unless you find otherwise," Brill said. She looked at Dag'on before adding, 

"Never doubt this woman's instinct." 

Val ignored the heat in her cheeks from the unexpected praise. "The second item is a list of herbs and magical components obtained by an anonymous woman. My source believes that they could be combined to create a potion or salve that would allow for the rejuvenation and restoration of dead flesh for a prolonged period, days or weeks, even." 

The angel's smile faded. "Why? I can see some uses for that sort of thing. Well, many, I suppose, but I can only justify a few. The rest speak of—" 

"Dark arts," the incubus muttered. He looked at Val and said, "You didn't tell me anything about this." 

Val glanced at him and away. "I just found out when you saw me." 

"Dark magic is my fear," Brill said. "Although magic is without moral or intent by itself, it is the desire of the user that often turns it dark or light." 

"Necromancy," Val confirmed. "That's my instinct." 

"And how do the missing metas fit in?" Brill wondered. 

"The ingredients were mundane enough on their own, but I'm told they are substitutes for natural ingredients. Living, organic tissues and samples." 

"You think the metas were killed and their bodies harvested?" the angel asked. 

"Probably. Some, at least," Val agreed. "Others, maybe not. Maybe they were taken so they could be turned into the beginnings of an army of undead." 

"An army of undead?" Dag'on mumbled. "That hasn't been attempted in ages! Foolish, they are easy to destroy because they are slow and clumsy. The stench and the effort makes it hardly worthwhile." 

"If their bodies repair themselves, there would be no odor. Their muscles would work, making them as fast as a living person," Brill said. 

"The only thing we'd have in our favor is that rules of war do not apply to the dead," Val said. 

"If it got that far. I hope to stop her before it does." 

"Her?" Brill said. "You know who this necromancer is?" 

Val hesitated. "My source said it was a woman who bought the supplies, but he couldn't see her face." 

Brill shifted in her seat towards Val. "You do know." 

Val's response came after a long pause. "Perhaps." 

"Stinky or not, there's no way an army could amass under our noses without becoming obvious. Local Climintra would intervene, they could be marshaled in force for a threat like that," 

Dag'on said. 

"What if their bodies were restored to the point where they were fully functional. Speech, thought, and everything?" Val wondered aloud. "They would be under the control of the necromancer, but could they still be capable of some autonomous action if granted that freedom." 

"I'm not a wizard or a master of dark magic," Brill asked. "But what you're saying sounds possible." 

Dag'on frowned. "What are you saying?" 

"I'm saying that if they were high functioning, they could return to their former lives with no one being the wiser. The ultimate sleeper agent." 

Brill frowned. "You're too clever for your own good. It almost upsets me that you could conceive of such a devilish scheme." 

"Almost?" Val asked. 

Brill's smile returned. "I know your heart, sweetie. Your head may possess the ability for such dark thoughts, but your heart is pure. You understand the evil you've danced with because you must fight it. You've proven the darkness is no place you can dwell for long. Your heart and soul yearns for the light." 

"That's not what I've heard," Dag'on muttered. 

Brill's smile vanished as she turned her intense green eyed gaze on him. "You've heard wrong. 

Valerie is hard to know and sometimes harder to deal with, but there are few people, human or meta, with a stronger heart or greater sense of duty." 

"Let's not give me too much credit," Val said. 

"Nonsense," Brill insisted. "I am an angel, it is my gift to know the heart of a person. You may doubt yourself, but I do not. Even at your lowest you fought against the darkness and returned to the light." 

Valerie snorted. 

Dag'on leaned forward, anxious to get more information on her. "What about her hate for metas? And all the stories about her years as a witchslayer?" 

"That's none of your fucking business," Valerie growled. 

"For all the beauty of her body and soul, she is a woman of many secrets," Brill said. "One of those she keeps hidden even from herself is that she doesn't hate metas." 

"Enough, damn it!" Val snapped. "I'm here to find out what you might know about a necromancer, that's all." 

Brill bowed her head. "My apologies. Well, not really. Don't you think it is Dag'on's business if he's working for you?" 

"He's not working for me, he's…. he's stuck with me. Or I'm stuck with him." 

Brill turned back to the incubus. "Why do you think she saved Sabine and I? Why do you think she saved you? It doesn't matter if you're a human or a meta, she will do the right thing every time. 

She wants to hate them, but deep inside she knows she can't. She knows they aren't responsible for—" 

Valerie lurched to her feet. "We're done here," she spat. 

Dag'on and Brill watched the tall woman that towered over them. Her cheeks were red and her jaw was set, complementing the fierce glare in her eyes. Dag'on rose slowly and nodded. "My

apologies, I only wished to know you better." 

"Next time, ask me," Val said in clipped tones. 

"Asking a rock why they are a rock is seldom informative," Brill said. "I haven't heard of anything beyond some bits about recent disappearances. But, to offer you what help I might, I would think any experimentation with the deceased would draw less attention in the cold zone. The disappearances, as I understand it, took place everywhere but that zone." 

Valerie stared at her and nodded slowly. "Of course! That makes perfect sense." 

Brill smiled. "I know it does, I sensed you already knew the answer but didn't realize it yet." 

Valerie shook her head and turned to Dag'on. "Let's go. I need to get to the cold zone." 

"I'm going too." 

"You're in over your head," Valerie said. "Go back to my— your place." 

"She's right," Brill said. "This may very well be beyond you." 

"I can handle myself," Dag'on said. "Besides, failure to act when an opportunity to fulfill my contract  would be a breach of terms. That would go badly for me." 

Brill smiled. "Don't let her keep you in the dark then." 

Dag'on stared at Val and said, "I'll try." 

Valerie snorted and turned to Brill. The angel stepped forward, spreading her arms and unfurling her wings to their full, magnificent, length. Brill pulled the woman in for a hug and wrapped her wings around them, hiding them while the angel pressed her lips to Valerie's. The kiss was chaste and brief, giving Valerie room to bow her head. 

Brill pressed her lips to Valerie's forehead and whispered, "Go with my blessings, Valerie Washburn, and may the light ever guide you." 

"Thank you," Valerie whispered as a feeling of peace and calm spread through her. 

The angel retracted her wings and released her. She turned to Dag'on. "Would you like my blessing, incubus? Normally I would not offer it without knowing you far better, but you travel with Valerie, and if it might help you help her, then I shall give it willingly." 

Dag'on looked to Valerie and asked, "Uh… should I?" 

Val nodded so he turned to the angel. She stretched out her arms and beckoned him to step forward with her hands. Dag'on swallowed and went to her. She enfolded him in her embrace and repeated the process, kissing his lips and then guiding his head down so she could put her touch upon his forehead. For the briefest of moments blue lines started to flare to life on his skin. They vanished as soon as Brill's lips broke contact with his flesh. 

"Go with my blessings, Dag'on Mefulus, and may the light ever guide you." 

Dag'on gasped as he felt her blessing surge through him and fill him with a strange calm energy. He looked at her with open eyes wonder. Brill smiled back at him and nodded towards Val. 

Val gestured for him to follow and moved to the doorway. "Thank you, Brill, for the blessing and advice." 

"You  can always come to me, sweetie, you know that. Even if you only need to talk." 

Val hesitated and nodded, then she looked at the awestruck incubus and rolled her eyes. 

"Come on, stinky, we've got work to do." 





 




Chapter 9

"So the cold zone?" Dag'on asked. "My least favorite area of the Complex, I have to admit." 

"Yes, the cold" Valerie said as she led them back through the Warrens. "But I want to change first." 

"Right. A dress is hardly fitting for that area. Much too chilly, even for me." 

"It's not the cold, it's… I just prefer to be in something less restrictive. Dresses really aren't my thing, but I wore it in case I needed to visit Brill. She has a thing about women wearing dresses." 

Dag'on laughed. "Less restrictive? How could you possibly find something less restrictive than what you're—" 

Val glanced at him as his words trailed off. "What's the matter?" 

"You're right." 

"I try," she quipped. 

"I mean about the dresses. Every woman in there was wearing a dress or a skirt of some sort. 

Why does she dislike pants?" 

Val rolled her eyes. "I'm pretty sure that doesn't matter for what we're doing." 

Dag'on made a disapproving face and then shrugged. "I suppose you're right. That kiss of hers though, I've never felt anything like it. It was… nice." 

"The blessing of an angel," Val said. "I can see how not many of your kind have received such a thing." 

Dag'on followed her through the tunnels without a word, lost in pleasant thoughts brought on by Brill's blessing. He failed to notice as Val's wedges blurred and flowed, lowering the heels by nearly half an inch and covering her feet in a pair of ankle boots. 

They reached the stairs to the alley and then stepped outside of the shed behind Berk's. Dag'on stared at the illusion of the storage room and shook his head until Val shut the door. That seemed to break him out of his thoughts. 

"So, back to your place?" 

"No need," Val said. "Quicker to just go to the cold zone." 

"But you wanted to change…" 

"I can do that on the way." 

"We're going shopping?" 

Val smirked at the man's confused questions. "Wait and see. I do wish I had my gun, but I'll make do." 

"You expect trouble?" 

"Always," Val said. She walked around the store and started back towards the Zipper station. 

Along the way she activated her sub cellular communicator and placed an order for a Zipper. 

Dag'on opened his mouth to ask her a question and thought better of it. He glanced around and pressed his lips together. Val raised one eyebrow and gave him a touch of a smile and a nod, congratulating him on his restraint. The incubus smiled back and turned to study the Zippers and Glyders that zipped through the air above them on the approved airways. 

Their Zipper arrived inside of a minute and dropped down in front of them. The door opened, inviting them to step. Val gestured for Dag'on to go first and then crawled in after him. 

"Welcome, residents. Where would you like to go today?" the painfully neutral voice of the Zipper asked. 

"Cold zone. Closest Zipper station to the cemetery," Val instructed. 

"The cemetery?" Dag'on repeated after the Zipper confirmed and lifted off the ground. 

"We're heading for the Warrens again, but my guess is she'll be close by the cemetery. Best source of raw material." 

"Okay, that makes sense. What about back at that club. You said you should have thought of the cold zone. Why?" 

"Because she grew up in a cold place. Constant winter. When I knew her she was always hot, she never acclimated to warmer temperatures." 

"You really do know her!" Dag'on said. "Who is she? And how, I mean, what kind of hist—

Mephisto's balls! What's happening?" 

Val ignored him as she focused on the nanobots reconstruction of her outfit. Millions of microscopic machines deconstructed her dress and rearranged it, making it look like a blue and grey froth that coated her skin until it began to settle into a new shape. 

"I'm changing," Val said while the last pieces of her new outfit finished taking shape and the nanobots swarmed across her skin and fashioned themselves into new tattoos under the black tank top that flowed into matching shorts. It was a one piece outfit with no obvious means of putting it on or taking it off. 

"What in the hell… You're not a human, you're a meta! A shifter," he sputtered. 

Val shook her head. "Sorry to disappoint. I'm one hundred percent human. It's not magic." 

"Not magic? Then what?" 

Val studied him for a moment and then nodded. "Nano-technology." 

"Nano-technology? That's used for medicine and construction of tiny components, isn't it?" 

"In most cases, yes," she said. "One of my first missions was to stop a mad-scientist type from his adaptation of nano-tech into an army that obeyed his commands. Scary stuff, what he could do. 

The team I was with lost a lot of people before I put him down. Almost lost myself too, they were eating me alive, both from the outside and inside." 

"Eating you alive?" 

"Basically," she agreed. "They need energy to function and they break down some of what they tear apart to power themselves. So yeah, eating me in the not-so-fun way." 

Dag'on laughed. "That was a sex joke! I didn't think you made those." 

Val paused. He was right, she didn't make sex jokes. She didn't have time for them, usually. 

