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Chapter 1 - Lukewarm Sentiments

 

With his eyes closed, Gus leaned back in the chair.

Truth of the matter was that he was simply enjoying sitting in the chair. He didn’t need to be tied into it so he wouldn’t slip out. Nor was an Elven-Dryad touching him with roaming hands.

I’m not sure I could have survived having my back broken like that.

Just not that strong.

He lifted his coffee cup to his mouth, then took a sip and set it down on the table.

There were no sounds in his house either.

For the first time in a long time, everything was absolutely silent. The only possibility for sound right now was with the hitman still tied up in his basement.

Trish had taken on the role of jail-keeper for her, and Melody the chef. No one was sure what to do with the woman, but as far as Gus could tell, no one was looking for her either.

She was a nonentity.

A series of rapid knocks on the door brought Gus out of his quiet contemplation.

Shaking his head, he decided to ignore it.

It was more than likely someone who wanted him to buy something or wanted his support for a campaign.

“Gussy! Oooooopen the dooooooooooor,” shouted Mark through his front door.

Groaning, Gus lowered his head and let out a short sigh.

“Of course it’d be you,” he said as he got up out of the chair. “I’d almost rather it be a door-to-door salesman or someone trying to convert me.”

When he reached the front door, Gus opened it.

Standing there was probably one of the five people he’d trust with his life. His former boss in the PID, Mark Ehrich.

He was dressed in an expensive-looking black suit, with a white shirt and matching tie.

He looked like the typical depiction of a federal agent. Tall, dark hair, blue eyes, muscular, handsome, and with a bit of danger to him.

“Gussy!” shouted Mark.

Moving across the threshold, he immediately wrapped Gus up in a hug.

“Baby, I missed you,” Mark said, running his hands up and down Gus’s back.

Unable to help himself, Gus laughed softly and then hugged Mark in return.

“Vanessa mentioned you were all better, but I still can’t believe it. Your back was broken. Literally.” Mark leaned back and looked at him.

“And you got shot. You seem fine yourself,” Gus said, giving Mark a quick inspection. He really did seem fine for a man who’d been turned into a leaky piece of meat.

“Once they stabilized me and I came out of that coma, they just magicked me up,” Mark said. “Just had to wait for me to wake up, I guess. You got the same treatment.”

“Yeah, bullet holes are apparently much easier to treat than a broken back.” Gus started walking back into his home. “Well? Come on in, Durh. No one’s here right now though.”

“Great! Then let’s go out!” Mark said, not leaving the door. “I’m all dressed up, and you know I love being looked at. Especially with you on my arm. Let’s go get a coffee or something.”

Gus thought about declining, then decided against it. With Melody’s fear cooking, he never really felt hunger anymore. It made eating human foods much more palatable.

“Fine,” he said, turning to one side and grabbing a coat from the hanger. While he was fine now, he still didn’t quite feel perfect.

Trish had only gotten him put back together the previous day. She’d also warned him that his back would be pretty weak for a month or two. She’d been using his own body and hers to fuel the regeneration after all.

Or more specifically, herself as the blueprint and his body as the fuel source.

“Really? Great! I thought I’d have to argue with you,” Mark said.

“Nah… been cooped up for a while. I could do with an airing out,” Gus said.

While he wasn’t normally one to get out of the house, even he was tired of seeing the inside of his own walls by now.

After closing the front door behind him and locking it, Gus followed Mark over to the black sedan with blacked-out windows in front of his house.

The hell.

Did he get promoted to the “cliché federal agent” position or something?

Glancing at the plates as he walked up, Gus spotted the federal listing.

Shit, he did get promoted to the federal government.

Which means he’s one of the people who’d have my family executed simply because of what we are.

Good thing it’s just Durh.

Laughing softly, Gus opened the car door and clambered in.

“I know, right?” Mark closed his door and got comfortable in the seat. “It’s ironic and hilarious. More so when I tell you my plan.”

Gus snapped his seat belt into place and leaned back.

“Nice ride at least. They pay good?” he asked.

“Stupidly well. Especially since… you know… the Fed got blowed up. I was more or less able to negotiate my salary to whatever I wanted,” Mark said as he turned the ignition. “It also let me dictate who I personally wanted to hire onto my team.”

Not being an idiot, Gus had already figured it was something like this.

After walking out of the desert with just old glory, Mark, Olsen, and himself, they had few others to rely on. Most especially after Olsen ate his own gun and Gus had found him.

When the world had thrown Gus down and tried to stomp him flat, it’d been Mark who’d swooped in and given him a job in the end.

Though there’d been a time when Mark had his own troubles. It just hadn’t lasted as long as Gus’s.

“At least this time I didn’t find you behind a bar passed out in your own vomit,” Mark said.

“Yeah, that was an odd job offer,” Gus said, remembering it.

“Well, I think this one will be just as odd,” Mark said.

“Mm. I take it you had to promise the moon and stars just to be able to make an offer for me to work for peanuts?” Gus asked.

Staring out the window, he watched the houses roll by.

He didn’t feel as despondent since he’d gotten the use of his legs back, but he still wasn’t quite over the fact that he’d been fired from the PID.

For doing his job, no less.

“Actually, you’ve got it wrong,” Mark said with a chuckle. “There was no way you were going to keep your job with all those talking heads looking like idiots. I mean… your email got some real traction after the fact.

“It literally spelled out the entire situation. Bad shit gonna happen at the big game, probably a bomb or worse, you need to reel it in. Then of course there’s the time stamp on it. Makes it hard for anyone to deny they didn’t have time to read it.”

“I mean… yeah?” Gus said. “Was trying to get people to make it stop.”

“I know, Gussy. I know. Everyone knows you were just trying to save people. That’s the problem though,” Mark said, wheeling them onto the freeway. “It’s hard for anyone to not see that you were doing all you could and that everyone at the top of the food chain dropped the ball.”

“Yeah.” Gus turned to Mark. “Which is why I got shit-canned. Right?”

“Yup! And to be honest, I was kinda happy they did it the way they did,” Mark said. “I mean, do you have any idea how bad that makes them look after the fact? Hah. Especially when I sent out my report five minutes after your firing went live.”

Gus snorted at that and looked ahead at the road. “You knew it was coming?”

“Course I did. As if I wasn’t already looking into what was going to happen to you the moment I woke up,” Mark said, almost sounding offended. “Saw the paperwork they submitted the moment after I took my promotion. Because we all knew I wasn’t going to do shit about you as long as I was there. They did try to force me, fat lot of good it did them.”

Gus nodded. He had wondered what would happen to him once Mark took the promotion Gus had expected him to get.

It had felt like the axe was looming the moment that promotion was confirmed.

“My report… ooooooo-eee it was a doozy, Gussy. I’ll let you read it later. And the email chain follow-up after it…” Mark started to laugh. “There were so many people looking for verification, and then your email magically—in a way no one can trace, I made sure of that—surfaced outside of restricted channels and started making the rounds. It’d only been internal before that. Ooopsie.”

There was a subtle undercurrent of anger in Mark’s words, and no mistaking it for exactly what it was. Mark was livid at what had been done to Gus and had taken his own form of revenge.

“Love you too, Durh,” Gus said.

“Shit, what?” Mark asked. “Damn, should I pull over so we can have a quickie in the back seat?”

“Idiot,” Gus said and then started to laugh. “What’s the job, then?”

“I wasn’t promoted. Not really. I was hired off the PID and brought into the Fed,” Mark said. “As you obviously guessed. But I wasn’t hired as an agent. Or anything like that, actually.”

“No?” Gus asked.

“No. I was hired as a section chief. Deputy director, in fact. I’m running the entire organization for the state. I already made sure to read into everything concerning you, your family, Melody, Vanessa, and Trish,” Mark said. “They have no idea about any of you or what’s really going on there. You’re in the clear. I also put a few notes in your file that’ll help in the future. Like the fact that mind reading doesn’t work particularly well on you and can risk the mind reader attempting it. Especially psykers.”

That’s likely to make any attempt to assign a reader on me impossible. And gives me the opportunity to kill them if they try.

Raising his eyebrows at Mark’s admission, Gus could only shake his head. Mark had been looking out for him ever since they’d made it back.

“What? You did far more for me out there. Let alone what you did for everyone else. Just because they didn’t make it back doesn’t lessen what you did,” Mark said. “This isn’t even a fraction of what I owe you.”

“Don’t owe me shit,” Gus said.

“You and I disagree on this and always have. Anyways,” Mark said, flicking his hand dismissively. “I’m the chief for the state. I report to what is essentially the director of the Fed. For the nation.

“I argued for the ability to hire whoever I wanted at whatever pay I felt justified. She agreed and that was that. I sent over my hiring requirements for you, Vanessa, Melody, and Trish the same day.

“It all went through last night.”

“Ah. I see,” Gus said. That all made sense in a way. “Dare I ask what the salary is?”

“Each one of you is going to be making a hundred and forty grand. It’s the highest I could make it. Even Melody will actually get a raise,” Mark said.

“Shit,” Gus muttered. It was a significant jump. “Ness and Trish will be ecstatic.”

“I know, right? Just tell them it’s because of you and you need more sexual healing.” Mark nodded his head rapidly. “Job is pretty stupid easy. You’ll be an agent. I give you stuff, you go fix it or figure it out.”

“In other words… we’re doing exactly the same thing we were before. Just new titles and pay,” Gus said with a chuckle.

“Pretty much! Ain’t it grand? Though obviously, the cases we’ll be working will be different. I already know what you’ll be tackling first, in fact, as soon as you sign on,” Mark said.

“You do? That’s rather quick. Isn’t it?”

“I mean, somewhat. But in the same breath… it isn’t as if there aren’t things to do. The problem is all the existing casework got blowed up. We get to start from scratch, and my boss wants a demonstration of why your team is worth so much.”

Gus shrugged at that. He didn’t mind being tested in such a way. If anything, it was easier for him. Having a test gave him the opportunity to remove doubt and clear the way.

“Gonna tell me what it is?” Gus asked.

“Noooooope,” Mark said with a laugh. “Not going to tell you till your whole team is together. Your first day is the day after you sign your contracts. I dropped them off in your mailbox while I was there.

“I sent a text to Melody to go check the mail. With any luck, they’ll have all read them before we get back and that’ll be the end of the conversation.”

Closing his eyes, Gus rested his head on the headrest and laughed. “Durh, I wouldn’t have said no.”

“Ptttf, as if I’d believe that for an instant. Too much of a risk of you saying no. Anyways,” Mark said, “there we are. That’s the new gig and all that.”

“Thanks, Durh,” Gus said.

“Of course. Gotta take care of my man,” Mark said. “Speaking of, Kelly mentioned you came rushing over to see me when I was imitating Swiss cheese. She was rather grateful for the guards you put on my door as well.

“Did I mention my wife may love you more than me after that? Should I be concerned you two are going to cheat on me with each other?”

Gus grinned without opening his eyes. He didn’t have to say anything. Mark would carry the conversation all on his own if he let him.

So Gus did just that.

 

***

 

Walking up to his front door, Gus already knew that one or all of his housemates were home.

The mail wasn’t in the mailbox, and Mark had specifically told him he’d dropped the contracts in there.

With any luck it’s just Melody and I can talk to her before everyone else gets home. Maybe walk it back a bit.

After reaching the front door, Gus paused as it swung inward.

Standing in his doorway was Trish. She took a step to the side to let him inside.

Dressed in a tank top and jeans, looking like something out of one of the numerous magazines he’d read while deployed, she was the picture of beauty.

Her green eyes seemed to glow with an inner light as she watched him, smiling.

That picture of beauty included a massive dollop of sexual domination.

Reaching up, she curled a wisp of her white hair behind a tipped Elvish ear. The rest of it was pulled back behind her head in a ponytail.

“If you’re just going to stare, Gus, I’m not sure how to respond,” Trish murmured, smiling at him. Her eyes were slowly becoming brighter by the second.

Gus coughed into a hand as he realized he really had been staring.

“Uh, sorry, hi,” he said, moving past her and into the home he shared with her, Vanessa, and Melody.

“Welcome home, my Indigo!” shouted a voice from deeper inside.

“Melody and I just finished feeding our guest,” Trish said, one of her hands trailing down along his back. From his shoulder to his hip, her fingers slid over him.

It made his spine and crotch tingle.

Trish wasn’t just an Elven sorceress. She was an Elven-Dryad sorceress. Apparently the old wives’ tales of Dryads—more appropriately named Nymphs—were quite real.

They were sexual predators in the same way Gus was a Boogieman that fed on fear.

Ever since he’d spent days on end being cared for by her in every way, whatever barrier had existed between them was gone.

Very gone.

Moving away from the Dryad before she could grab his rear end, which he knew she would, Gus walked into the living room.

Vanessa and Melody were sitting around the coffee table, a large amount of paperwork spread out in front of them.

Getting up from her seat and moving toward him was Melody the Rainbow Contractor.

She had pitch-black eyes, black hair pulled back in a ponytail behind her head, and she was pretty in an eerie, unearthly way. A wild and blazing smile spread across her lips.

Indigo-colored symbols glowed and sparked all around the edges of her face. From her chin to the crown of her hairline. It was a single straight line that made her face look like a cutout. Between her eyes was a circle that looked to be glowing red hot right now.

Damn. She’s going to contract me today or tomorrow, and there’s no way out of it.

Much like Trish, she was dressed in a comfortable shirt and jeans. Dressed for around the house.

Crashing into him, she hugged him tightly and bounced in place against him.

“Ooooh, Indigo, welcome home, welcome home,” Melody murmured against his ear as she rubbed her cheek against his. “Indigo… I love you.”

Yep. Going to contract me tonight.

Fuck.

Checking a sigh, Gus laid his arms around Melody’s hips and hugged her in return.

She, Vanessa, and Trish had remained with him through thick and thin.

When he had wallowed in despair and depression, they had happily trooped along with him, encouraging him and doing all they could for him.

“Love you, too,” Gus grumbled, holding the Contractor.

Squealing, Melody pulled tighter at him, and her strength surprised him. It squeezed the breath right out of his lungs.

Then she let go of him and gave him a shove toward the coffee table.

“We were just reading over our contracts!” Melody said.

Looking up from the paperwork, Vanessa met his eyes. Her light-brown orbs gazed into his for a second before she hit him with a warm smile. Her dark-brown hair was pulled back behind her head as well.

It seemed the style of the day was ponytails and dressing for indoors. She had on a very loose shirt and jeans.

Where Melody and Trish were pale, Vanessa had a healthy light-brown skin tone. Trish was beautiful, Melody was eerily pretty, and Vanessa was the feisty and cute one of the three. 

“Seems like maybe I should have waited to cash your check,” Vanessa said.

“Not at all,” Melody said, forcing Gus to sit down practically behind Vanessa. Then she scooted over back to where she’d been sitting and started going through her papers. “Nothing wrong with being indebted to Gus. He loves you. Being indebted to him is much easier to handle. It allows for so many fun interpretations of ‘interest’ to pay back to him. At least to me it does.”

“Does to me as well,” Trish said, coming over and sitting down in a recliner. Her eyes had lost their glow, and she seemed much more like her normal self.

“Idiots,” Vanessa muttered, looking back at her paperwork. “We’re going to be federal agents, I guess.”

“So it would seem,” Gus said, not quite sure why Melody had made him sit behind Vanessa. Melody tended to move in ways only she understood.

Though she hadn’t been wrong so far.

“It’s absolutely hilarious,” Melody said, reading through a page. “I think I was the single most wanted on their lists for several years in a row. Now I’m going to be working for them. Though only as an agent, it seems. That’s rather low in the Fed’s hierarchy.”

“Uh… not really,” Gus said. “We’ll be reporting to Mark directly. He reports to the director of the Fed. We’re his first hires.”

“Oh, how fun,” Trish said, folding her hands in her lap. “I’m rather excited. I’ve never thought I’d ever be paid so much. I’m just a cleaning lady.”

“Not anymore. And you haven’t been for a while, really,” Vanessa said, leaning away from her paperwork and then into the front of Gus’s legs. “I read your contract. Your title is Agent(Sorceress). Not cleaning lady. I’m apparently Agent(Detective). Gus is Agent(Detective).”

“And I’m Agent(Contractor). But if we’re reporting like what Gus said, that means we’re… we’re all very senior agents,” Melody said.

“Yeah… I get the impression we might end up as team leaders in the future,” Gus said. “But there’s still a big ol’ fat problem with all of this.”

“We never figured out who was behind the attack,” Vanessa said with a nod. “But they know us, and where we live. Probably. I can’t imagine they don’t.”

“Good news,” Melody said, not looking up as she rapidly signed her signature to her paperwork. “I bought us a house. Tonight we’ll all contract to one another, have a truly fantastic orgy, and then start work tomorrow. While we’re at work, all our stuff will be moved. I already paid. I made special accommodations for our guest in the basement.”

Nodding her head, Melody looked up from her signed contract with a massive smile.

“This… is an amazing day. My Indigo, my Red, my Yellow,” Melody practically purred at them all. Speaking to Gus, Trish, and then Vanessa in turn. “An amazing night is before us. I hope you’re all ready for it.”

“I am,” Trish said in a breathy growl. Her eyes immediately glowed intensely, as if they contained the sun itself. Her being the Red contract made far too much sense.

Vanessa sighed and then nodded her head a bit, still leaning against Gus.

“I suppose I’m ready to become Yellow,” she said.

Melody jumped up and clapped her hands together, stomping on the ground at the same time. She made several small circles as she continued to clap and stomp. Then she stopped and slowly lay down on the ground, taking deep breaths.

“Ooh, I need to breathe. I got dizzy there for a second,” she said.

Whenever she needed to reset her contracts, Melody tended to get a bit wild.

Grinning, Gus shook his head and laid his hand on Vanessa’s shoulders, then began to lightly rub them.

His life had gotten interesting in the last year.


Chapter 2 - Case Load

 

Turning his wrist over, Gus looked at his watch.

They had more than enough time to make it to the location Mark had sent them. Even with traffic the way it was.

“What if we turned off at the next off-ramp?” Trish asked from the passenger seat in front.

“We could try. Feeling lucky?” Melody asked.

“Not particularly,” Trish said. “I’m afraid my luck has always been terrible.”

“No it hasn’t! It brought you here, to me. And you’re my Red, Trish,” Melody said. “And such a lovely Red you were last night. That was wonderfully orchestrated.”

“Yes. Well… yes,” Trish murmured, looking down at her phone.

“I thought it would be different,” Vanessa said softly to Gus’s right.

“What, last night?” Gus said. “No idea what your sex life was like before, but that was pretty different for me.”

It’d been the single most intense, extreme, and bizarre thing he’d ever done. What he’d done to all three women and what they’d done to him.

He felt like he’d been passed around to each of them—while passing each of them to each other at the same time.

This morning, he couldn’t quite look Trish completely square in the eye considering how often he’d been given to her, or her to him.

Repeatedly. More so than anyone else.

That and he hadn’t felt like he couldn’t continue on, regardless of how many times he’d climaxed.

“I mean, it felt like we were at it for hours and—”

“No!” Vanessa hissed, then continued much softer. “No. Not that. My sex was really tame, if you have to know. Last night was… I don’t think I’d want to repeat it for a while. It was almost too much.

“I meant the contracts.”

“Oh, oh, yeah. That was pretty anti-climactic,” Gus said, looking at his palm.

Melody had drawn up some sigil work on the ground in specific colors, some different symbol work, and then she’d had each person join her. She’d cut her own palm and theirs, and then she’d pressed their hands together.

Nothing had happened other than a flash of color.

Supposedly all it did was join them to her existing contracts. Even if she broke her contract with whatever spirit or entity it was linked to, the ones she’d made with them last night would remain.

Vanessa was looking at her own palm. The slice in her skin was already long gone. Trish had healed them all sometime during the mad, lusty, energetic night.

“She’s really different in bed,” Vanessa said very softly.

“Who, Trish? Yeah. Definitely. Kinda like it… though,” Gus said. “Was a lot of fun, even if it was crazy.”

Vanessa nodded and let her hand fall back to her lap.

Looking to the front, Gus caught Trish watching him from the side. Her eyes were glowing faintly, and there was a seductive smile on her lips.

Shit. She’s partially Elven, right? That means—

Trish’s eyes glowed brighter for a moment, and her tongue slipped out to lick at her lips. Then the glow slowly bled away and she looked forward again.

“Let’s stay on the highway,” Trish said. “No reason to stress over it.”

She heard it and liked it.

A buzz in his pocket interrupted Gus’s thoughts.

Pulling his phone out, he tapped the screen and unlocked it.

Mark?

He opened the message and read it over quickly.

“Mark just sent me a text to make sure we’re coming,” Gus said loud enough for everyone to hear him. “Which means he’s nervous and anxious. I’m suddenly betting our ‘orientation’ as he called it isn’t quite what we were thinking.”

“No?” Melody asked in a voice that exuded nothing but joy and excitement. She was quite chipper this morning. “We’ll just play it by ear. It’ll be fine.”

She was also acting far more normal than he’d seen from her in a long while.

Apparently contracting with her had stabilized her considerably.

“Mel,” Gus said, leaning forward in his seat. Grabbing the sides of her chair, he moved his head up to her shoulder.

“Yes, my one and only Indigo? The man of my life? The only man for me for the rest of all time?” Melody purred.

Feeling a bit fuzzy headed at that, Gus tried to collect his thoughts quickly.

“Did you get a benefit out of splitting your contract to us? Because you don’t seem as… Contractor crazy,” Gus said.

“That noticeable, huh?” Melody said. One of her hands came off the wheel to rest on the side of Gus’s face. “I’m so glad. I sincerely hoped you were paying that much attention to me. But it’s so hard to tell with you sometimes.

“Yes. Splitting my contract with you three offset a lot of the feedback I get. And since you’re not Contractors, you won’t even feel it. It’ll just… dissipate. It’s one of the reasons you always see Contractors with harems. It’s too important to not contract others.”

Gus caught his lower lip between his teeth as he thought on that. The way Melody was touching him also made him feel incredibly strange.

What little space she’d been affording him was apparently gone now. His head felt heavy and like he wanted to lie down.

Preferably with her.

What she said was true, however. If the Contractor was young, they were usually alone. The older they got, the more “Contractor crazy” they got. Every Contractor he’d met past a certain age had always had a group of people around them.

“Never thought about it,” Gus said. “Makes sense.”

“It’s not that complicated, really. Each color is a contract you make to gain something relevant to that color,” Melody said, her fingers idly tracing the curve of his ear. They weren’t moving very fast in this traffic jam, so it wasn’t as if she really needed both hands. “Blue is your awareness and the physical realm. Green is your own body. Red is sex and power, but also anger and violence. Yellow is your emotions and empathy. Orange is logic or intelligence. Understanding. Indigo is love. Violet is wisdom, wealth, and ambition.”

“And by us taking up part of your contract for you, you get stronger, and whatever negative effect you would have suffered is minimized,” Gus said.

“That’s right. Cause you’ll never feel it. You’re not a Contractor. That’s why Contractors don’t end up with Contractors. Wouldn’t work,” Melody said, pulling her hand back down to the wheel. “Well, technically it’d work, it’d just be awful. Imagine taking someone else’s feedback on top of yours.”

Sitting back in his seat, Gus chewed on all that.

It made sense. He’d just never really thought about it all.

“Does that mean we need four more?” Trish asked, turning to face Melody.

“I mean… I’d like to have four more wives in our marriage. One for every color. That’d mean seven,” Melody said. “But Gus doesn’t like that idea. I think this is the maximum size I’ll be able to get him to agree to right now.

“But that’s okay. I don’t need to be any stronger than I am today. With you three, I’m more than plenty strong.

“Tie my own shoes and everything. That and having Gus as my Indigo is worth not having four others.”

Grimacing, Gus slouched deeper into his chair.

She wasn’t wrong.

Last night had been incredible, but the idea of literally doubling the number of people seemed insane to him.

He didn’t like that idea.

Melody was right.

 

***

 

Pulling on the lapels of his suit, Gus felt strange. He was wearing his nicest navy suit and tie.

There was no way he was going to go full-on “Fed” like Mark had and wear black. There was no reason for him to.

His boss was Mark, and Mark wouldn’t care so long as he dressed appropriately. Navy instead of black, or not.

Trish, Vanessa, and Melody were all dressed very professionally. Professionally, matching with one another, and like they were above any possibility of a complaint.

Gus opened the door and held it open for everyone else.

They were roughly five minutes early, but Gus figured there was no reason to hang around outside if they didn’t have to.

“Rather conspicuous, isn’t it?” Vanessa asked as she walked through the door.

Glancing up at the looming skyscraper, Gus couldn’t disagree.

The building Mark had sent them to was massive and imposing, reaching far above. In fact, it was one of the tallest buildings in the downtown area.