She shook the thought away and continued. "When I killed their host they faced imminent deactivation. 

I knew they'd killed me too. It was harder and harder to focus and think and my body wouldn't respond to what I told it to do anymore. So with my last thoughts I grabbed onto the one and only thing that made sense. I invited them to join with me." 

Dag'on's lips were parted as he stared at her. His black eyes seemed less bottomless and more awed and horrified. "You… you mean you're part machine?" 

Val shrugged. "It seemed like a good idea at the time. Better than death, anyhow. They bonded with me and are a part of me now. I don't know if I'm part machine or not. They kept me alive until I could heal and recover— in fact they even helped me do that faster. If I lost them all I don't think I'd suffer for it, other than the fact that I've come to rely on them." 

He stared for several long seconds and then shook himself. "But how do they know what to do? I mean… you didn't tell them anything, or program them, or… I don't even know. How do you

command them?" 

Val reached up and tapped the side of her head. He noticed her fingernails were black, matching her new outfit. "They're up here too. That was his masterpiece, creating nanobots capable of integrating with the mind and understanding thoughts. I don't need to know how to program them, they know how to translate what I want into what they need. A change of clothes, a disguise, or simple blades and weapons." 

He whistled. "That's… I don't know." 

"Amazing?" she suggested. 

"I was going for disturbing or frightening," he said. "Sorry." 

She shrugged. "Understandable. A human with something that threatens metas and their natural powers is bound to ruffle some feathers. That's why nobody knows but me and, well, now you." 

His eyes widened. "Seriously? Nobody else?" 

She shook her head. "I've never told anyone." 

He frowned. "Why me?" 

"I don't know," she admitted. "Probably a combination of Brill's blessing cooling me down and your pheromones sneaking their way into my head and loosening me up towards you." 

"Well… I'm honored," he said. "I hope there's nothing after this contract is over that causes me to betray that trust." 

Valerie frowned. "What could cause that?" 

"Since there was no confidentiality clause in this contract, another contract could force me to divulge it. The odds are long, after all, mostly I end up bound to clients that desire pleasure." 

Val gave him a steely look and asked, "You have no code of honor or decency?" 

He sighed. "I do, and I use that to negotiate my contracts accordingly. Most of the time there is no problem. Save for times, like this, where I had no control over my contract. I believe I have a privileged life most of the time, but this is a considerable offset I've never had to deal with before." 

"I'll keep that in mind," she said. 

He winced. "I'm sorry. I don't mean to be difficult. I am trying to be as honest and fair as I can be." 

She shrugged. "It is what it is." 

"What does that even mean?" he asked. "I've heard it many times, but it's never made sense. Of course it is what it is, otherwise it would be something else. Whatever  it is." 

Val smirked. "Roll with it. That's what the saying is all about. Not much that can be done so don't worry about it, just take the hit and keep on going." 

Dag'on sighed. "Well, you're secret is as safe with me as can be. So long as no one other than you ever binds me in a contract like this one." 

Val nodded. "Good. I'll make sure that doesn't happen then." 

He studied her for a moment and then glanced away when she offered him nothing more. He only stared out the window for a few minutes before he turned back to her. "I know you don't want to talk about it, but why do you want to hate metas so much? Other than the obvious, I mean." 

"The obvious?" 

"Most of us are arrogant. I am too, I admit it, but I like to think I'm different because I've spent so much time with humans. Intimately, I mean. I've gotten to know them and gotten an understanding of how humans think and feel. You're strong, in your own way, even if you don't have special powers and abilities. Well, most humans don't." 

Val smirked at the end of his explanation. "Yes, most don't, but we still find a way. The

condescension metas give us is irritating, but it's not all that bad." 

"It's not?" 

"Not unless I'm already in a bad mood," she said. 

He nodded and waited for her to continue. He was about to give up when she opened her mouth. 

"Metas killed my… well, what was he. I call him my fiancé, but our engagement was a thing of words. He hadn't gotten me a ring yet. Not because he wasn't sure, we just weren't worried about it. We had our whole lives ahead of us." 

Dag'on let out a soft grunt. "I'm sorry to hear that." 

"Yeah, me too," she whispered. Val shrugged. "That was seven years ago. More or less. He was with a friend practicing some spells and something went very wrong. The metas they were practicing on— goblins— broke free and attacked. Tark was killed, either by them or in the fire and collapse that followed as the goblins broke free." 

Dag'on winced. "Goblins… savage and crude, but dangerous when cornered. You say they were practicing spells on them?" 

"Yes, charms and protective enchantments. They weren't hurting them." 

Dag'on sniffed. "Would you feel threatened if someone practiced spells on you?" 

Val held up a hand. "I know, they just wanted to escape. And at the time humans and metas were at war with each other. Still, they took away the only thing that mattered to me. I joined the Army right after that so I could fight back, but it never filled the hole." 

"I'm beginning to understand," Dag'on said. "So now you fight to save metas because of the ones you killed?" 

Val smirked. "Hardly. Those deaths were justified. We were at war and I was saving human lives. That was my job." 

Dag'on bowed his head. "From a soldier's perspective, that makes sense. Much like my contracts, I must do what is required in them." 

Val considered what he said before responding, "I guess on some level that makes sense." 

"What about your boyfriend's friend? Did he survive?" 

"She," Val corrected. "I was told she didn't. I didn't stick around long enough to ask questions." 

"I'm sorry again." 

"Don't be. Turns out she survived." 

"Oh! Well that's good. Have you and she gotten together to talk about it?" 

"Where do you think we're going?" 

Dag'on blinked as he digested her words. "She… you mean… she's the necromancer?" 

"Apparently," Val said before turning to look out the window. The ground and building were covered with snow, proving they'd entered the cold zone. A chill passed through her that rivaled the stark white beauty of the snow and ice outside. 

The Zipper rounded a cluster of buildings and passed along an open section that led to a gated and fenced off area. It was a cemetery, although in the cold zone most of the tombs were above ground. The Zipper neared the station and slowed before descending. 

"Is it cold in the Warrens here too?" Dag'on asked. 

"Not quite as bad," she said. "But remember to be thankful for the cold." 

"Why in the hell would I be thankful?" 

"Because if you're cold, it means you can still feel. That means you're still alive." 

Dag'on's lips parted in a gasp as the Zipper door opened and cold air swirled in and threatened to steal their breath. He clutched his arms to his chest and flexed  his muscles instinctively to try and keep his body heat. 

Val stepped out of the Zipper and waited. "Last chance to go home," she suggested. 

He hesitated and then followed her. "And miss a chance to repay your favor? No way." 

She nodded and started walking ahead. The snow eddied and swirled around her but she ignored it and kept moving to the inevitable confrontation she would give anything to avoid. 





 




Chapter 10

"Mephisto's balls, it's cold out here!" Dag'on sputtered as he followed Val into the cemetery. 

"How are you not freezing?" 

"Nanotech," she said over her shoulder. It was true, her machines were keeping her warm even though she could feel the cold starting to seep into her skin. The problem was the high energy burn her nanobots had to use to keep her warm was degrading them. Without a fuel source they were cannibalizing themselves. They could feed on the glucose in her blood or even her flesh if it was necessary, but she rarely reached that point. The nanobots were great for keeping her body in bikini shape year round though. 

Val led the way to the office near the front of the cemetery and tried the door. It was locked, earning another curse from Dag'on. She tried the buzzer and waited for over a minute. 

Dag'on stomped his feet and rubbed his arms. "Now what? Explore on our own?" 

"This shouldn't be locked and unattended," Val said. "At least not during daylight hours. This is odd." 

"Maybe the caretaker is out doing rounds or fell ill today?" 

She raised an eyebrow. "Fell ill? When was the last time you knew anyone that had a legitimate sick day? Other than because of a serious injury or disease?" 

Dag'on shrugged. 

Val turned back and put her hand on the cold metal door. Some of her nanobots swirled down her poured onto the metal and around the edge of the door that was too thin for even the thinnest of knives. She waited and watched as the grey film on the door thinned but never disappeared. After several seconds the nanobots rushed back up her arm, bringing a fresh warm that surged through her arm all the way to her shoulder before it faded. 

"What are you doing?" Dag'on hissed through chattering teeth. 

Val pushed on the door and smiled as it swung inward. She stepped in out of the wind and stepped aside so he could follow. 

"You destroyed the lock? How?" he sputtered as he looked down at the edge of the door. 

"Every girl's got a few tricks up her sleeve," Val said and pushed the door shut. She looked around the small entry room and decided on a nearby chair. She grabbed it and pushed it against the door, wedging it shut. 

"Is it cold in here or am I still numb?" 

Val nodded. "The heat's off or turned down. Saving energy while no one's here, maybe?" 

Dag'on grunted. "Well someone's here now, let's see if we can turn it back up." 

"I hope we're not here that long," she said. 

"Okay, so what are we doing then? Is there an entrance to the Warrens in here?" 

She shook her head. "I doubt it. I'm not sure where it would be, but I'll know it when I see it." 

"How?" 

"I went to the wizard academy for a year, but I can't use magic. I am, however, an adept." 

His eyes widened. "You're full of surprises! Like a physical adept, or just one that can sense magic?" 

"I considered going down the physical path, but it would require working with too many

wizards and witches. After what happened, I wasn't ready to face that. So no, I can only sense magic." 

"Pity, having someone able to punch holes in walls and dodge bullets would have come in handy." 

Val stopped herself from defending her choices. He had no right knowing any of her past or her reasons. She kept spilling more and more of it though. She had to stop doing that, it was dangerous. Dangerous for her and maybe even for him. She had enemies, after all. Humans and metas she'd put away. Many of them wouldn't be imprisoned forever. 

Val pushed the troubling worries away and said, "I do all right on my own." 

He grunted and studied the fog of air he'd breathed out into the chilly office. 

"Look for anything unusual or suspicious," she said. "Anything out of place or something that doesn't make sense." 

"Like us?" 

Val smirked. "Yes, like us." 

Dag'on began to look through the small lobby. Val kept an eye on him as he fumbled about and proved he had no clue what he was doing. She moved into the adjoining office and looked the desk and decorations over before she started opening drawers and going through them. Dag'on joined her after a few minutes and watched her examine the contents of the drawers and check for hidden spaces in them. 

"Nothing," she said as she closed the last drawer and straightened. 

"Now what?" 

She walked up to him and slipped past him, coming close enough to brush against his muscled chest on her way through the doorway. "We keep looking," she said and turned her back on him. 

What was wrong with her? She barely even noticed his pheromones any more, had she finally gotten used to them or had they stopped working? Or worse, had they gotten to her and that was why she was acting like this. It was mild teasing and flirting, at best, but for her that was significant. She clenched her jaw and noticed that Dag'on had already checked out the restroom off the lobby. That left the door that led back into the rest of the building facilities. 

She tried the door and pushed it open. A sign on the door read, "Employees Only," but relying on that instead of a lock to keep people out was an open invitation. She walked through and looked down the hallway. Three doors faced her, one on either side of the hallway and a third door at the end. 

Her hand slid down to her hip and brushed across the fabric of her jumper. She frowned. Her gun was in her apartment and her nanobots had worked through the fuel the lock provided them. In a normal environment they could be powered from her body heat alone, as long as they weren't doing anything other than lying dormant and waiting. Providing warmth to her, on the other hand, created an energy deficit. 

Val looked around for another energy source. The problem was she'd already broken into the building without obtaining a warrant or even reasonable evidence to justify her actions. Vandalism would make things worse if they found nothing. That left her with one option. She set her jaw and gave the tiny machines permission to feed. 

Her body warmed from the inside as the nanobots flowing through her arteries feasted and shared their energy with their brothers. In seconds she felt them all active and on standby awaiting instructions. 