“That just makes it more interesting,” Melody said. “Especially since we came in through a super-secret entrance. It was fun to flash a Federal badge. Nice of Mark to include those in the contracts.”

Gus shook his head with a grin as Melody walked by, then looked at Trish, who was taking up the rear.

Her face had a curious cast to it. She walked up to him rather than follow Melody inside.

“I don’t want last night to make things awkward,” she said. Her eyes looked very normal, and very serious. That glow was usually an indicator of when she was leaning into her Dryad heritage. “No matter how much I enjoyed it, I want to make sure you enjoyed it, too.”

“It wasn’t awkward. Or… that is, I don’t feel awkward about it. I guess,” Gus said, feeling just a little bashful. There was just no way he couldn’t help but think about what he’d done to her. He hadn’t felt like he was in his right mind, but he’d definitely done what he wanted.

It was just surprising what he’d wanted to do to her.

And wanted to do again.

“It’s… what I am. I draw it out in my partners. It feeds all aspects of your desires and encourages them,” Trish said. “At least, that’s how my sisters explained it to me. That was my first sexual experience last night, so I’m sure I can dial it in better in the future. Though, I do feel like it went well, if a bit chaotic.

“I guess what I’m saying is… don’t feel weird about it. It was normal, and your attention was flattering.”

Gus looked off to one side and nodded before lifting his eyes back up to meet Trish’s. He needed to be a big boy about this. It was only awkward if he let it be.

“Is it normal to want to do it again to you?” Gus asked.

Trish smiled at that and wrinkled her nose. “Yes. Especially if it pleased you. Means my Dryad magic is working as intended.

“Just be gentler with my hips next time. You’re stronger than you think. Come on, Indigo. We should catch up to our Contractor. Lest I let my other self come out to play. I think I’d end up abducting you.”

Grinning with one side of his mouth, Gus indicated the entry. “Off with you then, Miss Sex-Sorceress.”

Trish stuck her tongue out between her teeth and patted him on the shoulder as she walked by. “Silly.”

Gus stuffed his hands in his pockets as he let go of the door and followed her inside. If anything, he was thankful for the way she’d broached the subject and handled it. He wasn’t quite sure he had the emotional intelligence to have gotten through it on his own.

Gus found they were in a office building lobby.

“Agent Gustavus Hellström, welcome. Deputy-Director Ehrich is in the main hall,” said a woman behind a desk off to one side. There was a distinct accent to her words, but Gus couldn’t place it.

Wearing a professional dress, jacket, and leggings, she looked like an office worker for a Fortune 50 company.

She held out a piece of paper across the desk to Gus.

Melody, Trish, and Vanessa all stood nearby with similar papers in their hands.

Gus gave the assistant a smile and a nod as he took it from her.

Glancing down at the paper, he saw it simply read as one dash one.

“Mine’s one dash one,” Gus said aloud, looking at the others.

“One dash two,” Melody said.

“I’m one dash three,” Vanessa said, holding up her paper.

“And I’m one dash four,” Trish said.

Gus turned to the woman at the desk, hoping maybe she’d elaborate further.

She only smiled at him for a second, then went back to her monitor and keyboard.

Right. Cause Mark is Mark.

She’s probably some horror creature that can make most Paras look like sheep, too.

Gus kept watching the assistant for several more seconds. Finally, the young woman looked back up to meet his eyes.

There wasn’t anything there. She wasn’t wearing a mask.

Nor did she feel like anything to him. As if she wasn’t even here.

Or real.

When he glanced down at her desk, he found nothing one would expect at a front desk inhabited by a person.

There was no hand sanitizer, no tissues, no water bottle, no mug. No small bits most people would clutter a workspace with either.

No stickers, lip balm, fingernail clippers, phone. 

Nothing.

“Construct?” Gus asked, looking back at the woman’s eyes.

The assistant blinked, finally with an expression on her face.

Absolute surprise. There was just a tiny tendril of fear bleeding from her now as well.

“I… beg your pardon?” she asked.

“I was wondering if you’re a Constructed being. Are you material or spiritual? If spiritual… you’re… an amazing spirit,” Gus said, indicating her with a fingertip. Now that he’d looked at her, he found it almost hard to look away. She was dusky skinned with black hair and warm brown eyes. Her features were narrow and fit her face perfectly to give her almost a “sculpted” look. “If material, your form is spectacular. Did you craft it yourself? And what’s your name, by the way?”

Opening her mouth and then closing it, the assistant lifted her chin slightly.

“My name’s Indali. Indali Jaya. I’m a Material, if you must know. And… thank you, I did fashion this form.” A smile curled the ends of her lips upward.

Smiling back at the woman, Gus made a mental note of her name. If he was going to have to walk by her every day on his way into the building, he wanted to start off on the right foot.

Compliments and understanding were a great way to do it.

“If it’s not improper, Indali, I’d feel indebted if you let me look at your original material form at a later time,” Gus said. “I can only imagine at its composition. It must be very well made.”

Smiling wider now, the Construct lifted an eyebrow and then indicated the women Gus was with. “They’re waiting.”

“I don’t mind,” Melody immediately pitched in. “I’d like to see your body. Though your material form isn’t as interesting to me.”

Realizing that was his cue to let it lie before Melody got them hit with a sexual harassment charge, Gus nodded to the woman and left the lobby.

“What was that about?” Vanessa asked a little gruffly.

“Making friends,” Gus said simply. “If she’s going to be the woman who security checks me every day, better if she’s a friend. Right?”

“That’s… very true,” Trish said. “I was able to get a lot more done when I wanted to. I just made sure to be friends with the building people.”

“She wasn’t human?” Vanessa asked.

“No. Construct. She was an item first, it seems. She was possessed by something, or she became sentient through a lot of magic transfer. Or something similar,” Gus said. “They tend to be a little… higher minded?”

“Living things are meat bags to Constructs,” Melody said. “Or just… things to eat. She was a very lovely Construct though.”

“She was interested in Gus,” Trish said in a soft murmur. “Even before he started flirting.”

“Who isn’t? There’s a reason I had to have my beloved Indigo,” Melody said.

They all left the hall and entered a rather large open room. It was filled with chairs arranged throughout.

“I think… one-one puts us at the very front, in the first row, possibly in the first seat,” Vanessa muttered.

“Fucking Durh,” Gus groused.

“Indeed, fucking me,” Mark said, appearing behind them. He was dressed exactly as he’d been the last time Gus had seen him. “Have a seat; this’ll be fun and quick. Sit, sit.”

Not waiting for an answer and looking far too cheery, Mark scurried off.

Melody slipped her arm into the crook of Gus’s and dragged him off down the aisle toward where their seats would be.

“From PI being held at gunpoint, to PID, to a Fed. All within a few months,” she said, pushing Gus into the seat listed as one dash one. “My niece just laughs at me whenever I talk to her now.”

“Different niece, or same one you mentioned last time?” Gus asked.

“The same. Her name’s Irma. You’ll like her. She’s been busy with her business the last couple years. She runs a debt consolidation business with her husband,” Melody said as she took her own seat. “That and a private military company.”

“You mentioned that the other day,” Gus said, looking around. There were hundreds of seats here.

“I did. If we needed a job, we could have picked up some stuff from her. She always has out-of-country work that needs doing at a good price.”

Gus chewed at the inside of his cheek.

He was somewhat uncomfortable with them being the only ones here.

A soft boom came from the other side of the hall, and a flood of people entered the room. It was as if a mob was coming to get him.

“Oh, Mark gave us personal seating. How thoughtful,” Melody said. “We should ask his wife and daughter to dinner sometime.”

Any response Gus wanted to give would have been impossible. The room was a riot of people walking and talking. It drowned everything out.

They were an orderly mob, though. Everyone filtered into their seating arrangements in no time at all.

“Hi!” Mark said loudly, getting up on the stage at the front of the hall. He walked over to the podium and tapped the microphone. “Hello everyone. I’m Mark Ehrich, or Deputy Director Ehrich if you prefer.

“I don’t stand on titles or formality, however. This is your orientation, and it’s going to suck. Because this is our first day as a section and the first day we’re in this building.”

First days always suck.

“First the easy answers,” Mark said, holding up his hands. “Yes, the Fed was nearly destroyed. You’ve all been hired on to help transition it back to a staffed and working department.

“Yes, the attack at the game was part of the bombing attack. The goal was to expose the entire populace to the Para world.

“Yes, it was stopped by Agents Gustavus Hellström, Melody Lark, Vanessa Flores, and Patricia Ash. All part of your new section.”

Mark pointed right at everyone he’d just named.

“And their first order of business is taking down the Saint Anthony coven,” Mark said. “The coven was a much bigger player some years ago, but somewhere along the way they got taken down a peg. We’re not really sure why, how, or who, but it definitely wasn’t a friendly love tap.

“That was then, though. And this is now. Now, the coven is on the way back up since the Fed building bombings. They’re not the biggest game in town, but we have to start somewhere.”

Right.

Vampire coven.

Because working our way through a car theft isn’t going to be the norm anymore.

“…will be running it. For the rest of you, we’ll be working through your groupings to get you all your starting cases,” Mark said. “Though for some of you, it’ll simply be personnel recruitment. You’re our first wave of new agents. We need more.

“Now, let’s break this up and start moving to your new offices. I have a floor plan posted up all over the walls in here and at the elevator bay on every floor.

“So! Settle in, get comfortable, and get your new digs ready. Normal hours and workloads will start up this week. I’ll be assigning group leaders for multiple groups to work with you to get you fully operational.

“Any questions, don’t hesitate to reach out.”

Mark slapped an open hand down on the podium. It was like a gun going off.

Everyone was off for the maps to figure out where they’d be sitting.

Probably took longer to set up the damn chairs than it took for his speech.

Only Durh would do that.

“You four, don’t bother to wander off,” Mark said, grinning at Gus and the others. “I’ll be leading you to your offices personally.”

Course you will.


Chapter 3 - Org Charts

 

Mark led them straight off from the assembly room where everyone had met up and down a hallway off to one side. That went into a secured lobby with an uninhabited secretary desk. Once they got through that very heavy door, which was clearly reinforced, Gus found a lobby, a general open area, a break room, and a multitude of rooms whose purpose he couldn’t even guess. There was even a garage in the back with a massive steel door in front of it that led outside. It had several SUVs, sedans, and an armored vehicle parked in the bays.

At the back of all of this had been another very heavy-looking door.

Looking through that open doorway, Gus wasn’t sure how to proceed. He saw a series of eight offices. Four on one side, four on the other.

“And this is where you’ll be sitting,” Mark said. “I made sure to put Gus in an office with one on each side of him and one directly across the way.”

“Thank you, Mark,” Melody said, moving into the hallway. “I appreciate your foresight.”

“Course. Gotta keep the talent happy,” Mark said.

“And what does that make me?” Gus asked.

“You’re what makes the talent happy,” Mark said, then tossed a set of keys to Gus, which he caught more out of reflex than will. “There’s all the keys. Including the only master key copy for your department. So be careful with it, yeah?

“Alright. I’ll check in with you later this week. Be sure to have your new hires ready for me. Contracts, titles, and pay scales are in one of your offices, can’t remember whose. See ya.”

Not waiting any longer, Mark turned around and left, leaving Gus, Trish, Vanessa, and Melody alone there.

“The hell is he doing?” Gus muttered.

Vanessa hadn’t been idle. She’d walked over to a utility closet nearby and opened it. She peered inside, apparently looking for something.

“Goodness. My own office and everything,” Trish said, peeking into the office she’d been assigned to. “And it’s right across from Gus.”

Course it is. She’s going to stare at me all day long, I bet. With those glowing eyes that are way too much for me.

Then again. Maybe that’s better than Melody being there.

Or Vanessa even. I might end up staring at her instead.

Thinking about it, Gus had to admit that maybe Mark had done it right.

“Found the utility panel. Building services always has a tendency to label things if they have the opportunity for it,” Vanessa said. “Apparently this is the ‘organized crime’ circuit box I’m looking at.”

“Organized crime? I suppose that makes sense,” Melody said, walking back toward where Gus was standing. “Especially when you add that he told us to go after a coven first.”

“There were badge readers on every door,” Trish said. “The kind that require a thumbprint at the same time. I hated those when I was cleaning. Always made me feel weird and paranoid going into those places. Like… what were they hiding that the cleaning lady had to have a thumbprint scanned?”

Pressing a hand to his temple, Gus could only nod his head and then shake it.

“Yeah. He’s setting one of us to become the head of the department,” Gus said. “Probably Melody if I don’t miss my guess.”

“What? Why me?” Melody asked, taking the keys from Gus’s hand. Her fingers lingered in his own for several seconds before she went back down the hall.

“Because I wouldn’t want it, and you’re the better candidate anyways,” Gus said. “I’d never be able to stop myself from peeking into people’s heads. Especially for end-of-year reviews or work performance stuff.”

“Makes sense,” Vanessa said, coming back over his way. “Does that mean we need to start hiring people like he said? I thought he was just being… Mark.”

“No, there’s contracts here,” Trish said, having gone into her office. “And the pay scales… and titles. Just like he said.”

Grumbling, Gus went down the hallway and into Trish’s office.

The interior was immaculate.

It had a large L-shaped desk in the corner, a stand with three monitors on it, and a keyboard and mouse laid out on it already. Perched on the side against the wall was a large, brand-new desk phone.

There was a file cabinet on one wall, a white board on another, and a television set on the last wall.

Everything looked expensive.

From the desk to the chair behind it to the round table near the corner of the room with eight chairs seated at it.

Looking at the packets of papers Trish kept pulling out of her desk, Gus didn’t fail to notice the sticky note on the top packet had two words on it.

A name, in fact.

“Patricia Ash,” was written in clear text.

Mark hadn’t randomly put the paperwork in here as he’d implied with his demeanor.

“Guess you’re our accountant,” Gus said, moving into Trish’s office and leaning up against the wall.

“I… am?” Trish asked, pulling even more paperwork out.

“Kinda my guess as well,” Vanessa said as she entered Trish’s office. Then she pulled out a seat at the round table and sat down. “Any good with numbers?”

“I mean, I think so? Maybe?” Trish sounded unsure. “I’ve had to budget every dollar of my salary for… well, a very long time. Down to the pennies. I’ve been living hand to mouth for so long I can’t remember not.”

Mark had someone look into Trish. Which means he also looked into Vanessa.

“Any surprises in your office?” Gus asked, turning to Vanessa.

Vanessa’s mouth thinned out, and she folded her arms across her chest.

“Confidential informant papers. Lots of them. Along with several briefcases filled with what I’m willing to bet is confidant money.”

“I just found an accounting book, a bank account statement, and a ledger,” Trish said, pulling said items out of a cabinet drawer.

“Durh’s been busy,” Gus said.

“And speaking of busy,” Melody said as she walked into Trish’s office. Stopping at the entry, she put her hands on her hips and looked rather authoritative. “Let’s get busy ourselves. We’ve got a coven to crack. I’m… really excited, to be honest, by the way.”

Melody went over with a little hop to Trish’s round table and took a seat herself.

“If Gus is right and I’m made a section leader for the Fed, that means I get to read all sorts of secrets!” she said with an ecstatic giggle. “Secrets, answers, and all sorts of things. I love secrets. I love having puzzle pieces to work with. Life is a billion-piece puzzle, and I want as many pieces as I can find.”

With a grunt, Gus sat down in a chair that had an empty spot on either side of it.

“Guess we should start figuring out what to do,” he said simply. “I know some about the coven. Any of you know anything?”

“No,” Vanessa said with a shrug. “Still the rookie. I just keep getting promoted faster and faster. Not sure if I’ll ever not be the rookie.”

“Champagne problems, dear, champagne problems,” Melody said with a wave of her hand. “I know nothing myself. I’m not a native, you’ll remember.”

“I tried not to get involved,” Trish said. “Especially with Vampires. They can be pushy.”

“Guess it’s all me then,” Gus said. “Should probably give Dave a call and see if he’d be willing to part with anything on them.”

“He’s in the middle of his move right now. Probably will be out of contact for at least another week or two,” Melody said. “He’s convinced it isn’t the end of what happened with the bombings, and he doesn’t want to be around for the next attack.”

“I mean, I don’t think it’s over either,” Gus said. “Just not much to go on right now. But since we’re organized crime… I’d say that was an organized crime, wouldn’t you? Let’s put that one on our back burner and keep an eye out for it.

“Anyways, Saint Anthony coven. They deal mostly with clubs, bars, prostitution, blood running, and some Vampire designer drugs. They really are rather white-collar stuff. Tight enough of a criminal unit that you can’t really pry much out of anyone. Not stupid enough to do anything to get caught either. They’re just called the SA on the street. Those who aren’t enamored with them call them sack, as in SAC, instead.”

“I’m guessing that’s changed, otherwise Mark wouldn’t have put us on it and talked about it the way he did, right?” Melody asked.

“Suppose so,” Gus muttered. “I guess our first order of business is gathering intelligence.”

“Agreed,” Vanessa said. “Thinking of canvassing neighborhoods of known or suspected SA activity?”

“Yup. Just cause I’m a Fed doesn’t mean I’m not a detective,” Gus said with a snort. “Figure we do that, then maybe hit up all the holding facilities. See if any suspected SA members are being detained right now. All I need is a few minutes to ask questions and we can start prying our way in. Questions and answers will give me more to work with. And that’ll be more questions and answers. I’ll just see where it takes me.”

“I like it,” Melody said immediately. “That’s a perfect way to figure out what we’re starting with. It isn’t like we can ask the previous division. They’re all dead. If we’re lucky we’ll find some informants or people they were working with.”

“Well, guess that means we figured out what your role is, Gus,” Vanessa said, smiling at him.

“Oh? What’s that?” Trish asked before Gus could.

“Lead detective, interrogator, and senior recruitment interviewer,” Melody answered with a laugh. “It fits perfectly. Right?”

“Exactly,” Vanessa confirmed. “We can just let Gus go at anyone we want to get a really good look at.”

“Oh! We could eventually get him listed as an actual psyker if we do it right.” Melody leaned over the table. “Like maybe he just developed it recently kind of thing.”

“Uh-huh,” Gus said, trying to change the subject. “If that’s my job, fine. I’m actually alright with that. I’ll be good at it.”

Getting to his feet, he tapped the table with his fingers.

“Alright, I’m going to go sit in my office and start callin’ around to all the local detainment facilities. See if we’ve got anyone. Also the longer-term facilities that handle vamps.”

“I guess I’ll look at our finances,” Trish said with an odd pout to her lips.

“I’m going to go see if I can’t hire some people,” Melody said. “Since apparently we need a whole bunch of people. Maybe I’ll call my niece. She always has a good idea of what mercenaries are around and looking for more stable work.”

“Guess I’ll start walking through all the CIs I know of and branch my way out. After that I can do some canvassing of the locals,” Vanessa said. “I get the feeling maybe some of the ones I used to know might know about the coven.”

“Oh, we should reach out to—”

Melody’s voice was cut off as Gus closed the door to his office.

It looked just like everyone else’s. There was nothing waiting for him, and it seemed like it was just exactly that.

An office.

Sitting down in the chair, Gus moved the mouse slightly.

Instantly, the screen flickered to life. He found himself looking at a PID login screen that had clearly been repurposed for Fed usage.

“Did you gut the PID of everyone useful?” Gus said with a chuckle. He was fully expecting that if he called the IT department, he’d get Michael. “In fact.”

Gus realized he didn’t have login credentials, so he was going to have to call IT anyways. Unless Mark took care of it and put it somewhere for him.

Opening the top desk drawer attached to his desk revealed several pristine pages of paper. The top paper was indeed his credentials.

“Good work, Durh,” Gus muttered. “What else did you leave me?”

Checking the two other drawers, he found nothing.

He got up to check the overhead cabinet above his desk.

No sooner had he opened it than a flood of packaged condoms rushed out.

Unable to close the cabinet as the unending load of prophylactics rained down on him, Gus gave up and just sat down.

After ten seconds passed, the tsunami of birth control had ended.

Now that the cabinet was empty, Gus could see a piece of paper that’d been taped to the inside.

“Keep the talent happy, hugs and kisses,” Gus growled, reading the letter aloud.

The door to his office opened and Gus found Vanessa standing there.

“Oh,” she said, taking in the mess. Dismissing it in the same glance, she cleared her throat. “Did Mark leave you login credentials? Did it have mine on them?”

After brushing a handful of condoms off his desktop, Gus opened his drawer and looked into it. Peeling back the first page, he found that it did indeed have everyone else’s as well.

“Yeah, here ya go.” Gus pulled out the paper and handed it over.

At the same time, a condom fell out of his cuff and landed on the paper he was holding out.

“Mm, thanks. You can keep the condom; we don’t need them, remember?” Vanessa said, then left his office.

Nodding to himself, Gus leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

He had to plan his revenge for Mark.

A soft tap on his door got his attention again.

Opening his eyes against his better judgment, he looked toward the door.

Standing there was the Construct he’d met earlier, Indali.

“Hello again, Indali,” Gus said, ignoring the condoms. It might go easier that way.

“Agent Hellström,” Indali said, the corners of her mouth curling up slightly. “I was told to come see you by Agent Lark.

“Would another time be more appropriate, after you’ve… cleaned up? Perhaps check the rest of your office?”

“No,” Gus said, shaking his head and pointing to the second cabinet above him. “Because I’m sure the other cabinet has just as many in it. Or something as bad or worse. Mark doesn’t hold back when he decides to do something.”

“Ah… yes.” Indali nodded. “What is it you wished to see me about?”

“I honestly have no idea. She didn’t tell me anything,” Gus said. Leaning to one side, he tried to peer out the window beside his door. Melody was likely right there. “Melody?”

“Hire her for the front desk!” Melody shouted back. “Calling about a mechanic!”

Turning back to Indali, Gus raised his hands in defeat.

“It would seem I’m supposed to hire you to work our front desk. You saw it out there, I’m sure,” Gus said. At the same time, he took a needle-thin thread of his telepathic power and easily slipped it right into Indali’s mind.

Ever since his brush with death, he’d found the telepathic powers he’d inherited from his father had become stronger.

“I did,” Indali asked, her eyebrows lifting. “And what is it you can offer me that Deputy Director Ehrich can’t?”

She was surprised. She had no idea what Gus actually needed from her.

There was a dark part in her mind that had immediately gone to the idea that Melody had asked her over to come see Gus because he wanted to make a pass at her. It’d happened to her in the past, and she’d come to expect it to a degree from humans.

“I have no idea,” Gus said honestly. “Is there something you want that he didn’t get you? I probably can’t beat him on salary since he dictated me my own, but… you never know. I might have something he doesn’t.”

Gus doubted it, but he wasn’t going to go against Melody. If she was working this fast already, it meant she had a plan, and he wasn’t going to get in its way.

Following Indali’s thoughts was easy. As a Construct, she was predisposed to a linear way of thinking.

Linear, straight, to the point, and very physically oriented.

Indali wanted to be hired by the government itself, as an agent or otherwise. Except she didn’t have the right background or paperwork to make that happen.

She wasn’t a citizen, she wasn’t technically living, and she was young as far as Constructs went. She’d only been built during the formation of British India.

And beyond that, the most unfortunate reason she was trapped in her job was that she had a record. She’d been involved in a murder that wouldn’t be cleared from her files for a long time.

A Construct she’d been friends with had killed several people and fled. Leaving Indali as an accessory and the only person to put the blame on.

Fifteen years of her life had been spent behind prison bars in India.

Mark had done what he could to get her hired on, but even he couldn’t force her through the bureaucracy that was the Fed.

They were starving for people, but he’d told her he simply couldn’t convince his boss to put her into agent training.

“I’m afraid there really isn’t anything you could offer me,” Indali said with a sweet smile. “Though I’m flattered by your wish to hire me specifically.”

Gus frowned. He had an option available to him that Mark didn’t.

He could call the Curator and ask him for a favor.

Melody had said he wasn’t available, that he was moving, but there was always the possibility he would pick up.

“No? Nothing?” Gus asked, staring hard at Indali.

“No,” said the woman with a shake of her head.

“Are you really sure?” Gus asked again. He needed her to tell him what she wanted. He couldn’t do anything about it otherwise.

Indali stared hard at Gus, her thoughts working from one to another as she considered telling him.

All he could do was smile at her and wait.

And that was apparently the right answer.

She entered his office and closed the door behind her. 

“I want to work for the federal government itself,” Indali said, turning to face him. “I’m technically working for a third-party company employed by the federal government to staff their entry lobby.

“I’m sure if I took the job you’re offering, I’d just be a third-party hire like I am today. It’s a contract.”

Shrugging her shoulders, Indali gave him a cold and dead smile.

“And you can’t because?” Gus asked.

“I have a record that prevents it.” Indali folded her arms behind her back.

Her memories flitted to her time in prison.