"What's wrong?" Dag'on asked, clueless to the internal metamorphosis she was undergoing. 

"Which door do you want to try first?" 

Rather than answer him with words her nanobots flowed down her arm and filled her palm with mass. The mass swelled and grew, stretching out and taking the familiar shape of an eight inch knife with a very sharp edge on either side of the blade. 

"Oh! You can… wow!" 

Val flashed him a weary smile and lifted a finger to her pale lips to indicate silence. She moved to the door on the left first and waited for him to move closer. She took a breath and tried the handle. It turned in her hand without resistance or noise. 

She nodded and pushed. The door swung in but she didn't let go. An empty table long enough for a body was in the middle of the small medical office. Counters and cabinets lined the walls, including several vials, jars, and tools that were lying haphazardly about. The table was empty, save for some dried and frozen stains. 

Val blinked and focused on seeing the auras in the room. It was as dull and lifeless as it first appeared. She scowled and turned around, prepared to call the entire thing off. A jar on the counter caught her attention. It was practically glowing with leftover magic. 

"What is it?" Dag'on hissed when he saw her staring at the jar. 

Val picked up the jar and looked inside of it. There were traces of some sort of liquid inside the jar. A viscous liquid that couldn't easily be poured or drained out. She reached in and scooped her fingers along the edge of the jar, wiping a smudge of it free. She held her finger up and watched as the leftover sludge glistened on her skin and began to sink into her flesh. 

Her eyes narrowed. She commanded her nanobots to attack and watched them rush down her arm and swarm over the substance. She felt her finger tingling as it served as a battleground for the tiny machines. In seconds it was over, the sludge was gone. Her finger felt like it was on fire though, and the fire was spreading as the nanobots swarmed back up her arm and retook their place as tattoos. 

"What just happened?" Dag'on asked in a low voice. 

Val shook her head and watched her arm. The warmth spread across her chest and to the rest of her body, filling the nanobots with energy greater than they could store and forcing them to vent the remainder as heat. 

"Val, you're red. What's going on?" 

She shook her head again and set the knife on the counter top next to the jar. She used her hands to rip at the shoulder straps of her top and pulled her arms out of it. She had to push the figure hugging garment down her body so she could stand nude in the room while her body got hotter and hotter. 

"What— this isn't good! Should I get someone or do something? Do you need water or medicine or something?"" 

Val held up a hand and croaked, "Wait." 

He hesitated and nodded while she endured the waves of heat. It kept building, causing sweat to bead on her forehead and drip down her face, neck, and between her breasts. Still she waited until, at last, the heat plateaued and then began to lessen. It decreased drastically, dropping to nearly nothing in a matter of seconds. 

"You're sweating? What in the hell…" 

"It's over," she whispered. Now that the energy surplus gone the cold began to set back in, chilling her worse than before with the fresh sweat on her skin. She bent over and grabbed her jumpsuit and pulled it back up her body. She stretched it out getting her arms back through the shoulder straps and pulling it back in place. She tugged at the neckline and noticed how her frantic attempt to take it off had popped stitches and stretched it beyond simple repair. "Oops." 

"Can't you fix it like you did before?" 

She nodded. "Yes, but I have to be careful," she said. "Every time I change something there's less and less of the material I can work with, unless I add something else to it. That and my nanobots need energy, I have to manage that. Fighting off that potion wiped them out and destroyed a few hundred thousand from overcharging." 

"Hundred thousand?" he gasped. "You have that many?" 

"I've had millions at one time before," she said. "Right now there's nowhere near that many though. I need to replenish them, but that takes a little time and raw materials. I can't just start tearing this building apart though, I'd be liable for the damages. 

"What's that?" he asked, pointing at the lump of gray sludge on the counter where she'd set her knife down. 

"Oh, good call, thanks," she said when she saw it. She reached out and rested her hand on it, reconnecting the sleeping nanobots. She suppressed a shiver as a chill passed through her. Energy left her body and flowed into the pile of machines, awakening them and allowing them to retake the shape of a knife. She let out a deep breath and nodded. "All right, let's go." 

He shook his head "Go? Go where? And what just happened, anyhow? You're freaking me out and I think I deserve to know!" 

Val glanced at the jar and then nodded. "Sorry about the show," she started and then paused. 

A smile flashed across his face. "Don’t worry about it. You're a very beautiful woman, but that didn't even cross my mind at the time. I was worried about you." 

"Aw, you sound like you care. And here I thought I was just another job." 

He hesitated and then shrugged. "I care about all my clients. Professional courtesy, you know." 

"Even the clients you don't want?" 

He sighed. "Apparently especially those." 

She sucked her lip between her teeth and immediately realized how that might look misleading. She let it go and nodded. "Good to know you're trying to do your job then." 

He shifted his eyes down and away from her

Val didn't press him because she wasn't sure she was ready to hear anymore. She picked up the jar instead and held it up. "This is a potent potion. I don't know what it was, exactly, but it had a lot of energy in it, more than I expected from such a tiny amount. In fact, I bet the ingredients combined synergistically to create a greater effect than they had individually." 

"What, exactly, does that mean? Synergistically?" 

She frowned and considered how to rephrase it. "Think of it like a multiplier or a magnifier. 

Kind of like a lens that focuses light into a laser. Instead of a lot of waste byproducts, the ingredients are coerced with magic into releasing the chosen effect." 

"Okay, that makes sense. So what is the effect?" 

Val put the jar down and turned back to the table. "I don't know." 

Dag'on studied her. "But you have a guess, don't you?" 

She thought about the way it was absorbing into her skin and admitted her fear. "My guess? It's the rejuvenation mixture." 

"I was afraid of that," he muttered. 

"Hey, I could be wrong." 

Dag'on shook his head. "I doubt it. Not after what Brill said about you." 

Val sighed. "Yeah, probably not." 

A few seconds of thoughtful silence passed before Dag'on asked. "Okay boss, what's the next

move?" 

"Boss?" she repeated and smiled. 

One corner of his lip twisted up as he asked, "Would you prefer Mistress?" 

A surprise laugh slipped from her lips. She clamped her free hand over her mouth until the fit passed. "No, definitely not that! Boss is better, but I prefer Val or… Val will do." 

"Not Valerie?" 

She shrugged and turned back to the door. "Whatever you feel like." 

"If I were an opportunistic guy I would—" 

Val hissed and spun as the sound of a chair scraping across the floor. The chair moved further as someone pushed on the door again. 

Val jumped through the doorway and as soon as her foot hit the ground she propelled herself down the hallway and threw herself into the door as a man tried to slide between the door and the door frame and into the lobby. 

She hit the door and slammed it into the man. He, in turn, was rocked back into the door frame.  She heard the woosh of air bursting out of his mouth over the muffled crack of ribs. He slid down a moment and then straightened and pushed back, sliding the door open. 

Val stumbled on the chair and jumped back, giving herself some room. The man stepped away from the door and then moved towards her, wasting no time on words. His hands came up for her as he lunged ahead. 

Rather than retreat or try to use his momentum against him, Val stepped forward and met him. 

She threw her left arm up to knock his hands up and drive her right knee between his legs. She brought her right hand across to smash the handle of the knife into the side of his head and stun him or knock him out, but things didn't go according to plan. 

He didn't slow down when her left arm tried to knock his out of the way. He kept coming and all but ignored the brutal strike to his crotch. Val's leg was hung up for a moment between his, slowing her so that when he kept coming she was knocked off balance and fell back— with the man on top of her. Her strike to his knife glanced off his shoulder, causing her to hug him close as they fell. 

The air was blasted out of her lungs when she was squashed between the floor on her back and the man on her chest. He picked himself up enough to reach for her neck, but she jerked her head to the side. He dug his fingers into her shoulder, driving them deep and trying to tear through skin and muscle. 

Val clenched her teeth to bite back the scream of pain. Her nanobots swarmed and covered his hand, tearing through flesh and nail and bone until his grip was too slimy with blood and he lost it. 

The witchslayer used the distraction and momentum to her advantage. She pushed up with her hips and rolled them over so she was on top. She held the man down with one hand and drew the other back, holding her knife high to try and subdue the man through common sense. 

He looked up at her with blank eyes and reached for her. His gruesome right hand battered her in the side and then the other tried to grab for her neck again. Val leaned back out of his reach and then slashed with her knife, cutting deep enough into his arm to cripple the limb. He'd die in minutes from the blood loss without medical attention if he didn't—

"Fuck me," Val whispered as no blood flowed from the wound. She hesitated, stunned by the revelation. She blinked to clear her eyes and see the dark magical aura that surrounded him. 

Her distraction was all the break he needed to punch her in the side hard enough to unseat her. 

She had to use her left hand to keep from falling on her side. The bloodless man tried to grab her again with his injured arm but the severed muscles had no strength to hold her. 

Val slashed across and opened a deep gouge across the man's chest. Bone and sinew were visible in the gash, but no fresh blood filled the wound. His arms weakened with the injury to his pectorals, giving her a chance to knock them aside and thrust her knife into his throat. She drove it hard and fast until she felt the jarring impact of the floor beneath the tip. A twist of her wrist later to completely sever his spine and the man's body fell limp beneath her. 





 




Chapter 11

Val lurched to her feet and staggered a few steps until she caught her balance. She panted, sucking wind back in and trying to calm her racing heart. Her pulse pounded in her ears, telling her that her body was exhausted. 

Dag'on gawked from the hallway door. 

"Missed your chance," Val mumbled as she straightened. Her knife dissolved in her hand so the nanobots could return to her arm. 

"My chance? Oh! To save your life… except you're still alive." 

"So I am," she said before she squatted down next to the dead man. "Better luck next time." 

"Did you kill him?" Dag'on whispered as he stepped closer. 

Val hesitated. "No, I didn't." 

"You stabbed him in the neck!" 

Val patted the man down without finding anything incriminating on him. She scowled and glanced around before grabbing his thumb. She waited while her machines worked to sever the digit and leave her with the knuckle and tip of his thumb. "He was already dead," she said. "No blood was flowing, that means his heart wasn't beating. I broke his ribs and knocked the wind from his chest but he wasn't fazed by it. Then I smashed his balls hard enough to flatten them, but he couldn't have cared less." 

Dag'on winced. "You're sure?" 

She held up the thumb. "Yeah, I'm sure. I saw the necromantic aura around him. I need to get this scanned to find out if he works here or not." 

"How?" 

"Easy," she said as she stood and moved to the half open door. She looked around and then leaned out into the cold. The wind slipped between her loose jumpsuit and skin, chilling her faster than her nanobots could keep her warm. She ignored it as best she could and pressed the thumb against the access panel beside the door. The computer hesitated less than a second before it flashed green. 

She ducked back in and shut the door behind her. She held the thumb up between them and kicked the chair back in place. "It worked on the door, that's good enough for me." 

He opened his mouth to respond when the thumb was covered in the grey and pink froth of feasting nanobots. A few seconds later they rippled back onto her fingers and up her arms, disappearing from view. He shuddered. 

"Sorry, it's disgusting, I know, but I'm having a hard time managing them today. I probably should have worn warmer clothes to help." 

"You do look chilly, finally," he said and glanced down to her chest. 

Val's eyes widened. She looked down and saw the twin dents poking her loose fitting top that much further out. Warmth flushed her cheeks as she looked back up. For the first time since she'd met Dag'on she found herself unable to think of anything to say. 

He cleared his throat and looked at the corpse on the floor. "What now?" 

Val shook herself. She'd deal with her brain-dead behavior later. For now she had to focus. 

"Let's do a quick search of the other rooms and then get the hell out of here. I'm not sure if she needs

to exert more control over these zombies or not." 

"More control? What do you mean?" 