A prison they sent Paras when they didn’t care if they would come back out again. Where she’d been locked in a form she wanted nothing to do with and couldn’t escape.

She’d managed to protect herself in that hell hole, protect her “honor” as she called it, though she’d killed a number of other inmates to do it.

“Okay. I can probably have that wiped out,” Gus said.

Reaching over to his desk phone, he began moving condoms out of the way. Then he picked up the receiver and tapped a number into the pad.

He’d memorized it a while ago just in case.

“You… what?” Indali asked. Her mind was a whirlwind of hope, fear, and violent negativity. She came over to the front of his desk, then sat down in one of the chairs there.

Several condoms fell off the edge of the desk and into her lap.

The line suddenly picked up.

“Hello Gus, how’s it going?” asked the Curator on the other end of the line.

“Hey Dave,” Gus said. “Not too bad. Trish fixed my broken back. On a job now with the Fed. Contracted formally with Melody. I’m her Indigo.”

“I’m aware,” Dave said. There was a definite pleased undertone in his voice. Gus couldn’t quite understand it, but he was happy the Curator was happy.

“So… I know you’re moving and all, but I was wondering if I could ask you for a favor. Obviously with a favor for another time to be paid back.”

“Sure, not a problem. What d’ya need?” Dave asked.

“Need all records wiped for a person and replaced with something placid,” Gus said, leaning sideways in his chair. He had no doubt the Curator would call in for information from him since he worked for the Fed.

Gus didn’t care.

He had no loyalty to the Fed, who were likely to kill him and his whole family for no reason other than what they were.

Boogiemen as a species were a “destroy on sight” race.

“Huh… alright. I can do that. Name?” Dave said.

“Indali Jaya, Construct race. Material type,” Gus said.

“Alright. Probably going to take a few months, but it’ll be done,” Dave said.

“Great, thanks. Oh, uh… probably… ended up moving much sooner than we thought we were,” Gus said. “You wanted to know if we moved, so… letting you know. Didn’t want to leave you in the dark.”

“Haha, thanks Gus. I gotta go but I’ll take care of this,” Dave said.

“Great, thanks Dave. I’ll see you later,” Gus said and hung up. “There we go. Can you start tomorrow for us?”

Indali started to slowly nod her head. “Tomorrow… yes. Tomorrow. Who… who was that?”

Gus grinned and flicked several condoms out of his lap.

“The Curator. He’s… a friend of mine, I guess.”


Chapter 4 - Questions

 

Gus adjusted his tie as he got out of the black sedan.

After closing the door, he opened up the rear driver’s side door and pulled his jacket from the hook attached to the “Oh Jesus” bar, as he called it.

He pulled it on, then buttoned the top button and sighed.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Trish said, closing her own car door. She pulled on her coat and then adjusted it at the hips and shoulders. “The plane ride was worse. I can at least stretch out in the car.”

Gus grunted at that and shut the rear door.

Looking at the massive concrete building in front of them, Gus wondered, not for the first time, if this was a bad idea.

They’d taken a flight north over the border and then driven for three hours to get here. After this it was a forty-five-minute drive to their hotel.

“That and it was rather nice to be able to just… talk. Even if the lady next to you kept trying to listen to us on the plane,” Trish said as she walked around to his side of the car. “Was nice just to talk.”

“Yeah, that’s fair. Kinda felt that way, didn’t it?” Gus adjusted his new Fed medallion so it rested better on his chest and against his tie.

Now that he really put his mind to it, it had been rather nice just to sit and talk with Trish the entire way up.

He’d learned quite a bit about her life in Saint Anthony.

She’d been very recalcitrant to talk about her life before that, however. He’d pressed a little bit and had immediately been shut down.

It was surprising given everything they’d… shared… with each other, but he wasn’t going to push her further.

He didn’t want to risk actually hurting her feelings. After all, he’d had a strange crush on the quiet cleaning lady long before he’d met Melody.

“Do I look alright? This seems almost silly. Maybe I should put it away,” Trish said.

Looking at the Elven-Dryad Sorceress, Gus paused.

She was fussing with her Fed medallion as it rested against her coat. Her clothing did a very good job of de-emphasizing her spectacular figure, but the medallion drew attention back to her chest in an odd way.

“Yeah, probably tuck it away. These people are monsters. Quite a few of them haven’t seen daylight in decades, or a woman. Let alone someone of your… er… looks.” Gus sighed.

Trish nodded her head.

“I appreciate the compliment,” she said, then pulled her medallion off over her head and slid it into one of her coat pockets.

“Thank you for waiting,” said a voice from one side.

Turning that way, Gus found himself looking at what seemed more like a soldier than a prison guard.

It was a Were in full hybrid form, wearing fatigues, body armor, and a combat rifle.

He looked like he was ready to simply stroll out into a warzone.

“Of course,” Gus said. When they’d gone through the perimeter fence a mile back, they’d been told to wait at the parking lot at the end of the road. “I’m Agent Hellström. This is Agent Ash.”

Gus held his hand out to the soldier while keeping firm eye contact with the Were. He wasn’t about to back down from a soldier, nor show him disrespect.

Weres could be prickly after all.

“Sergeant Bittersmith,” said the Were, shaking Gus’s hand with his shifted paw. Then he turned and shook Trish’s hand as well. “That list you sent over? They’re all ready. We had them all pulled into control rooms to facilitate it.

“I had a looksie over your request myself. Looks like you’re either going for a coven or Vampires.”

Waving a hand at Gus and Trish, the Were turned and started walking up the path leading to the big concrete prison.

Gus nodded at Bittersmith’s words. He wasn’t surprised in the least that the sergeant had looked. He’d be more surprised if he hadn’t.

“More or less,” Gus said. “How long do you think it’ll take for that information to filter back to Saint Anthony?

“Do I have any lead time to work with?”

“Probably two weeks, give or take a few days,” Bittersmith said with a chuckle. “We keep ’em locked down pretty tight here, but people do eventually finish up their sentences and leave. That’s where the information gets out from. We work on a bi-monthly release setup. Yesterday was release day for the most recent group. It’ll take ’em a few days to get home.”

“That makes sense. Thank you, Sergeant,” Trish responded before Gus could. “Is there anything we should be aware of before we go in?”

Bittersmith didn’t say anything. Instead he kept walking along the path, his combat rifle ready in his hands, his head moving back and forth and scanning his surroundings.

“You do time in the sandbox?” Gus asked instead, realizing the Were rightfully didn’t trust either of them.

Bittersmith’s head cocked to the side at that, then slowly turned Gus’s way.

“Honorable discharge. One hundred and fourteen confirmed. Additional ninety-two unconfirmed. Almost all Elves,” Gus said, interpreting the man’s glance. “They released me because I found out about the Para world and couldn’t serve in the regular divisions anymore.”

After staring at Gus for another several seconds, Bittersmith finally looked ahead again.

“Don’t trust the assistant warden; don’t cross him either. Warden’s fine. Don’t give the inmates any information about yourself. Especially you, Agent Ash.” Bittersmith’s voice softened. “You’re about to get a lot of shit as soon as you walk in there.”

“I’m expecting it,” Trish said with a sigh. “It isn’t as if I haven’t heard most of it before. And where I come from, I’ve probably heard and seen worse. I appreciate the warning, though. Thank you, Sergeant.”

No one said anything further.

It was obvious the sergeant already felt strange saying as much as he had. Gus appreciated both the warning for Trish and what he’d said about the assistant warden.

He’d have to be on his game to make sure he kept Trish safe.

And to make sure he didn’t lose his cool. It was quite likely he’d get mad during this adventure. If he didn’t watch himself, he might do something to give away what he was.

They were escorted through a massive, heavy steel door. The type that had a solid layer of pure iron inside of it.

Definitely where they keep the most dangerous offenders, or the biggest.

Bittersmith led them into a lobby, straight through what looked like a reception room, and through an open area with a tower in the center of it.

Tilting his head up, Gus found himself looking into multiple security cameras, one-way glass, and ten men with combat rifles.

Not taking any chances at all.

One more hallway after that, Gus and Trish found themselves in what looked like a staff-only part of the prison. Every single door had some type of security measure on it, or several guards.

There was no shortage of manpower here, and whoever was funding it apparently felt like the classic approach of having more walls, more bars, and more guards was the appropriate action here.

Anything else was a luxury and not worthwhile.

Yet Gus got the impression the prison Indali had served her sentence in was worse even than this.

“Here’s your interviewing room. Everything you requested ahead of your visit was provided. Thank you for respecting our protocol,” Bittersmith said, opening a door. “Prisoners will be brought in on the other side. They’ll have five guards with them who won’t be leaving. Anything you ask and anything they respond with will be recorded. Any questions?”

“No,” Trish said, then turned to Gus. “Gus?”

“Nah,” Gus said. He looked at the table they’d be sitting at.

Everything he’d requested seemed to be there. Printouts with the information they needed, two pads of papers, water bottles, and some pens.

“I’ll have the first prisoner brought in,” Bittersmith said before he closed the door.

Trish and Gus moved to the desk and took their seats. Glancing into the corners, Gus was reassured when he realized the cameras were very visible. They were even pointed out with helpful warning signs.

Thankfully, there were none directly behind him. Though there was one directly behind Trish, where the lead “investigator” would be seated.

Picking up his pen, Gus immediately grabbed one of the printouts and handed the other to Trish.

“You sure you want me leading the questions? I don’t really know what I’m doing,” Trish said.

“You’ll be fine. Remember?” Gus asked. He couldn’t say anything about his mind reading since it was likely they were being recorded even now.

“Yes… I remember. I just… I’m nervous. That’s all,” Trish said.

“You’ll be fine. And—”

The door opened, and a man in a bright yellow jumpsuit was walked into the room. He was chained from head to toe.

“Oooh, a sexy one this time,” said the man. “I’d fuck her and drain her in a heartbeat.”

Trish blinked once at that but didn’t respond. Her eyes coolly watched the man.

“What, like what you see?” he asked.

The guards escorting the man pushed him down into the chair, but they said or did nothing else.

“Your name is Ferdinand Eliho?” Trish asked, looking down at her sheet of paper.

“For you, baby, you can call me Daddy,” said Ferdinand.

With a thin smile that seemed bored, Trish looked back at the paper.

Gus took this opportunity to sink a thread of power into the man’s mind. Spinning it up quickly, he found Ferdinand had no defenses at all. It was as if the man’s mind was a shack without a front door.

“Your classification is Vampire, is that right?” Trish asked.

“Sure is. I bet your blood tastes sweet as sugar,” Ferdinand purred.

Gus found the man was far more interested in Trish as a food source than anything sexual. The simple reality was that he was on a very minimal blood diet to keep him subdued.

He was here on several murder charges and wouldn’t be getting out anytime soon. Hundreds and hundreds of years were on his head.

“I imagine it does,” Trish said, sounding bored. “Now, I have it listed here that you work for a coven. Is that true?”

Watching the man closely, Gus immediately saw anger.

Frustration.

In his mind, Gus saw that the man felt betrayed by his coven. He’d been left to rot in prison, and it was unlikely they would make any move to break him out. Nor had they assisted with his trial.

The simple reality was they’d let him go as soon as he’d gotten caught. He desperately wanted to get out and kill them all. With his own hands.

But he wasn’t going to rat them out.

Clicking his tongue, the Vampire leaned back in his chair and said nothing.

“Would that be the Saint Anthony coven?” Trish pushed. “Since it’s obvious you work for a coven.”

“I don’t work for shit, bitch,” Ferdinand said.

As soon as she’d asked about the SA coven, Gus had been given a flash of faces, names, and places.

Latching on to those memories, he began to rapidly write everything down in notes.

“…would argue that you did indeed work for them,” Trish continued, not breaking eye contact.

With Trish keeping the questions in the right spot, Gus was able to keep following along the same memories he’d been chasing.

“…what you’re talking about. Are you always this stupid?” Ferdinand asked.

Gus frowned, getting annoyed at Ferdinand. Or more specifically, the way he was talking to Trish. 

She was handling it incredibly well, however. She’d said previously that it wasn’t new for her to be in situations like this.

In fact, Gus remembered she’d said in the past she’d resorted to using magic to end situations.

“…did you report to? Who was your boss?” Trish asked.

“Are you not listening to me!?” Ferdinand shouted at her across the table.

Instantly, two guards grabbed the Vampire by each shoulder.

There’d been a clear memory of the man he’d reported to. Young looking, possibly in his twenties. His name was Tim Bannick.

Though the information was years old, so it was quite possible Tim was long dead.

“Right,” Trish said. “And where did you meet your boss when you had to check in?”

“I worked for no one!” shouted Ferdinand. His teeth were showing now, and it looked like he wanted to jump across the table at Trish. “I met no one!”

It was a nightclub.

Vermilion was the name of the place.

Frowning, Gus focused on his paper and quickly sketched out a very rough approximation of what Tim looked like. He was no artist, but it wasn’t terribly difficult when you had a mental photo of someone you could reference.

Didn’t hurt that the cameras wouldn’t catch him doing it, either.

Alright. One boss, one building.

Great start.

Unfortunately, Ferdinand was little better than a button man. Hired to pull a trigger, use a knife, or swing a bat. He knew nothing more than his contact.

Looking up from the paper, Gus caught Ferdinand with his own eyes.

“…stupid cunt and let her—” Ferdinand froze as Gus stared hard at him. “Let… let her—”

Trailing off, Ferdinand grew quiet, unable to look away from Gus.

Gus lowered his pad of paper and slid his print over it to cover his notes, then leaned forward toward Ferdinand. Never breaking eye contact.

“I’m going to show you how to have manners, unless you change your attitude right now,” Gus said in a low growl. He could feel his inner nature bleeding out through his voice.

A bit of horror-magic tinged his words without his wish.

The room became utterly quiet and still with his statement.

Gus could taste the fear slowly coming out of Ferdinand now. It was growing larger with every second. Then he could taste the fear from the guards.

They were all feeling rather afraid of Gus.

“Do you understand me, Ferdinand?” Gus asked, his voice still quite low.

“Yes,” Ferdinand said. “Yes. I understand. I do.”

Turning his head to one side, Gus watched Ferdinand as if he were a bug. One he wanted to step on but was concerned might make the sole of his shoe dirty.

Blinking slowly, Gus leaned back in his chair and took up his pad of paper again.

“Now,” Trish said with a smile. “Let’s continue.”

 

***

 

Gus lifted a hand and rubbed at his eyes. They’d been interrogating prisoners all day. For the better part of ten hours, in fact. They’d run right through lunch and into dinner.

They’d been able to dig up two more bosses, or really people to look into, but beyond that it was mostly fringe players.

People who ran odd jobs.

Ferdinand had been the only one with any jobs to kill people, however. Everyone else had been mostly involved with low-end things.

A lot of it was just robbing or extorting clientele from various clubs and bars.

That and they were running a good number of brothels.

Vampire prostitutes, male and female alike, couldn’t catch anything from anyone. They could also feed from anyone they “entertained.”

Leaning to the side and holding his hand in front of his mouth, Gus stifled a yawn.

“I’m not doing too bad,” Trish said. There was a clear amount of confidence in her voice that she hadn’t had at the start.

“No, you’re doing very well. You’re figuring out what questions to ask and in what way,” Gus said.

Trish had been learning. He had also started feeding her questions he wanted her to ask. To prompt more memories and thoughts, as well as to simply push their guests in different directions.

She’d only needed that guidance a few times. By the fourth interview, she was rapidly bringing people around on themselves in their own stories and statements.

Even if they didn’t say anything, it was obvious when she got it right.

“Last one for ya,” Bittersmith said from behind them. He’d checked in on them several times throughout the day.

“Great. Thank you, Sergeant.” Gus nodded his head at the Were.

With a nod in return, Bittersmith closed the door.

Sighing, Trish unbuttoned her coat and put her hands on her head.

“Can we go have dinner after this? Vending machine stuff doesn’t do it for me,” she asked. “I’m hungry for a real meal. Doesn’t have to be expensive or anything.”

Gus chuckled and nodded. “That’s fine. Yeah.”

“Perfect,” Trish said, then stretched herself out backward. “This wasn’t a vacation, to be sure, but it’s been fun.”

Gus couldn’t argue with that. It’d felt nice to be more or less alone with Trish all day. Even if they’d been working for most of it.

He’d had similar thoughts when he’d been alone with Vanessa while Melody was out.

I’m just not cut out for more than one woman, I think.

It’s not like I’m not enjoying myself, though.

Maybe I’m just being a complainer.

The far door opened up, causing Trish to immediately put her arms down and re-button her coat.

In walked the guards with another prisoner in a bright yellow jumpsuit.

After dropping the woman into the chair, the guards watched her with the same intensity they had all the other prisoners.

“Your name is…” Trish paused, looking at her sheet. “Chloe Wain?”

The woman who’d joined them had short, bright blond hair curled into tight ringlets. Her eyes were a sky blue, and she was the palest Vampire Gus had ever seen. On top of all that, she had a smattering of freckles across her cheeks and on the bridge of her nose.

She looked extremely athletic, and he would put her on the “cute” side of the spectrum.

Which seemed pretty much the opposite of most female Vampires he’d seen so far.

“That’d be me,” Chloe said, smiling at Trish.

Her smile was different than he’d expected, however.

Chloe was listed as a Vampire. One who had been in the SA coven some ten years ago. There weren’t many details about her arrest, other than that she was here for murder, extortion, bribery, witness intimidation, breaking out of prison, kidnapping, and a good number of manslaughter charges.

Nowhere did it list that her fangs were missing.

Where they should have been, Chloe had nothing but gaps in her teeth.

By this point, Gus had already worked a scrap of his power into her mind and was lying in wait for her memories and thoughts.

Passive reading was the safest way to get anything done in someone else’s mind. Especially without them noticing you were doing it.

Except this woman’s thoughts and mind were placid. Like a lake of still water. There was nothing going on in her head, and it seemed deliberate.

“I understand you were in the SA coven?” Trish asked, smiling in return at Chloe.

“I was,” Chloe said with a nod. A series of memories flickered through her mind, though they seemed dimmed by time and lack of care.

And they were forced to the briefest of thoughts.

Her eyes slowly tracked over to Gus and remained there.

“And you were one of their enforcers?” Trish asked.

“I was,” Chloe said once more. She hadn’t looked away from Gus to speak.

Her mind was filling with images of all the work she’d done for the coven.

The truth of the matter was that she’d worked for the people at the top of the coven. During her imprisonment, she’d maintained her cover as a low-level enforcer since it was a good way to stay alive.

To her, the guards and staff made this place just as dangerous as where she’d once called home. Especially if she started talking about what she had actually been.

As long as she played the role she’d taken on, she’d be left alone with her life.

“Are you going to list out my crimes? The other agents usually do,” Chloe said, continuing to keep eye contact with Gus. It was like she was transfixed.

“No. Should I?” Trish asked.

“No. Wouldn’t do anything,” Chloe said, her eyes slowly narrowing as she watched Gus.

In her mind, a thought was building.

Of Gus sitting at the table, where he was right now, and her under that very same table. Of her giving him a mind- and life-altering blow job.

In that thought of hers, Gus was gasping and trembling in her grasp. He was little better than a pile of overused nerves.

He was begging her to continue, to marry him, to let him give her anything she wanted so long as she kept going.

Her entire mind was solidifying around that thought, that she wanted to desperately do it, and that she wouldn’t answer another question unless she could.

That Gus would die of the pleasure she’d give him if she let him. And he could even feel it in his own mind.

Feel what she was doing in that thought of hers.

She was projecting all of it into his mind, what he’d feel with her lips around him.

“Oh,” Chloe said a second later. The smile on her mouth became a massive grin. “What a delightful surprise.”

“I beg your pardon?” Trish asked.

“You can read my mind, Agent,” Chloe said in her own thoughts. “Did you like the performance? I put some real effort into that thought for you. I even tried to push what you’d feel into it.”

Not responding to the bait, Gus frowned and looked at her with his best version of confusion.

“I don’t understand. Surprise?” he asked.

“Yes! A surprise indeed,” Chloe clarified. “It’s okay. I’ve been around for a long time. The better part of three hundred years, in fact.

“You’re very good at hiding it. Very good. Better than any I’ve ever met. The problem is… I can smell your blood. I can hear the beat of your heart.

“I heard it start to race at the idea of my thoughts. I could practically hear the blood rushing through your veins and to your… well… I’m glad you liked my offer.

“Don’t worry, though. I think… I think you already picked me apart before I realized it. Didn’t you? Tore my thoughts clean out before I noticed. I think you’re far stronger than anyone I’ve ever met. Even the sponsored psykers can’t compare with you, can they?

“And with that… maybe we both have secrets to share.”

“I think I’m done here,” Chloe said, looking at Trish. “But I’d love to talk more later. Perhaps if I was made a deal?”

“And then we can run off and take apart the SA coven. I’ll be happy to participate in that,” Chloe thought to herself, her eyes sliding back to Gus. “Get me out of here, Agent, and we’ll burn them to the ground. An old one such as I and a telepath like you could do many things. Maybe even fulfill that offer I made you, too.”

Gus… didn’t know what to say.


Chapter 5 - Let’s Make a Deal

 

Frowning, Gus ran his hand over his face. In the end, he’d failed miserably and been outed. Chloe was apparently no stranger to having her thoughts attacked. She’d even developed her own way of fishing an active mind reader out into the open.

Trish made a rotating motion with her hand.

“No one can hear us now. And any camera looking our way won’t be recording,” she said.

“Thanks, Trish.” Gus shook his head. Leaning back, he looked up at the interior of the car.

“Tell me what happened there? Something clearly happened,” Trish said. To be fair, the situation was a little strange. Chloe hadn’t exactly helped with the way she’d been speaking.

“She figured out I was a mind reader,” Gus said. “On top of that… she was a heavy hitter. A very heavy hitter. I got the impression she was working for someone very high up in the coven.

“I didn’t have a chance to get a name or a face before she figured out I was in there.”

“Okay,” Trish said. “That… that makes sense given what I felt from her. I’m very sensitive to sexual things. Like desire.

“I got a very strange feeling from her beyond all that, though. For a few seconds she radiated a… an extreme carnal desire for you. She wanted to just tear into you sexually. It was extremely potent.”

“Tch. Yeah,” Gus said, sighing. “She… she did something really sexy. With her thoughts. I uh… responded… without even wanting to. She noticed and that’s how she caught me.”

“Oh, that’s rather clever,” Trish said with a bright smile. “So, what’s our next play then?”

“We see if we can get her a deal.” Gus reached over to the display in the center of the sedan.

He’d already tied it into his phone’s Bluetooth, which made using the screen simple. Tapping the icons there, Gus navigated to the keypad and then punched in Mark’s number.

After ringing only once, the phone picked up.

“Gussy! My favorite talent pleaser,” Mark said. “You keeping Trish pleased? Your work performance will be directly impacted by how well sexed she is.

“And don’t think I won’t ask her. In fact, is she listening? Agent Ash, is he sexing you good? How would you rate your sexing? On a scale of one to ten, with anything under a seven being a failing score.”

“Oh, we—” Trish started.

“Mark,” Gus interrupted, his teeth practically snapping on the name.

“Yes, Gussy?” Mark asked.

“Found a heavy hitter,” Gus growled. “Didn’t do hatchet work for a nobody. Seems like they were working for the top, or the people below the top.”

“I see,” Mark said, his tone becoming quite serious instantly. “Name?”

“Chloe Wain,” Gus said. “Her rap sheet isn’t going to be pretty. What can I offer?”

“Wain… Wain… Wain. Ah, here we are, Chloe Wai-aaaat?” Mark asked, his voice going up in pitch at the end. “Gus. This is… she’s… I’m not—She’s literally in prison for seventy-six life sentences. Her kill count is probably in the hundreds.

“Her case name was Bloody Mess. Victims were beaten to death or stabbed, never drained. She always left a mess. Big ones. This isn’t someone I can just let out to clean up the SA. Even if she knew who the big players were and could lead you to their secret hideout and where they kept the bodies and money.”

“She knows I’m a telepath as well,” Gus said, looking down and to the side. He felt guilty. He’d fucked up. “She baited me and… and she caught me. Caught me fair and square.

“She didn’t threaten me, but she made it clear she knew I was a telepath.”

Mark was deathly silent on the other end. Gus could hear the occasional mouse click and keyboard clack, but that was it.

“I’m sorry, Durh. I screwed up,” Gus said, unable to bear the silence.

Mark laughed suddenly, followed by rapid-fire keyboard clattering.

“Oh, Gussy. You could never screw up,” he said. “And besides, if you were actually concerned about this, I’d be getting an email saying a federal prisoner just died in custody while talking to you and no one can explain it.

“No, this is you doing what you do best. Breaking everything around you and somehow turning it all to your benefit. I learned long ago not to get in your way. That all I have to do is smooth out your path, put you back together, and have faith in you.”