"A shambling corpse usually doesn't take much of any effort. A necromancer animates them and gives them simple commands. Then they go about their business. With these higher functioning undead I don't know if she needs to put more effort into controlling them. Studying the dark arts was frowned upon." 

Dag'on turned, following her with his eyes as she walked past him and stopped the doorway on the right in the hallway. "Why would that matter?" 

Val paused opening the door and said, "If she can communicate with her zombies from afar, maybe they can communicate back." 

Dag'on's eyes narrowed as he thought through her idea. His eyes widened as he reached the same conclusion she did. "Oh balls, you think she might know we're on to her?" 

Val flashed him a grim smile and turned back to the door. She pushed it open and looked in on another medical room setup for processing cadavers. There were no bodies or special ingredients that glowed with the touch of magic. 

"Nothing here," she said before turning and bumping into Dag'on. "Oops, sorry," she mumbled as she looked down at the handsome incubus. She froze and wondered why she'd apologized. He'd gotten in her way, not the other way around. 

Dag'on stepped back and smiled. "Sorry, I didn't know you were going to be that quick." 

"Yeah, uh… sorry," she mumbled. 

He shrugged. "Quick is okay, sometimes." 

Val's eyes narrowed. This was not the time for flirting or innuendo. "I'm going to check out the back door." 

"Back door, right. Didn't even think of that option." 

She turned and took a step before the double meaning in his words caught up to her. She sighed through her nose and kept walking. She had a job to do. 

She opened the door and looked back and forth. On the right was a small kitchenette and on the left shelves were lined with a variety of supplies. She stared at the shelves for a few seconds and then stepped in for a closer look. Dag'on followed her in but turned to check out the small cooler and cabinets. 

Val studied the boxes and canisters, reading labels where she could and opening the ones she couldn't to look inside. The majority of the supplies had to do with preparing bodies for their final resting place, whether it was in the ground or a tomb. She also found some synthetic powdered creamer mixed in and a few flavors of food substitute powders. She gagged at the thought of mixing those up with any of the other compounds. 

"This is disgusting," Dag'on said. 

Val saw he was looking into a food storage bin with a black and green substance in it. She winced and asked, "What was that?" 

"I think some kind of a sandwich… maybe? It's been in here a while." 

"Leave it alone," she said. 

"Did you find anything?" 

Val glanced at the shelves behind her. She shook her head. "I don't think so. Just usual chemicals and compounds for this kind of work." 

"Grisly," he muttered. 

"Very," she agreed. "Makes me want a shower." 

He tilted his head and smiled. 

"What?" 

Dag'on chuckled and shook his head. "Nothing, sorry." 

Val narrowed her eyes. "Spill it." 

"Trust me, you don't want to know." 

She scowled. "Then keep it to yourself next time." 

His mouth fell open. "Isn't that what I'm doing?" 

"Not at first." 

"Fine," he snapped. "I was imaging how beautiful you'd look in a shower and how much I'd love to see that." 

Her eyes widened at the blunt response. After a few seconds of letting it sink in she managed to mumble, "Oh." 

"Yeah," he said. "Oh." 

She wanted to snap at him but she was flattered at the same time. She ignored it for now and turned towards the hallway. "We should go." 

"You're probably right. Lead the way… Val." 

Val glanced at him, surprised at how her name sounded on his rich voice. She turned away just as fast, afraid he'd see something in her face that she wasn't sure about. To cover her confusion she muttered the first thing that came to mind, and instantly regretted it. "You probably just want to stare at my ass." 

She heard him hiss as he sucked in a breath, but managed to keep her head forward as she started down the hallway. For no reason she could justify, she put a tiny bit of extra sway in her hips as she walked. 

"I'm not— I mean, I wasn't—" Dag'on gave up on trying to defend himself and hurried after her. He reached her as she was pushing the chair out of the way and opened the door, forcing her to step back and over the leg of the zombie she'd killed. "Should we notify somebody about this?" 

Val looked down at him. She frowned. "Yes, we should, but I don't want to get the Climintra involved yet. We have to find her. Soon. Or this could get ugly." 

Dag'on nodded. "I think it already got ugly." 

"I need a gun and we could both use some warmer clothes," she said. "I don't want to waste the time going back home though." 

"What does that leave us?" 

"I know a place," she said. 

"Uh… is this going to get us in trouble?" 

Val laughed. "It's not black market, if that's what you mean. I'm licensed to carry, use, and purchase para-military grade hardware. The place I know is a licensed dealer." 

"Oh… okay." 

Val nodded and turned back to the door. "Let's go, we can walk there from here." 

"Can't wait," he muttered and cross his arms in front of his chest. 

Val smirked. She pulled the door open further and walked out into the cold. She heard him pull the door shut behind them and trudge after him through the thin layer of accumulated snow on the path. 

Val started towards the zipper station, intent on crossing into a more populated area with stores and people. It was still early enough in the afternoon there should be people shopping and moving about. The tricky part would be avoiding the temperamental wendigos. 

With concerns of the massive white fur covered metahumans occupying her mind Val nearly missed the dark shape moving through the gate of the cemetery to her right. She caught the movement and turned, thinking it nothing more than a snowflake caught in her eyebrow. She stumbled and turned when she saw a woman bounce off the column that marked the far side of the entrance and then stagger towards her as she recaptured her balance. 

"Wait!" the woman called. "Please!" 

"What's this?" Dag'on hissed. 

Val slid her hand around the back of her thigh and commanded her nanobots into action, constructing a fresh knife in her hand. She blinked the snow from her eyes and opened them to witness the dark aura surrounding the elven woman. Val waited while the woman slowed and came to a stop several feet in front of her. "Hello," Val greeted her, uncertain how to respond. "Is there a problem?" 

"No, not now," the undead woman said. 

"Not now? What the fu—" 

The zombie ignored him. "You must follow me, I've been waiting for you." 

"Val, who is this?" Dag'on hissed. "Is this… is this her?" 

Val shifted her head to indicate she was talking to Dagon. "No, this is another thrall." She turned back. "Waiting for me? Who are you." 

She waited a moment before speaking. "Illiyia. Please, come with me." 

"Why should I? So you can unleash a horde of zombies on me and overwhelm me?" 

The woman shook her head with a level of control that made Val question if she was truly dead. "No. For the sake of an old friend. You will be safe." 

"My companion?" 

She nodded. "Him as well." 

"Davina wants to talk," Val said, sharing the woman's name with Dag'on for the first time. 

"Yes. And she has a gift for you." 

"A gift?" Val scoffed. She shook her head and glanced at Dag'on. She almost couldn't tell if the shake of his head was his way of offering advice or if he was just shaking from the cold. 

"Please, Valerie, for old time's sake." 

Val sighed and glanced at Dag'on. 

He shook his head again and said, "I don’t think this is a good idea." 

"Probably not," she said. "You can stay if you want." 

He sighed. "On second thought, here's my chance to save your life." 

Val smirked. "Not today, I don't think." 

"Why not? You're talking about walking into what could be a trap!" 

"Because she wants me," Val said. "She's always wanted me." 

Dag'on's eyes narrowed. "Wants you? As in…" 

Val nodded. 

He swore under his breath. "Okay, let's go see your girlfriend." 

Val glared at him and turned back to the elf. "Lead the way. And if my assistant steps out of line again, you can add him to your army of undead." 





 




Chapter 12

The zombie led them deep into the frigid cemetery past crypt after crypt. Snow gathered on the paths and in doorway where it hadn't been removed. Val tried to judge the depth and age of the snow without any luck. Knowing that would have given her a guess as to how long the caretaker in the office had been killed and replaced. Or converted. Or whatever it was that happened to him. 

Their guide led them to a small crypt that was unremarkable in every way except for one: the path made through the snow by the undead. Considering the lack of tracks in most of the rest of the graveyard it was a dead giveaway. Val winced at her own pun and then summoned up a new knife into her palm before entering the tomb behind the zombie woman. Her nanobots moved slower than ever in complying with her request. 

"Excuse me," Dag'on said, distracting Val from her thoughts. "You said your name is Illiyia, right?" 

The zombie paused beside an unassuming coffin on a stone plinth. She looked at him and then blinked and nodded. "Yes, I am Illiyia." 

"You were," Val corrected her. 

She turned to look at Val. "No, I am." 

"You're a fucking meat puppet," Val scoffed. "She killed Illiyia and used her magic to animate her body. You've got no soul, just a brain that is functioning because of magic accessing memories you think are yours." 

Illiyia's expression darkened. "My Mistress has given me eternal life. My memories are mine and they will be mine forever." 

"Your heart doesn't beat in your chest. You'll never grow old. You'll never have a child, or another child if you already had some. You are dead and maintained only by dark magic." 

Dag'on held up both hands, one palm facing each woman. "Please, I was only wondering about your name, that's all. But now I'm curious, do you have a family? Children?" 

Illiyia's expression smoothed. She hesitated before saying, "No, I had a boyfriend, but it wasn't serious. It wouldn't have worked out anyhow; he wouldn't have understood my new priorities." 

Dag'on winced and glanced at Val. The witchslayer rolled her eyes. 

"New priorities?" he asked. 

"Whatever my Mistress wishes. I will do anything for her." 

"Even die?" 

"She already did," Val muttered and earned a reproachful glare from Dag'on. 

"Yes," Illiyia said. "She will protect me and restore me, if that happens." 

"Not if—" 

"Val," Dag'on interrupted. "Wouldn't it be nice to have faith like that? It's almost religious." 

Val growled and glared back at him. 

"We should keep moving," Dag'on said. "We don't want to keep your mistress waiting." 

Illiyia turned and put her hands on the top of the coffin. She lifted the heavy top slowly until it was fully rotated on the hinges. "Please, go ahead, I will close the lid behind us." 

Dag'on stared at the ladder that descended into the darkness inside the casket. "I'm sure we can do that." 

"It is unusually heavy. Mistress has blessed me with great strength," Illiyia explained. 

"Blessed, how nice," Val said in a voice that was too sweet to be believed. 

Illiyia's lips flashed in a brief smile, showing that she hadn't picked up on the sarcasm. 

"Um, all right," Dag'on mumbled. 

"Stop being a pussy," Val hissed. She stepped in front of him and, still clutching the dagger in her palm, she climbed onto the ladder. She climbed down into the darkness until her toes touched the ground. She could barely make out the walls of the pit around her with only the light that drifted down from above. 

The pit grew darker when Dag'on climbed onto the ladder and blocked more of the light. He joined her and turned around to find himself a few inches from her. "Woah, uh, hi there." 

"Dark," Val muttered while glancing up. 

"The dark doesn't bother me, I can still see as long as there's some light." Dag'on said. "You don't think she's going to close the lid, do you? Trap us down here?" 

Val watched Illiyia climb onto the ladder and reach up to pull the lid shut above her. They were plunged into darkness. 

"Fuck, now it's dark," he hissed. He reached out to either side, touching the walls and then brushing his hands against Val. He left them on her hips and said, "I don't like tight spaces." 

"Remind me to make a joke about that later," Val said. "Now get your hands off me." 

"Uh…okay. I just… um…" 

"Gods and monsters," Val muttered. "Fine, but the first time you try to pinch me or cop a feel I'm going to cut off whatever touched me." 

Dag'on's breath hissed between his lips. A moment later he whispered. "Thanks. I'll behave, don't worry." 

The sound of the zombie climbing down the ladder filled the darkness. Dag'on grunted as she brushed against him. He pushed into Val and sent her back a step as well. She expected to bump into the back wall of the pit. Instead she took an easy step and reclaimed her balance. 

"Pardon me," Illiyia said. "I need to be in front." 