There was a final hard clack on the keyboard.

“There,” Mark said. “Chloe Wain just got an official offer letter from me along with a very straightforward deal.

“Her sentence has been put on hold. It’ll remain on hold as long as she agrees to be on direct assignment to one Agent Gustavus Hellström. The moment she doesn’t work for you anymore, she’s going back to prison. If she does well by you and you give a recommendation, she’ll be transferred to a minimum-security prison with a lot more freedoms and the eventual possibility of parole.

“Best I can do with the leverage I’ve got. Go see if she’ll take the offer. Tonight. You can have her read the agreement from your phone. If she wants a paper copy, you can have someone at the prison print it. They’re not under my jurisdiction, but the warden rolls up to my boss till they find a replacement.

“And the reason I said get it done tonight is the assistant warden is a prick but not there today. He’d do his best to fuck you over if he could. He seems to take delight in the number of prisoners he has. Especially lifers.”

“Right,” Gus said. “Thanks, Durh.”

“Yep, no worries. Be sure you sex Trish really well. And maybe Chloe, too,” Mark said. “That’s an order on Trish, a suggestion on Chloe. You hear that, Agent Ash? Ordering him to sex you. Sex you all night long and—”

Gus tapped the disconnect button and laid his forehead on the steering wheel.

“I suppose I only have one question then,” Trish said, unbuckling her seatbelt. She started to adjust her coat and seemed to be contemplating something.

“Only one? I have several,” Gus muttered.

“Do you want to hop into the backseat with me right now, or should we wait till we get back to the hotel tonight? Orders are orders, after all. And I’m sure you can earn a seven or better.” Trish had a strange tone in her voice, the one that seemed to take hold when her Dryad nature surfaced.

Groaning, Gus closed his eyes. With a shake of his head he opened the car door and got out of the sedan, then headed back up to the prison.

Five minutes of talking to multiple guards got them back into the prison.

Another five minutes and Chloe was brought in under escort once more.

They were in a different room this time, though.

It was a normal visitation and interviewing room. One that supposedly didn’t have cameras or listening devices. It had several comfortable chairs, a table, vending machines, and a bathroom.

The guards unshackled Chloe, pulled the chains free from her arms and legs, and then left.

Chloe stood there in her bright yellow jumpsuit. Rubbing at her wrists, she looked at Gus with raised eyebrows. Then her eyes flicked to the corners of the room as if to check that they were alone.

Trish held out a hand and rotated her wrist around again. Just in case.

“All set,” she murmured, sitting in the chair next to Gus.

“Oh… oh hells, is this happening?” Chloe asked, looking from Gus to Trish and back again. There was an immediate fear response in her. She was a hardened criminal, but almost everyone feared death. “Damn. You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?”

Taking in her fear like any good Boogieman would do, Gus tasted it as if it were a fine wine. Not responding to her immediately only made her get more frightened, increasing her fear response.

He couldn’t pinpoint her taste, but it was reminiscent of the sea. It had a salt-spray feel, and something else to it.

It wasn’t a bad scent as far as fear scents went.

“No, that’s not why we’re here at all,” Gus said. “The opposite, in fact. I have a deal for you.”

“A deal.” Chloe watched Gus curiously. “You’re not in my mind, are you?”

“No.” Gus shook his head. “I try not to do that unless I have to. People’s thoughts are messy. No, I have a deal for you.”

“Can I see it?” Chloe asked. “No offense, but you could say anything and—”

Gus held his phone out to Chloe. The deal pulled up on the screen.

“Here you go,” Gus said. “Go ahead and read it. We can get a printed copy if you really want.”

Chloe frowned, her brows drawing down as she took the phone from him.

It was a short deal, and there really was no room to misinterpret it.

“Deputy director,” Chloe said out loud, then looked up at Gus. “A federal deputy director wrote this.”

“Yeah, he did,” Gus said. “Well? What’s your answer? Prison closes up here in like… thirty minutes. Need to get moving.”

“Yes, of course!” Chloe said with a laugh. “I agree! I mean… it says I even get a salary equivalent to an agent for your department. How could I say no?”

“The surgically implanted locater seems problematic,” Gus said. He thought for sure that might be a hang up.

Chloe waved that away with one of her hands. “Not really. They’ll just cut me open and stuff it in there somewhere. Won’t even have to put me under for it. We’ll be out of here in the next hour. Well? Let’s get going!”

 

***

 

When he walked into the department entryway, Gus found Indali at the desk there. She was dressed like an agent rather than a receptionist this time.

“Gus,” she said, giving him a wide smile. “I received some very interesting news while you were gone.”

“Oh?” Gus asked.

“Apparently my identity was stolen. Every bit of it, somehow,” Indali said. “I had no idea. I was sent an updated passport, social security card, driver’s license, and birth certificate. All… from the appropriate departments and with the appropriate signatures.”

“Oh. Well, isn’t that nice?” Gus said, grinning now.

Dave worked quick. Going to owe him more than one, I bet.

“Indeed. Out of curiosity, I submitted an application for an academy position,” Indali said. “I know you said it’d take some time, but I just couldn’t help myself.”

Gus nodded and looked back the way he’d come. Chloe was fussing with her pants as she walked his way. She’d stopped off in the lobby restroom on the way in.

“And?” Gus asked, turning back to Indali.

“I’m enrolled and begin training in the next class. Six months from now.” Indali smiled as wide as she probably could at him. “My training will be local as well, so I can continue working for the department. Though it’s likely I’ll only be able to cover the afternoon or overnight shift.”

“Congratulations,” Gus said. Then he turned partially sideways as Chloe walked up to him. “Indali, this is Chloe. Chloe, this is Indali.”

Indali’s eyes slid from Gus to Chloe.

There was an immediate dislike there. Indali’s finely detailed features became the picture of corporate politeness.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Hello, hello,” Chloe said. “Before it comes up, I’m a federal prisoner on loan to Gus. No, I’m not innocent. I’m quite guilty. My sentence is on hold while I work for him.”

“Charmed,” Indali said, an odd accent creeping into her tone. “You… wouldn’t happen to be British, would you?”

Chloe’s eyebrows shot up at that, and a strange smirk appeared.

“British? No. Irish. Though it’s been a long time since I was that. And before you ask if I’m a wanted woman there, yes, I am,” Chloe said. “What can I say? I have a problem with authority. At least until the authority offered me a chance with a handsome face and a smart suit.”

The Vampire indicated Gus with that statement.

“Hm. Well, I cleaned up your office while you were out, Gus,” Indali said, turning back to Gus. “I also made sure to keep Mark out of it.”

“You’re a blessing, Indali,” Gus said. “Thank you.”

Need to buy her gifts.

“Of course. Have a good day.” Indali smiled at him once more.

With a nod of his head, Gus walked away from the desk and into the department area.

“She doesn’t like me,” Chloe said.

“To be fair, I’m not fond of you either. You’re a criminal without morals or values,” Gus said.

“I mean… sure, I have values. They just happen to be attached to price tags,” Chloe said. “There’s a few things I refuse to do, though, no matter the price.”

Gus shook his head, then paused when he walked by the motor pool. There was some clattering going on in there that sounded a lot like actual work being done.

“Go ahead and pick out an office for yourself,” he said, waving down the hall. “We’ll catch up in a moment and see about how to start with the coven.”

“Oh, right. I’m going to need to take some time out today to get my home and food situation taken care of,” Chloe said as she walked away.

Yeah, that’s a good point. Mark didn’t exactly spell it out, but she’s my responsibility.

Got what I wanted, just not the way I wanted it.

Walking into the motor pool, Gus looked around.

There’d been tools everywhere in crates and boxes when he’d come in here last. Everything ready and available, just waiting for someone to put it all to use.

Now that was all gone. Everything had been placed throughout the garage. Hanging on walls, packed away in tool chests, and laid out across almost every surface.

Beyond that, there was a trash can to one side filled with what looked like electronic components.

What in the fuck is going on?

Following the sound of what could only be a hammer banging on something, Gus went ever deeper.

Underneath a big SUV, he found the mechanic. A pair of legs in a blue jumpsuit and big military boots stuck out from below the vehicle.

Gus walked up, not quite sure how to introduce himself. This was almost definitely someone Melody had hired, which meant it was someone she knew.

Which of course made it impossible for Gus to be anything but polite, for Melody’s sake.

She was crazy on her best days, but she was his Contractor.

“Hello down there,” Gus said. “My names Gustavus Hellström. I’m an agent here.”

“Gus?” asked a feminine voice.

Sliding out from under the SUV on a creeper came the mechanic.

“Gus!” said Hailey as she came into view.

Staring down into her face, he wasn’t quite sure how to respond.

He’d busted her on some minor stuff previously and let her go with a warning.

She was dressed in her normal coveralls. They just happened to be new. To Gus, she looked barely in her early twenties, like she belonged in college.

He’d card her if she tried to buy alcohol and probably wouldn’t trust her ID even if he saw it.

Her black hair was pulled back into the normal tight ponytail. Her blue eyes and pretty face were looking up at him, definitely running a hard counter to her mechanic profession.

She got up off the roller, then wrapped him up in a hug with the entirety of her five-foot-four frame.

She wasn’t a large woman by any means. That didn’t carry over to her bear/human hybrid form, or her full Were form.

In those forms, Hailey was big. Really big.

There were few bigger than her. Were forms often had different sizes than their respective human forms.

“Melody hired me as your head mechanic!” Hailey moved back from him, looking up at him with a smile.

“She did, did she?” Gus asked.

“Yes! She offered me an incredible salary—I couldn’t say no,” Hailey said. “It’s not going to just get me through college; it’ll pay off my debt before I even get out. And that’s not even taking into account the fact that I can say I worked for the Fed as a head mechanic. I’ll have my own business in no time.”

Hailey swatted Gus on the upper arm and then put her hands on her hips.

“Like my garage, by the way? Soon as I got in here, I put it to rights. Now I’m just cleaning up my vehicles.”

“I do like it. And I saw that,” Gus said. “Or what was left. Trash can full of broken things.”

“Oh, those were all just useless garbage we don’t want. Everything that would keep the vehicles from their top performance got ripped out. What’s the point in following the law when we’re the ones enforcing it?”

“Of course you did,” Gus said.

“Don’t worry, it’s stuff you’d never even notice was missing. Mark didn’t care; he just asked me to do the same thing to his car,” Hailey said. “Look, I even have an office to myself!”

She turned and pointed to the corner of the garage where a large office sat next to ten much smaller ones.

“No idea who to hire yet,” she said. “We’ll see. Maybe I want to be the only mechanic for now. Can’t have anyone working on your things but me.

“And speaking of, care to join me for lunch? I made more than enough for two people.”

“Ah… I don’t know,” Gus said. “Kinda working a case and—”

“I know. I’ve been talking to Ness. I already started asking around to see if I could figure anything out.” Hailey took Gus by the sleeve and began pulling him back toward her office. “I sent over all my contacts to her. With any luck, she might make some headway there.”

“Err, great. Thanks, Hailey,” Gus said. “And your parents were okay with this? I mean—”

“Soon as I told them I’d be working with you, they didn’t care anymore,” Hailey said, pulling him into her office. She immediately closed the door and sat down behind her desk.

As she folded her hands on her desktop, she looked nervous, excited, and flustered all at the same time.

“When I told them my salary and title, they reminded me I have two younger sisters and some cousins who are going to be needing jobs soon,” she said. “Is there any chance I could hire them? Melody said it’d be up to you.”

Opening his mouth, Gus froze for a moment, then let out a sigh.

“Yeah, sure. Just make sure you can control them and they can do the job. If you end up having to fire them, it’d probably make family life a bit problematic,” he said.

Hailey nodded quickly, grinning at him. “Not a problem. I’ve always been the alpha for the next generation. They do what I tell them.

“Well? How about it? Lunch with me?”

On a hunch, Gus did something he didn’t want to. He had to know, though.

Using a needle-thin trickle of his power, he dove straight into Hailey’s mind.

Her thoughts were a squealing, bubbling, clattering nightmare of fear of rejection, a strong amount of what Gus would call puppy love, and a desperate hope he’d say yes.

It was exactly what Melody had once said about the woman.

And then some.

Sighing, Gus put his chin in his hand and rested his elbow on the arm of the chair.

“Sure,” he said, not wanting to crush the poor young girl. “But it’s pretty likely others will join us. Can bet on it, in fact.”

“Of course, of course. Not a problem,” Hailey said with a smile.

Internally, she was shrieking.