Dag'on grunted again as she slipped past him and pushed him into the wall. Val scowled when the zombie's cold skin touched her, making her shrink back into the wall. The incidental contact made Val remember the zombie in the office had been cold to the touch too. 

By the time Illiyia made it past them Dag'on's breathing was coming faster and louder. Val almost regretted calling him a pussy. He fed off the power of lust, emotion, and even the magic of other metas. He was a natural predator that had become domesticated, yet here he was trapped underground and powerless— there was no chance of seducing the dead. For a man that was accustomed to always being able to see and have the option to put as distance around himself as he needed, this was surely a frightening experience. 

Val twisted her head so she could talk to him over her shoulder. "I had a different picture in my mind when I thought of you breathing hard and heavy." 

His caught his breath for a second and then gave her hips a squeeze. "Is that right? I guess you haven't grown accustomed to my pheromones yet." 

Val tilted her head. His pheromones? She sniffed the air and smiled in the darkness. She couldn't smell them anymore. She could make out the dirt around them and some sort of lingering perfume on Illiyia, but there was no stink of rot or death. Just as there was no hint of Dag'on's drop-everything-and-fuck-me-now scent. 

"There is a passage through the rock ahead of us," Illiyia said. "You may put your hands on me

or use the walls if you require guidance." 



Val ignored her a moment longer so she could reply to her assistant, "Funny, I haven't noticed them in a while now. Move your hands up a little so I don't smash them into the wall." 

She felt Dag'on's smooth fingers and palms slide up her sides and push her loose top up a couple of inches. His flesh was against hers, sending mixture of strange thrills through her. She scowled at the sensations and vowed to ignore them. This was to help him get through this. As for her, she had other options besides touching a dead woman. 

She called forth her second sight and watched the tunnel bloom into existence in front of her. 

The dark purple necromantic aura around Illiyia bounced off the narrow walls and short ceiling of the passage, outlining it and warning her before she would have smashed her forehead against the rock. 

She bowed her head and then thought better of it and bent forward a little so she could lift her head back up and keep a full field of view. The effect on her posture pressed her ass backwards against the surprised man behind her. He grunted as her butt touched his crotch. 

"Sorry," Val whispered. "It's a short passage. I think you'll be fine, but you might want to duck." 

He ignored her advice and hissed, "You can see?" 

"A little." 

Dag'on muttered something under his breath and followed behind her. Their walk was short lived before real light began to filter around the zombie and allow shadows to play tricks on them. A few paces later it grew brighter and brighter, lighting up the dark grey passage enough they could make out a few details of the smooth hewn walls. The awkward walk through the passage also caused Dag'on's hands to slip further up her sides, although not enough for her to make good on her threat to him. 

The dim light allowed them to see a bend to the right in the passage ahead. As they neared it Val began to catch a hint of new smells. Spices and other strong odors that mixed together to tickle her nose. She twitched it a few times and sniffed, chasing away the tickles before they became a sneeze. 

"What is that?" Dag'on asked a moment later. 

"Alchemy," Val said. "Potion making. 

"Potions? So we're nearly there?" 

Rather than answer right away Val watched the passage around Illiyia's body. They rounded the bend and were exposed to direct light from the lamps in the room the passage opened into a dozen feet ahead. The warmth from the room extended into the passage and stopped their breath from turning to fog. "Looks like it." 

Illiyia exited the tunnel and stepped to the side. She bowed to the brown cloaked figure that was bent over a table set up with jaws, bowls, tubes, and even a small burner. Spoons, knives, and other tools were spread across the table. 

"Mistress, I have brought the human you requested." 

Val stepped into the room and took in as much as she could. The room rectangular but not large. The alchemists table was against the far wall and had a passage that led out of it to Val's left. 

There were no chairs or options to sit or lounge in the room. 

The figure had a touch of magic to her aura. It was familiar to Val and it took her back seven years into the past to a time when she'd studied auras and helped her friends perfect the spells for tests. This time the aura was different though. Darker. Twisted with an intensity that spoke of intense passion… or madness. 

"Davina," Valerie breathed. She winced at how weak her voice sounded, but she'd spoken, there was no second chance. The knife in her hand fell apart and reabsorbed back into her arm. The nanobots rejoined their brethren before conserving energy and lying dormant. 

The alchemist held up a hand and displayed a single black nailed finger. Her other arm worked, hidden by the cloak, for a few seconds longer. She lifted her head and let out a soft sighed before turning around. She held a vial in her hand that was filled with a murky green liquid. 

"Valerie," the woman said. She reached up with her other hand and pulled her hood back. 

Curly black hair fell to the woman's neck and wrapped around her alabaster throat. Intense dark brown eyes swept up and down Val's figure, prompting her dark red lips to twist up into a smile. "I told you we were meant to be together." 





 




Chapter 13

Val hesitated as she looked at the deranged woman. She thought up and tossed away a dozen different things to say before she finally picked one that was neither insulting or aggressive. "They said you died." 

Davina's smile faded a bit. "I did, for a bit," she said. "But they brought me back. I experienced death, Valerie. I was there. I felt it. I was it…and you know what? It's not frightening. 

Once you get past the regret and feeling sorry for yourself, it's peaceful." 

"I suppose it would be," Val said, at a loss for how else to respond. 

"Then they brought me back," she said. "It took science and magic, but they did it. Except it affected me, you know? That brush with death changed me. I knew what I needed to do then. I knew what I wanted, but I didn't know how to get it. I was lost and confused, but I knew that I had to learn more. That's why I didn't try to contact you. That's why I kept to myself and threw myself into my magic." 

"Necromancy," Val said. 

Davina nodded. "Yes, but it's not as dark as we thought! The study of death is science, Valerie. 

It's medicine and healing and life!" 

"I wonder, would Illiyia think that if she wasn't magically bound to you?" 

Davina's nose wrinkled and she waved a dismissive hand. Illiyia turned and walked out of the room through the other opening in the room. "Every great discovery must come with some sacrifice. It has been that way for science, for magic, for exploration, even for survival for our species! Surely you understand this." 

Val was shocked by her presumption. "Surely? Why surely?" 

"Your sacrifice was greater than any! I saw that as soon as I heard. It was obvious! You gave up your calling, your life, so that you could bring justice for what happened to me. Even now, you still seek to do what is right." 

Val's eyes watered as they narrowed. She'd told herself she wanted justice once, long ago. 

"It's not that simple," she mumbled. 

"Val, are—" 

"Be silent, incubus!" Davina snapped. "You are allowed to be here because you came with Valerie. My good will towards you will only remain so long." 

"I told myself I wanted justice," Val agreed, drawing Davina's attention back to her. "But it was anger and hate. I wanted to punish them, and I did. For three long years I fought back and killed them." 

Davina nodded. "Yes. Yes! That's my Valerie. That's the fire I love in you! You always found a way to rise to the top, to be the best. To succeed. I share your passion. Almost all of my experiments have been on metas. Humans must stick together. We must be ready for when this farce of a truce is over. It won't last, you know it. They are so different. So arrogant and so pompous." 

"Hey!" 

Val slapped the back of her hand against Dag'on's belly. He grunted from the impact and fell silent. She kept her gaze on Davina. "You said almost all were metas?" 

Davina smiled. "Yes. All but one. And that one… my greatest accomplishment! Necromancy

is like any magic, it is power without will, intent, or morality. It is also limited in what it can accomplish. I don't seek it for controlling the dead or for trying to exist forever. I did what I did because you showed me how to move on. I learned from you how to adapt. Even though you'd left, you still taught me so much!" 

Valerie blinked and cleared the unshed tears from her eyes. "You taught yourself, Davina. All this time you've been doing this for yourself. I couldn't deal with what happened— with losing Tark. I ran away and kept running by hunting and killing the most dangerous metas they would send me against. It wasn't justice, it wasn't hate. It was fear of living without him. I wanted to die the way he died." 

Davina shook her head. "No! You're wrong, Valerie. You're alive because we were meant to be together." 

"No—" 

"Yes!" Davina shrieked. She caught herself and winced then held up a hand. "You'll see. I brought you a gift. Once you see it you'll understand." 

"A gift?" Val asked. 

She nodded. "I'm here for you, Valerie. Imagine what we can do? With your help, like it used to be, I'll be able to do incredible things! We'll be unstoppable! We can secure our future and humanity's by turning the tide of any battle. We can sweep away the metas and put them in their place." 

Dag'on shifted beside Val but he kept his mouth shut. Valerie knew better than to look at him and draw attention his way. For all she knew a dozen zombies waited to rush them. She'd need a knife or two for that and even then she knew she couldn't fight them all. 

"We can't possibly get away," Val said. She could feel Dag'on's eyes on her. "Climintra knows. The Watcher, Lennox, sent me to find you. They won't let us escape." 

"I arrived under a false identity," Davina said. "I can leave under another. I can arrange something for you too. I will. You'll see!" 

Valerie shook her head. "This… no, it's not possible. I liked you, as a friend. I loved Tark. 

This is my life now, here. When the Complex is finished and I'm done here I'll leave. Not until then." 

Davina nodded. "That's fine. We can stay here. It might be easier. Smaller and contained. No one to stop us." 

Val snorted and shook her head. "No one to stop us? Can you even hear yourself?" 

"My creations are spread through the city. That's how I can get us out and how I can guarantee our safety. They are in key positions and no one is the wiser." 

Val studied the gleam in Davina's eyes. The woman she'd know had been obsessive and compulsive, but this was something else. This was beyond obsessed. This was insane. Not a spontaneous madness, but a cold and calculating insanity that put a ball of ice deep in Valerie's belly. 

She needed to know more so she could understand the extent of what Davina had done. 

Val turned to Dag'on and saw the confused look on his face. The tendons were taught on his neck, proving how stressed he was by what was going on around him. She gave him a tight nod and turned back to Davina. If she was going to learn more and stand a chance of stopping her, she needed to gain her trust. 

"Dag'on has recently become my assistant, but he has a great many clientele who are amongst the Complex's affluent and wealthy. He could help you, I think," Valerie said. 

Dag'on's breath hissed through his teeth. "What are you doing?" 

Val turned away from the grinning necromancer. "You require a chance to save my life? This

is it." 

He glared at her and hissed, "At the expense of my own?" 

Valerie shrugged. "You're just a meta, it hardly matters." 

Davina cackled. "Yes!" she hissed. "I knew it! I knew you'd understand! Oh Valerie, how I've missed you! You're more beautiful than ever." 

Val forced a smile. "You mentioned a gift?" 

Davina nodded. "Of course! Go through that door, I think you'll want to be alone." 

"Don't turn the incubus yet," Val said. "Wait until I get back, I want to see how you do it." 

Davina laughed. "I think you're getting soft. He is a fine specimen." 

Val let a giggle out and glanced down. "Yes, well, I might want a final moment with him first." 

"You rotten bitch," Dag'on growled. "I'll endure the consequences of a broken contract before I lay a finger on you!" 

Davina laughed even harder. "So feisty! You always knew how to find the most passionate men." 

"And women, it seems," Val added. 

Davina's eyes gleamed with an eager light. "Oh, I will show you passion unlike anything you've ever dreamed!" 

Val nodded. "In time." 

"Yes, yes, I can wait a little longer. Go, see your gift. See what I did for you." 

Valerie nodded and strode across the room. She passed through the open doorway and into another room. Illiyia was gone, passing through one of the other two exits from the room. What remained in the small sitting room was a man in a chair. He wore pants and a loose blue shirt that she knew would match his eyes before she lifted her gaze to confirm her worst fears. 

"Tark?" Her lips parted and his name slipped from her mouth before the darkness rushed in and robbed the strength from her legs. 





 




Chapter 14

"Val!" 

Valerie heard Tark's voice and smiled. She missed him so much. Even a dream was a wonderful reminder of how simple life used to be. Simple, but complete. They lacked in everything except each other. At the time it hadn't seemed like much, but they'd made do. Now she knew how much having each other truly meant. 

"Valerie, wake up." 

Tark was gone. Dead for seven years. So why was she hearing his voice? 

"Tark?" Valerie moaned. 

"Thank the elements," Tark whispered. "You're alive." 

Valerie blinked her eyes open and stared up into the face of a dead man. Or at least a man that she'd been told was dead. "Tark?" she whispered. She reached up and brushed her hands against his cheek. She had to touch him, to feel him. To know he was real and not some leftover from her dream. 

Her hand brushed his cheek and passed over a jaw that she'd forgotten the feel of, yet it came back like it was yesterday. It was the same. He was the same. He was real. Except… "You're so cold." 

Tark's smile faded and his eyes dropped. He backed away from her and rose from his kneeling position. "You should get up or you'll end up chilled too." 

Valerie watched him and then climbed to her feet without taking her eyes off of him. "How…

how is this possible? They said you died!" 

"Magic is a powerful thing," he said. "I'm here now. With you. Davina promised me we'd find you and we did." 

Val jerked her head around and checked the doorway she'd come through at the mention of Davina. Davina was a powerful witch now, a necromancer and apparently a master alchemist. Her eyes returned to Tark and swept up and down his body. He looked exactly like she remembered. 

Young, perfect, in shape. Unchanged. 

"You died," she whispered. 

"Val…" 

Anger exploded in her chest, driving a heat through her body that chased away the chills. 

"Don't lie to me!" 

"I don't know!" he blurted out. "I don't… I don't remember a lot of things." 

"What do you remember?" 

"I remember you," he said. "And what we had. What we felt. How the three of us were going to be together forever. Now we can, with Davina's help." 

Val shook her head as fresh tears filled her eyes. "No… no I can't. You're not…" 

"Real?" he finished when she trailed off. "I am real. I am everything you remember, except I'm stronger now. Healthier, in a way. I don't get sick and I don't need to rest. Okay, I admit I've lost the will to pursue magic, but now that I've found you, nothing else matters." 

Valerie's words were clipped. "Nothing? What about the next command Davina gives you. She created you, you know?" 

"I'm not like her other experiments. She gave me freedom. She has no control over me." 

The fire died in her chest as she stared at him. She sniffed and shook her head, then stepped closer to him. "You won't grow old with me," Valerie said. 

"No, but there are always options. I can be there with you to help you… and when you do die, you can rise again. We can live together forever!" 

Valerie blinked away her tears and saw the dark purple aura surrounding him. Her heart clenched and skipped a beat. "That's not living," she whispered. "That's death." 

"If we're together, does it matter?" 

"You can't have children. That's kind of an important thing for a couple." 

He waved her concern away. "Many couples don't bother having children. Our romantic life might suffer, but I bet Davina can help with that too." 

Val's eyes widened and she shuddered at the thought. "Undead or not, that's not happening." 

He smiled. "Of course. I understand. I'm fine with it, honestly. You were always the more sexual one, I was simply concerned you would miss it." 

"Oh, I've missed it," she admitted. "It's been years since I've even attempted sex with someone. But don't get your hopes up." 

"No hopes, I promise," he said. "I want you to be happy. I want to make you happy. Everything you're saying about me is true, but being with you again is what kept me going." 

"You have a choice?" 

He nodded. "I do. You know there are many ways to destroy someone like me. Davina doesn't control me. She couldn't stop me." 

"Davina," Val whispered. She glanced over her shoulder again before saying, "Can she hear me now? Through you?" 

"No. Her magic empowered my body at first, but now that she has perfected her potion it has much the same effect." 

Valerie's vision blurred again as she stared at him. He was real. He was here. With her. 

Exactly as she remembered. She took a hesitant step forward and that was all it took to gain momentum. She took another and another until she could wrap her arms around him and pull him in for a hug. 

She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting to recapture what she'd lost so long ago. Tark's body was stiff and hard. Unyielding and cold. He hugged her back but it wasn't right. It was smothering. She fought to suppress the shudder and had to push harder than she should have to break free from him. 

Valerie bit her lip and shook her head. Tears clouded her vision again. "Damn it," she muttered. 

"I don't feel right, do I?" 

She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. "I just… I need time. I have to get used to it." 

"Can you?" he asked. "I will never change." 

A sob slipped from her lips before she could stop it. Val spun away and covered her mouth with her hand. Her shoulders shook and her heart ached like it had seven years ago. She was breathing fast. Too fast. Splotches of darkness and colors threatened the edges of her vision. She was going to pass out again if she didn't do something. 

In the past Tark would have been there. He would have held her and comforted her. He would have chased away whatever worried her or scared her. He'd been her champion. Her knight in shining armor. Now he was a monster. Her monster, maybe, but still a monster. 

She lifted her head and, still facing away from him, asked, "Do you know what I did? After you… after the accident?" 

"You left," he said. "Much is dark. Davina found me and took me with her, but it was years before she found a reliable way to restore me. I don't anything until the last year or so." 

"I joined the Army," Valerie said. "I hated myself and I hated metas. It didn't matter whether they were goblins, like the ones that killed you. I hated them all. And I fought and killed them all. I kept searching for one that would be too strong to beat. Strong enough to kill me and send me to be with you. But I didn't." 

"You're strong. You were always strong." 

"I don't feel strong. I feel like a scared little girl that just lost everything that mattered," she admitted. She turned her head to look over her shoulder. "Why won't you touch me?" 

"Because I don't want to scare you," he said. "I felt it when you hugged me. I see it in your eyes." 

Val turned to face him. He looked even more lifelike through her blurred eyes. "You were always so sure of yourself. Of us. Of what we had to do. You said we had a purpose. I'm not like that…I can't lose you again. I don't know what to do." 

"You don't have to lose me," he said. 

Val nodded. "The potion or salve or whatever she makes, can you make it?" 

He shook his head. "I can mix it together, but I can't put magic into it. Only a witch can do that." 

Val bit her lip again. 

"Why?" 

"You know what she wants to do, right? Take over the Complex and destroy the metas here." 

He nodded. "Metas are unpredictable and dangerous." 

"So are humans," Val retorted. She pressed her lips together for a moment. "I've made some meta friends. Real friends, too, although I'm just now realizing it. I've even been working with one and he's a good man." 

"Would they be if they weren't forced by the rules of coexistence in the Complex?" he asked. 

Val sighed. "Would any of us? I'm sorry, Tark. It's just… I've seen so many things I can't un-see. We're all unstable. We're all dangerous. I could become a serial killer… like I was when I was a witchslayer, except this time it wouldn't be considered legal." 

"You haven't done anything wrong." 

"Not yet, but I could. We can't imprison or murder people for what they might do. It would mean there's virtually no one left." 

"But metas are—" 

"Are people too," Val interrupted him. "They have powers, sure, but so do we. Technology is a power. Magic is a power. She's insane, Tark. Completely fucking crazy. I can't let her get away with it." 

Tark stiffened, if that was possible for a zombie. "What are you saying." 

"My job is to bring in people like her. People that break laws and hurt the citizens of the Complex. Bring her in or, if that's impossible, stop her." 

"You can leave. We can all leave." 

"She won't," Val said. "I saw the look in her eyes. I know what she wants to do." 

He nodded. "You're right. But we can go. Leave her and—" 

"And what? Live out my days running from my past and living with…" Val trailed off, uncertain of how to explain Tark. Even to herself, she wasn't sure what he was or what he meant to her. She was afraid of him. Afraid and disgusted, but her heart still ached for him. 

"A zombie," he finished for her. "It's what I am. Fully functional and lifelike, but still a zombie." 

Tears ran down Val's cheeks. In a whisper she said, "I have to stop her. I'm going to stop her." 

Tark studied her for a long moment. "Davina gave me a second chance, but I exist for you. For the memory of us— just to see you again and be with you." 

"What are you saying?" 

"I'm saying she created me, for all intents and purposes. I won't try to stop you. I can't imagine how hard this must be though, but I think you've become the stronger one. To put your love for her aside and do what you feel is right, that is—" 

"My love for her?" Val interrupted. "I've never loved her. She was a friend, that's all." 

"Only a friend? She said that the three of us were together, and that we would be again." 

"You really don't remember," Val said. 

He frowned. "The damage I suffered caused a lot of memory loss. Restoring my body halted that loss, but what's gone is forever gone. Do you mean to say we were not a triad?" 

Val let a bitter laugh slip. "In her dreams only. I'm not into girls. Even if I were, I can think of one that would be sooo much better than her... and she's an angel." 

"A meta?" 

"Yes." 

Tark watched her and nodded. "You have changed." 

"I've grown up," Valerie said. 

He bowed his head. "I can see that. You have grown beyond my wildest imaginings." 

Val hesitated. "Is that a good thing?" 

He smiled. "Are you happy?" 

She hesitated. "I… I don't know. I think so? I'm good at what I do and I enjoy it, even though I bitch a lot." 

"If you're happy, then that's that matters." 

Valerie studied him. "Are you happy? Like this, I mean?" 

Tark considered her question and then offered a trace of a smile. "I'd hoped for more." 

Valerie's heart skipped another beat. "I'm sorry," she whispered. 

He shook his head. "Don't be, it's not your fault or concern. Other than frustration at what I am I feel little." 

"Your body or..." 

"Physical and emotional." 

Valerie's chest tightened. She sniffed and nodded. "That's terrible. Not the physical, I suppose, but..." She sighed and shook her head. The sad smile on his face spoke more than she could find the words for. She felt sorry for him. No, not sorrow, pity, but pity was not something Tark would have ever wanted. "All right. Well, about Davina." 

"Go," he said. "I will be here for you." 





 




Chapter 15

The witchslayer turned to the door where Davina waited. She squared her shoulders and clenched her stomach muscles. Her tattoos shifted on her arms, disassembling themselves so they could drip down her arms to her finger tips. They hardened there, strengthening her nails and sharpening them to points that extended more than half an inch beyond the end of her fingers. 

"I'll be right back," Valerie said over her shoulder. Before Tark could form a response she took her first step and then kept moving through the thick archway between rooms. 

She needed to move quick and strike from surprise. Davina was a powerful witch, but Valerie knew how to keep a witch busy and unable to use her magic. Val didn't fear the woman so much as she feared the zombies that would rush to Davina's aid. 

"My Valerie is too smart to be lured by your charms, incubus. You were a fool to think you could win her heart!" 

Valerie was knocked off her powerful stride by Davina's boast. She slowed to a stop and saw Dag'on was no longer alone with Davina. Two heavily muscles orc zombies had joined them. Dag'on had a zombie on either side of him and each had one of his arms lifted above his head and pinned against the wall. His shirt had been torn down the middle so it hung in tatters from his shoulders. 

"I told you to wait," Val said. 

Davina spun around to look at her. The wicked gleam dimmed but remained in her eyes. "I was just getting him ready. Or did you want one more ride? I admit, I haven't restored that much function to my creations…yet. It could be a while, there are so many more important things to do first. 

If that truly bothers you, don't worry, I can more than meet your needs in the meantime." 

Val hid the disgust behind a smile and prayed that Davina would accept it. "That sounds wonderful," she said. "I can't believe you saved him…Tark, I mean. I… I'm so grateful, Davina. Truly. 

I owe you more than I can imagine." 

Davina's nostrils flared and her eyes widened. "You…owe me?" 

"Anything," Val agreed. She bowed her head and added, "Everything." 

"Oh Valerie," Davina purred. "I've waited so long to hear that. I've wanted you so much!" 

"You've got me now. For what you've done, I'm yours." 

"You… you mean it?" 

Val hesitated and then forced a shy smile. "For what you've given me... for what you've sacrificed... yes. You're right. About us, I mean. I do... I think..." 

"You do? What? What do you do?" 

Val swallowed and sucked in a deep breath. "I love you." 

Davina's jaw dropped and her eyes lit up. 

"Gods and monsters," Val cursed. "Just saying that out loud clears up so much for me. I didn't

— I mean, I always fought it, this strange attraction. I told myself you bothered me when you were so into me, but now I realize that it was me all along. I was bothered by myself. I can't believe it." 

"Oh Valerie!" Davina breathed. "You don't know... you can't..." 

"Know what?" 

"How happy you've made me!" she squealed. "I'm the happiest woman alive right now! 

Everything is perfect! Just like I always wanted. And Tark, I'll fix him. I'll find a way to make his

body work like it used to. Warm and soft, except when he needs to be hard, if you know what I mean. 

I promise!" 

Val's smile faltered for a second. She lowered her head in a nod and hoped Davina missed her slip. "I believe in you. After all you've done, how could I not?" 

"I'll fix his memories too, I've been wanting to, I just haven't had a chance to figure it out quite yet. Binding magic to flesh that has lost its spark is a complicated process, let me tell you." 

"Fix his memories? Restore what he lost, you mean?" 

"No, that's not possible," Davina said. "The best I can do is keep him from forgetting things that happen now." 

Val gasped. "He forgets?" 

Davina's face turned somber for a moment, but her manic spirit couldn't maintain the plain expression for long. "It takes a while. Some things last as long as a year, but most fade within months. 

What he remembers from before stays and will stay forever, as long as I maintain him with my potions." 

"Oh, I didn't know that." 

Davina turned serious again. "That doesn't change anything... does it?" 

Valerie smiled for her. "Of course not! With all you've done I have complete faith in you." 

Dag'on struggled against the wall, trying to wrench his wrists free and even kicking at the wall and the floor. When his struggling yielded nothing he slumped as much as the zombies allowed him to. 

"Oh, I almost forgot about you," Val said. 

Davina's gaze scoured his bare chest and drank in each muscled contour from the belt of his pants up to his neck. "He'll make an excellent addition. Would you like him to be your personal assistant? I can arrange that. Unfailing and eager to please. A pity he'll lose his pussy-whisperer status, but he will remain handsome forever." 

"He was my gift to you, to replace the one I had to destroy in the cemetery above. I'm sorry about that, by the way, but he attacked me." 

"You caught him off guard. I saw enough to know who you were, but I didn't react in time to stop him," the necromancer said. She shrugged it away. "It's no matter, I have many others. They are replaceable and, to be honest, I would sacrifice every one of them to have you. I can always make more." 

"Yes... I suppose you can," Val said. "So is that what we'll do? Leave your thralls behind and move on? Go somewhere else, somewhere safe from metas? We can live happily there, free from threat." 

The madness slipped back into Davina's eyes at the mention of metas and leaving. "Oh now," 

she whispered. "Not after what they've done to us. It's not about making them pay. We both know that isn't enough. I'm smarter than that. This is about destroying them once and for all so we never have to fear them again. Humanity shall hold dominion over the universe and they will know it was us that gave that to them! We will be queens, Valerie. Empresses!" 

Val nodded as she went on and grinned with her. She turned to Dag'on when the witch finished her rant. "Well then, I suppose there's only one thing left to do with you then," Val said. She stepped up to him and then glanced back at Davina. "May I?" 

Davina gestured. "Please! What's mine is yours. It always has been." 

Val smiled and turned back to Dag'on. She stepped up until only a few inches separated them. 

"I have some bad news for you," she said. 

"Fuck you," Dag'on growled. 

"I saved your life once, and because of that you are bound to me," Val continued. She reached out and stroked the back of her fingers and excessively long nails along his masculine jaw, taking care not to cut him with the near monomolecular edge of the her synthetic talons. "By sacrificing you to Davina, I bought enough time to set things right. Perhaps that saved my life and freed you from your contract. I'm not sure if that would release you or not, honestly." 

Val leaned in closer until she could feel his breath on her lips. Her hands continued to caress his skin by moving down to his neck and across his shoulders and up his arm. "I don't regret never giving in to my urges that you caused. It would have been fun, but I just wasn't ready. I hope you understand." 

"Understand that you're heart is as cold and dead as the monsters around me?" he taunted her. 

Valerie smiled. "Far from it," she whispered. "Somehow I became rather fond of you and it doesn't look like you're going to be leaving my service after all. Not for a while, anyhow." 

Davina giggled behind her as Valerie tortured the incubus. 

"Are you ready for this? Do you think you can handle being around me that long?" 

He opened his mouth to respond but Valerie stopped him by pressing her lips to his. She watched the hate in his eyes and felt her soul burned by it. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to fool herself into believing the situation was different. That the kiss meant something. Something from him, at least. 

Valerie's hands slid up his arms past his elbows and brushed against the cold hands of the orcs holding his wrists against the wall. She kept going, pushing her hands over theirs only this time she let the razors on her fingers come into play. 

She broke the awkward kiss and blinked her eyes open. She saw the betrayal and hate and had to slam shut the armored wall she'd built around her heart over the years. "You're free," she whispered. "Help me." 

He blinked, confused. "What?" 

"Tango left!" she snapped as she turned to her left and threw herself onto the zombie orc that was only now beginning to realize she'd severed the tendons and muscles in his wrist. She hooked the zombie with her right arm around his neck and pulled him away from the wall while she swung around him. 

The zombie resisted, twisting his head back to the left. Val let her right arm slip across and down his face. She dug in with her nails and tore through his muscular neck along the way. Her left arm replaced her right and grabbed the orc's chin, slamming it shut hard enough to make his teeth crack and break. She yanked with her arm and pushed with her knee into his back, twisting his neck and overpowering the shredded muscles. The crack of his neck snapping was louder than his teeth. 

Dag'on recovered from his shock by the time Val fell to the ground with the now motionless corpse of the orc. He turned on the other orc and tugged on his arm. The zombie's grip was weak but growing stronger as the tissue knitted itself back together. He tugged again, pulling his hand free, and drove his fist into the orc's nose. 

The zombie felt no pain. Instead it reached for him as he backed up a step and tried to shake the pain from his hand. He ducked and stepped to his left, keeping away from Davina as she watched in utter shock. 

The necromancer found her voice at last and shrieked, "Stop! Stop it!" 

Time was not on Val's side. She looked up at Davina and saw the witch's fury directed at Dag'on. He'd bumped into the wall again and trapped himself. She flung her hand out and twisted her wrist to release her potion in an arc. Most of it splashed onto the orcs arm and back but enough

splashed onto his bare chest and shoulder to cause him to be staggered by the heat of the liquid. The orc grabbed him and drove him into the wall, holding him against it and pinning him there while the potion began to battle its way through his resilient skin. 

"No!" Val shouted, distracting Davina from the incubus. She pushed herself off the zombie's corpse and lifted her hands as she saw the witch's power gathering. The nanobots flowed down her arm and spread out in a shield to block the elemental magic Davina threw against her. Flames struck the shield and deflected off it, although not without raising the temperature enough to cause sweat to run down Val's body. 

Her nanobots were redirecting the energy they gathered but they were being destroyed by the hundreds and thousands from the witch's power. Davina ground her teeth and called for reinforcements. The energy was shunted, running through the army of miniscule machines on her body and raising her temperature even more. Her jumpsuit dissolved around her, deconstructed by the supercharged machines in an effort to acquire raw material and bolster their forces. Her skin crawled with the wave of nanobots that swarmed to reinforce the sundering shield. 

Val's concerns of Davina's power were well founded, the flames kept coming in burst after burst. She was nude now and had nothing left to give save her flesh, but that would weaken her more and prove her undoing. Her only recourse was to stretch her leg back to touch the fallen zombie. Her nanobots swarmed down her leg and began to devour the corpse. 

Her disgust at using dead flesh was a secondary concern. She could shower and purge the tiny machines later on. For now she needed to live. 

Except the shield was weakening and she was getting hotter. Her breath came in pants and the puddle of sweat on the rocky floor beneath her was steaming as it dried. She could smell her hair burning as licks of flame slipped through. She had to do something, but what? Any move would expose her and she would be seared by the flames. Judging by Davina's power, the flames would do more than blister he skin, they'd consume her. 

"You lying whore! You do have magic! Have you had it all along and you only mocked us?" 

Davina hissed as she split her concentration between her spell and being able to talk. "We would have ruled together! You could have had anything! You could have had me!" 

Val struggled and waited, fighting to endure the flame broiled sauna she was being subjected to. If Davina kept babbling she might screw up. She might make a mistake and then Val could take her. 

"Now you'll have nothing!" Davina  seethed. "You will be my puppet. Tark has his freedom, you will not. You will worship me and beg to do my bidding! I will have you, Valerie. If not willingly then with my power!" 

"I'll die first," Valerie countered. She forced herself up and stood on trembling legs. "Burn me to ashes, you'll get nothing from me!" 

Davina stopped the magic for a moment and smiled. The manic gleam had taken over her eye. 

"You're right about one thing. You will die first." 

Val raised her shield as a new magic rushed out at her. She saw the dark energy hit her shield and then roll over it. The nanobots couldn't expand fast enough to keep it from overflowing the edges and rushing into her. The spell made her skin tingle and then go numb as it worked its way into her arms and up her body. 

"No!" 

Davina howled. The spell was interrupted and dissipated back into the ether while she was picked up off the ground and caught up in a crushing hug from behind. 

"You said you wouldn't harm her!" Tark growled. 

Davina thrashed in his arms and tried to escape. She panted and sputtered as she struggled. 

"Fool! She'll be like you. With you forever. With us!" 

Val straightened and suck in a breath so she could talk. "She's evil, Tark. Don't believe her! 

She won't  stop until she controls us all!" 

"Harm me and you will die!" Davina hissed. 

"I'm already dead," Tark said and squeezed his arms tighter around her. 

Davina's scream was cut short as he pressed the air from her chest and stole her voice. A few seconds later her ribs began to pop one after another. She convulsed and contorted, suffering involuntary spasms from the constriction. Her mouth opened and her tongue stuck out in a desperate bid to get more air or speak. A final ripple of cracks announced the separation of her spine as she went limp in Tark's arms. He gave her a final shake before letting her body crumple to the ground in a broken heap. 

A second thump made Val twist around. The second orc lay on the ground with Dag'on half on top of him. The zombie was finished, his animation gone now that the magic that sustained him had been cut off. 

Dag'on's mouth was open and his breath was hissing in and out. His lips were pulled back to reveal his gums and his cheeks were unusually white for his normally tanned skin. His tendons on his neck stuck out. 

"Help!" he managed to hiss before a new shudder racked his body and contracted his muscles. 

Val stared at him, at a loss for what was wrong with him until she remembered the potion. The orc had been fine but Dag'on had been affected almost instantly. Valerie spun around and saw where the glass vial rested on the ground. She strode over and bent down to look at it. She didn't need to pick it up to see the thick liquid collected around the rim. It was the same magical compound she'd used to restore her undead. The same potion Val had touched. The same potion that appeared to be overwhelming Dag'on and trying to take over his body. 

"Not going to happen," Valerie hissed. 

She twisted as she rose up and walked back to Dag'on's side. She knelt down beside him and let her hand hover over his chest. She hesitated and looked up to his face. Fear and pain shown in his eyes. Val bit her lip and nodded. "I'm sorry, Dag'on, but if we make it through this, you're going to owe me again." 

She pressed her hand to his chest and willed her army of machines to obey. They swelled and swarmed across his flesh in pursuit of the magical potion that was racing through his body. The magic surged through the nanobots, building up and rushing back into Valerie's body. She stiffened and let out a gasp as the heat built to unbearable levels. This time instead of being roasted from the outside in she was going to be cooked from the inside out. 

She needed to direct the heat elsewhere. To spread it out and let it cool. For that she needed more nanobots. A lot more. 

Her swarm spread across Dag'on's body and onto the dead zombie. Just like the partially ravaged corpse a few feet away her nanobots began to tear into the zombie and use the flesh to create reinforcements. Sweat ran from her skin and dried from the heat before it could drip off. Her flesh was burning and blistering. Her stomach tightened and cramped and her muscles ached. Her vision dimmed and grew dark no matter how many times she blinked. 

"Valerie!" someone said in the distance. It might have been Tark, she couldn't tell. The air was so hot it burnt her lungs to breathe it, or maybe her lungs were burning the air inside of them, she couldn't tell. All that mattered was building nanobots and disbursing the heat. She struggled on, 

splitting her attention between the growing fins that extended from her back and the need to seek out every last bit of potion in Dag'on's body to purge it forever. 

The fins began to glow as more and more heat channeled into them. Valerie collapsed, falling on top of Dag'on's body and pressing her face to his chest. The shallow pants of breath she could take tickled his side before they wisped away to nothing. Her last thoughts before her breath stopped was not of her childhood or the love she'd lost, but of the pain and how she couldn't give up. She had to prove that she wouldn't abandon Dag'on. She had to prove it to him, and to herself. 





 




Chapter 16

"Valerie Washburn?" 

She heard the sounds and wondered at the familiarity of them. They were words, she knew that. More than words. A name. It was a pretty name. Valerie. The name of a woman that was beautiful and strong. A magical being. One capable of—

"Valerie, wake up." 

Valerie was her name. She was Valerie. Yes. Yes that's right. It made perfect sense! The images in her head were her. She was the pretty woman. The strong woman. But was she? Was she really? She hadn't thought she was as beautiful as many people, but the way she'd just felt... maybe she was. 

"Val," a deeper voice spoke, invoking her name and making her heart leap in her chest. She knew that voice. It was Dag'on. 

She blinked her eyes and looked around. Darkness. There was no light. No sense of up or down. She blinked again and tried to see the magic around her. Still nothing. "Dark," she mumbled and winced at the pain in her throat and the raspy quality of her voice. 

"You've been through a lot, Miss Washburn," the first voice said. "We've had you heavily medicated for a few days now. You seem to have friends in good places, both spiritual and otherwise. 

No expense was spared in your treatment." 

"What—" Val had to pause and swallow, causing more pain even though it seemed to ease the dryness. "What happened?" 

"A significant portion of your body was, well, cooked. Combining magic and medicine most of it has been recovered, although how is, quite honestly, beyond me. You possess a natural rejuvenative ability that has astounded all of us, Miss Washburn. I would assume magic except none of the magical healers that attended you could find any." 

"Why can't I see?" 

"Ah yes, that. Well, as I said most of your body recovered. Your eyes did not." 

Val gasped. "I'm blind?" 

"Temporarily," he said. "Bear with me, you've been outfitted with new eyes. I wanted to make sure you understand and were comfortable before I turned them on." 

"New... eyes?" 

"Yes, the latest in cybernetic design. There was considerable damage to the optic nerve but the leading edge of merging biological and electronic systems uses nanotechnology to splice into the affect region and perform a seamless integration. Have you heard of nanotechnology, Miss Washburn?" 

Val almost laughed. "Yes, I've heard of it." 

"Oh good. Well, there should be no pain, but it might be a little awkward at first as you become accustomed to processing and converting the signal. I assure you, it will take time, but your vision will be better than ever." 

"Okay, I'm ready," she said. 

"Are you sure?" 

"Do it," she snapped. 

"Well," he said, put off by her tone. He fell silent, allowing her to hear his clothes rustle and then his fingers tapping against a keyboard. A few second passed before a white light pierced her brain. She sucked in her breath and would have screamed from the sudden assault except it faded back to darkness. Forms began to take shape in the darkness, brightening in some places and remaining dark in others. Soon the forms resembled patterns she was used to, though they remained blurry for a frustrating amount of time. At last they sharpened into clear lines, though everything seemed piled on top of each other. There was no depth to her vision. 

The changes didn't stop. The contrast in darkness continued to changing, shifting into colors that drew a gasp from her. She hadn't even realized she was seeing black and white until the colors returned. Following the colors her field of view enhanced, broadening and extending to give her depth. 

She saw the bald doctor that was looking down at her. She smiled back at him and then turned her head to look at the rest of the room. She'd heard Dag'on's voice. He was here, wasn't he? Or had she imagined him? 

Dag'on sat in a chair on her left. His hand was next to hers on the bed. He picked his head up when he saw her. She smiled and him and glanced down at his hand again. She moved her hand, sliding it over his and giving it a squeeze. He returned her smile. 

"By now you wouldn't think I'd be surprised anymore," the doctor muttered. "Miss Washburn, it normally takes patients days to become accustom to a cybernetic eye implant. Weeks for a double replacement. Based on your actions and these diagnostics, you achieved it in minutes." 

"I'm a fast leaner," Val said without taking her eyes off of Dag'on. 

He snorted. "I suppose so. I'll need you to—" 

"Doc, give us a few minutes," she interrupted him. "Then you can make me do whatever you want." 

The doctor's brow furrowed and his lips twitched back and forth before he grunted. "Ten minutes," he said. "I can't have you being over stimulated." 

Val smirked. "We wouldn't want that." 

The doctor pressed his lips together and turned away from her bed. He walked out of the room and pulled the door shut behind him. 

Val turned her attention back to Dag'on. She blinked a few times, trying to become accustomed to the eyes. She felt a touch of a pressure in her head, like a memory of a headache, but other than that everything seemed fine. She smiled at him again. "You made it." 

Dag'on grinned and then smothered his smile. "We both made it, but you were close." 

"I was?" 

"Tark said your heart stopped. It started again, but he said there was something slow and unnatural about it." 

"Nanobots," she said. "They did that before, keeping me alive beyond when I should have been. I recovered fast then too. So what happened?" 

"Well, Tark carried you out and took you to a doctor in the Warrens. That guy provided some first aid and then gave up. He said you were cooked, literally. There was no way to bring you back." 

"Well I showed him, didn't I?" 

Dag'on smirked. "Only because a Climintra patrol busted in and grabbed you. They whisked you off to this hospital and sent a couple of others to get me." 

"Lennox," she hissed. She didn't know how, but somehow that son of a bitch kept tabs on everything— above and below ground. "Wait, so you weren't awake for any of this?" 

Dag'on shook his head. "I was in bad shape too." 

"So how do you know? Did Tark..." 

Dag'on nodded. "We talked. He told me everything." 

Val bit her lip. "Where is he now?" 

Dag'on shook his head. "I don't honestly know." 

"You don't? But... he survived Davina's death, so he's still around, right?" 

"Maybe." 

"Maybe? Don't fuck with me, Dag'on. What aren't you telling me?" 

Dag'on hesitated and then let out his pent up breath. "He destroyed her supplies. All of them. 

Her potions, her research, her spell books, everything." 

"Her potions?" Val asked. "You mean he didn't keep any for himself?" 

"He said he didn't. He made me promise to not help you look for him. He wants to end on a good note with you." 

Val stared at him and then let her head fall back on her pillow. She stared at the ceiling and closed her eyes. Tears, it seemed, had nothing to do with whether her eyes were organic or cybernetic. 

"I'm sorry, Val," Dag'on whispered and pulled his hand away. 

"Stop it," she said. 

"What?" 

She turned and looked at him. "I said stop it. I wasn't done with your hand." 

"What? Oh... um, okay." 

Val twisted her hand when he put his on top of hers and gave him a squeeze. "Tark died a long time ago, Dag'on." 

Dag'on swallowed and nodded. "That's what he said. He said he wasn't what you needed anymore. He knew that, and he was okay. He was just a collection of memories and thoughts, not feelings. He wasn't alive, not like he had been. He loved you, but he couldn't be in love with you. It just wasn't possible." 

Val nodded. "No, it wasn't. Still, he was a hell of a man, wasn't he? Even dead." 

Dag'on smiled. "It's not often that a man can come back from the dead to protect the person he loves." 

"No, I suppose it's not," she said. "You know what this means?" 

"That you can finally take some time off and relax?" 

"Not yet. First we have to find him." 

"He said—" 

"I know, he's trying to spare me seeing what happens to him. The potion won't last and he'll start to fall apart again. Before the magic completely leaves he'll lose himself. It's the least I can do to spare him that suffering." 

"You want to... Shades of Belegoth, you're something else." 

Val nodded. "Yes, I am. And then there's you." 

"Me?" 

"I saved your life again." 

He nodded. "You did. And damn near lost yours in the process." 

"Guess I'll do anything to keep a friend around," she said. 

He laughed. "You're friends are lucky." 

"I don't have many friends," she said. 

He stared at her and blushed. "Neither do I. Not like you, anyhow." 

"Did Tark say anything else? Anything you don't want to tell me? I want to know it all." 

He shrugged. "Just what I said. He explained what happened and how we ended up where we did." 

"That's it?" she asked. 

Dag'on nodded and glanced away. 

"Spill it," she demanded. 

He sighed. "It's a silly thing." 

"Humor me," she said. "I'm in the mood to be silly." 

He took in a deep breath to steady himself before saying, "He said he watched us when I thought you were going to give me to Davina. He...he said he envied me. He said he saw how much you cared for me in your actions and he told me that I'd never find someone better." 

Val's lips parted in a gasp. Dag'on glanced at her and then looked away, adding some pink to his grey cheeks as he did so. She watched a moment and then smiled. "I didn't think it was possible for a jaded professional in the escort business to be shy." 

"I'm not shy," he protested. "Just... I know you'd never be interested in someone like me." 

She squeezed his hand and earned his gaze upon hers. "Funny thing about women," she said, 

"we change our minds. You stuck by my side through some grisly shit, even when I tried to spare you. 

Contract or no contract, there's more to you than I realized." 

He smiled. "Well, you'll get a chance to find out more, looks like you're still stuck with me since you saved my life again." 

"I was wondering about how contracts work, exactly..." 

He frowned. "Oh? How so?" 

"Well, can you have more than one contract at a time?" 

"No, nor can I terminate a contract with someone if somebody else wants one." 

She nodded. "Okay, what about a new contract with the same person?" 

He cocked his head and considered it. "Yes, I suppose that would supersede the prior contract. What did you have in mind?" 

Val grinned. "Well, I was thinking that I could use a partner. You'd need some training, of course, but I can manage that." 

He chuckled. "Training? You want to train me?" 

"Tango left?" she asked. His confused expression made her smile. "That means there's a target on your left. Tango - target. Left - left." 

He gasped. "That's what you said in the Warrens!" 

Val smiled. "And then I took out the zombie on your right." 

He grunted. "Shades! You're right. I completely forgot about that." 

"I can teach you a lot of things," she said. 

"I see, and what do I provide you in return?" 

She offered a coy smile. "Let's start with dinner, when they let me out of here." 

"Dinner? That seems rather one sided. I'm benefiting from your training and spending time with you. I have a counter offer." 

Val laughed. "A counter offer? All right, let's have it." 

"Open ended contract. You train me and then take me on as your partner. We both benefit and it remains in effect until we both agree otherwise. As many dinners are included as necessary, since they're mutually beneficial." 

She raised an eyebrow. "I like the sound of that. Where do I sign?" 

"Verbal contracts are sealed differently," he said. "A handshake for example, or..." 

"Or?" she inquired. 

"A kiss." 

"Now  that is a deal I'm willing to make." 




###
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