Shrieking as if she were on fire.


Chapter 6 - Outlines

 

Opening the door to his new home, Gus really wasn’t sure how he felt.

It was a strange thing to be living in a home he hadn’t purchased. He hadn’t been a part of it in any way, but all his furniture was inside of it.

Doubly strange that he wasn’t used to it.

The top of a head came up over the back of the couch.

“Oh, hey Ness,” Gus said as he realized who was lying on the other side.

“Hey,” Vanessa said, watching him from where she was. “Long day?”

“Yeah. First day with Chloe. Met our mechanic.” Gus put his keys up on the hook, then pulled off his jacket and put it on the coat hanger. “You could have warned me.”

“Could have,” Vanessa said, still watching him. Only her eyes were really visible over the top of the couch. “Didn’t want to. I was feeling a little angry that you were alone with Trish up north. Sorry.

“Not… really… used to this whole… being in a big relationship thing.”

“I get that,” Gus said, and he honestly meant it. When he’d come home late last night from the airport, Vanessa had more or less jumped him. It’d been obvious she was jealous, missed him, and was slightly hurt. “If it makes you feel any better, I was a little jealous you were here with Melody. And oddly enough, jealous that Melody was with you.”

“Yeah,” Vanessa said. “It’s… a bit of a jumble, isn’t it?”

“Mm. But we knew that going into it. You and I both talked about it,” Gus said as he walked over to the fridge.

“Beer me… dear?” Vanessa asked from the couch.

“Course. Dear, huh?”

“I mean… we’re contracted. That’s a form of marriage, right? So… I should go with it,” she said. “And yeah… we talked about it. I guess I just wasn’t quite ready for you to be so far away and alone with one of us.

“I felt better after last night, though.”

“Clearly,” Gus said with a chuckle, remembering. He pulled out a beer and opened it for Vanessa, then got a citrus soda for himself and walked over to the couch.

“And what does that mean? I wasn’t needy,” Vanessa said. “Was I?”

“A little, but it was endearing,” Gus said when he reached Vanessa, who had lain back down on the couch.

She was dressed in a very loose tank top, with shorts that looked far too big for her. It was a very sexy sort of messy to Gus.

Handing the beer to her, he kept his eyes on her face. “You good?”

“Yeah. I’m good. Just adjusting,” she said, taking the beer. “Kinda nice to not be in debt. Kinda sucks to be in debt to you.”

“Well, I don’t mind. As Melody and Trish said, lots of interesting ways for you to pay interest.” Deciding against his earlier course of action, Gus walked over to the other side of the couch, pulled Vanessa’s feet up, and then sat down. Putting her feet into his lap.

He began to rub at the tops of her feet with one hand as he pulled the tab on his soda with the other.

“Seems like I’m earning interest instead,” Vanessa said, wriggling her toes against his wrist. “Tell me about Chloe.”

“Vampire. Murderer, straight up. The kind that belongs in prison,” Gus said with a sigh. “And I let her out. She’s holed up in an apartment I’m paying for through our budget. She’s got a city limit boundary, but otherwise she might as well be a free citizen. Other than that, she spent most of the day writing reports about the SA for us.”

“I can’t say I care for that much. The criminal part.” Vanessa took a long sip from her beer.

“Nope. Do what I gotta, though. We need to bust the SA hard. Bust it to the point that there’s nothing left. Mark needs this to be a complete slam dunk. So hard the backboard shatters.”

“Seems like it,” Vanessa said. “I’ve been working through all those CI contacts Hailey gave me. Definitely have a really good pool to start with.

“Nothing for the SA, though. I get the impression they went through and cleaned out their organization. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of bodies turning up with connections to them over the next year or two.”

“Probably,” Gus said, then took a long drink. He pulled at one of Vanessa’s big toes, and it gave off a satisfying pop.

Working his way down, Gus pulled on each toe one by one.

“That feels really good,” Vanessa muttered, clearly enjoying the attention. “What’re your plans for tomorrow?”

“Take Chloe out right as the sun’s setting and see what we can figure out with SA. She wants to try to go deep cover.

“I’m not exactly on board with the idea, but… if she can make it work, it’d be massive. Truly massive.”

“She suggested it?” Vanessa repeated. “That was after she wrote out all those reports you mentioned?”

“Yeah. She did. And yes, it was. I was reading her mind when she offered, too. Nothing behind it. I dug a little.” Gus sighed. “Trish is going to start working on the accounting side, I think. Most of my day tomorrow is going to be paperwork and making sure Chloe is ready. Can’t take her out during the day, after all. Even with all those fancy new lotions like the ones C&C made, she really can’t be out in direct sunlight for too long.

“Care to join me? Could use another detective for backup. Would be nice to go out with you again.”

“Can’t,” Vanessa said. “Want to, but can’t. I’m meeting a lot of CIs tomorrow. They might not be useful for the case we’re working on, but we’ll probably need them eventually.

“And Melody is flying out to Larimer tonight, by the way. She wasn’t sure if you’d checked your phone yet, so she wanted me to tell you. Sounds like your outing with Chloe will be just you. I can’t imagine they’d try to kill someone in their club, though. That’d just bring down too much action. Threaten her or throw her out, sure.”

“Nope, haven’t checked my phone,” Gus said. “And let’s hope you’re right. Not a lot of resources to keep Chloe safe.”

Gus was trying not to think about the fact that Melody was leaving. Truth be told, he felt rather saddened by the idea that she wouldn’t be around. He’d been looking forward to seeing her when he got home.

She was crazy—quite possibly completely insane, in fact—but he did care for her. Far more than he wanted to admit.

“Well. Trish will be home in an hour or so,” Vanessa said. “Wanna go fool around? I could kinda use it, and I’m still feeling… needy… I guess.”

“Yeah, I do,” Gus said, and he meant it. Being able to just enjoy the comforts of another person was amazing. It was beyond what he was used to.

He’d never say no.

 

***

 

As he pressed the buzzer for Chloe’s apartment, Gus was mildly annoyed.

She was late by about ten minutes. He’d gotten tired of sitting in the car waiting for her. But she didn’t have a cell phone yet, which meant he couldn’t just call her.

Then again, getting your life restarted after years in a Fed facility is… I imagine it’d be hard to start up again.

Doesn’t that make Indali all the more interesting? She went through just as bad, if not worse.

There was no response at all from the intercom.

Sighing, Gus pressed a hand over his eyes.

He shook his head and ran his other hand down the panel, hitting every single button for every apartment.

He got responses from several people asking who he was and what he wanted. People telling him to go away as well.

But there’s usually someone expecting something. That one person without ca—

The lock buzzed. Gus opened the door and stepped inside the apartment building.

There’s always one.

Smirking to himself, Gus went straight to the elevator and tapped the button.

Lost in his own thoughts, he only shook himself back to the present when he found himself standing in front of Chloe’s door.

He knocked on it twice, then waited.

There was no response.

Giving up, and feeling increasingly annoyed by the second, Gus got down on one knee and pulled out his lockpicks.

I bet I could just rake it. This isn’t a terrible part of the city, but it isn’t exactly where the rich live.

Better than Ness’s old apartment, though.

After pushing in the tension wrench, Gus pulled out a city rake pick and ran it back and forth several times through the keyway.

The keyway shifted and turned sideways with a pop. Trying the handle, Gus found the door swung inward easily enough. Chloe hadn’t locked the deadbolt.

After putting his pick and wrench away, Gus walked into Chloe’s apartment and closed the door.

It’d come furnished, which was one of the reasons he’d put her up here.

Reaching into his coat, Gus released the catch on his pistol and kept his hand on the handle. He wasn’t expecting trouble, but there was no reason he shouldn’t walk in prepared.

Chloe was a hardened criminal, after all. She wasn’t misunderstood, hadn’t been framed, didn’t have a heart of gold—she simply was what she was.

A cold-blooded killer.

When he walked into the bedroom through the open door, he found her.

She was buck naked, sprawled out in the middle of her bed, snoring away. The black-out curtains were doing a good job of keeping her from flash frying in the sun.

Looking away from the very fit, athletic Chloe, Gus walked back out of the bedroom and partially closed the door.

“Chloe, get your ass up!” he called through the doorway.

“Wha—huh—what?” Chloe asked suddenly, her voice heavy. “Oh fuck. What… what time is it?”

“Fifteen minutes after you were supposed to meet me outside,” Gus said.

“Shit… I… shit. Shit, shit. Sorry,” Chloe said, her voice still very sleepy. “Haven’t slept on something that soft in a long time. Or that easily.”

The door jerked itself open and Gus found the still very naked Chloe standing in front of him.

“I mean, usually you have to worry your cellie is going to go apeshit and merc you.” She put a hand on her hip and ran the other through her hair, seemingly unconcerned that Gus was right there. “That or someone bribed the assistant warden and he let them into your cell.”

“That’s great. Get your clothes on, put on the damn lotion, and let’s get going. We still need to get you a few things before night really falls,” Gus muttered.

Chloe raised her eyebrows at that and gave him a wicked smile.

“Come on then, keep me company while I get dressed. We should talk some more,” she said.

“I’d really just rather wait in the living room. We can talk on the drive.”

“I’ll be sure to take my time then,” she said. “Or you can keep me company and keep me on task.”

“Fine. Have it your way. You seem to think you giving me the birthday-suit surprise is a bother. It isn’t. Just trying to do you a courtesy,” Gus said. “Well, go on then, get dressed.”

Chloe watched him the entire time, her unwavering smile ever present.

“Oh? Good,” she said. Waving her hand in a “come on” motion, she walked over to her dresser. “Pink or blue?”

“Blue,” Gus said as he followed her in. “We need to get you a cell phone today. And a damn alarm clock. On top of that, we should get you set up at the local blood bar. Make sure you can get in when you need.”

Chloe pulled out a pair of lacey blue panties and stepped into them.

“That’d be good. When do I get a gun?” she asked.

“It’s in the car,” Gus said immediately. During the drive to the airport, the flight home, the drive from the airport, and then the day spent after that, Gus had been going through her thoughts.

More often than not, he’d been constantly monitoring them. Though he did dial it down immediately whenever she started throwing up hordes of sexualized fantasies about what she wanted to do to him.

She seemed to constantly be testing whether he was reading her thoughts.

Chloe had no intention of betraying him. He truly believed that.

Though she had every intention of killing every SA member she could if Gus didn’t reign her in hard enough.

“Wait, really? I’m getting a gun?” she asked, opening another drawer. “Lace or sheer?”

“Lace,” Gus said. “And yes, of course you’re getting a gun. Simple reality is you’re not going to escape. They put that damn chip in your heart. It isn’t coming back out without help.

“Even if you killed me, you wouldn’t escape. They’d just execute you. And if you don’t listen to me, I send you back to the frozen north.

“If I’m going to be working with you, and you me, we need to trust each other. So you’re getting a gun.”

Even if Mark had a conniption over it.

Chloe pulled out a lacy blue bra and put it on.

“Black, brown, red, or green,” she said as she went into her walk-in closet.

I wonder. Has she become dependent on others telling her what to do?

She get institutionalized? If so, I’m probably not helping, am I? Telling her what to do.

“Black, and as sexy as possible,” Gus said, deciding to test that theory.

“What?” Chloe sounded annoyed.

Well, that worked. 

Gus decided he wasn’t going to respond. He’d let Melody dictate their working relationship, and he wasn’t about to let Chloe do the same.

“Alright,” she said after several seconds.

“Well? I’ve played your game so far,” Gus said. “What’s our first stop for the SA?”

“Vermilion,” Chloe said immediately. “Of course. They need to see that I’m back. They’ll reach out to me. Well, probably try to kill me.

“Either way, that’ll give us an in. Whoever they send will be the first one we can take and peel apart for information.”

Gus thought on that and then nodded.

It was simple, direct, and would get a reaction. It would give them a trail to follow on top of what they’d already found out from the other interviews.

“Makes sense. What d’ya think’s going to happen?” Gus asked.

“Send a few grunts after me. See if I’m weak,” Chloe said. “If I die, they’ll be happy. If I don’t, they’ll send someone to talk with me.

“I mean, you want me to play this like I’m loose and free, right? Not that I sold myself to you?”

“Pretty much,” Gus said. “At least for as long as we can. And this was your stupid idea, I’ll remind you.”

“I know, I know. And it’ll work. We’ve got about a week, by the way. News travels with the laundry as easily as it does with prisoners getting let out,” Chloe said, coming back into the bedroom.

She was dressed in a very skimpy black dress. It hung on her perfectly. On top of that, it was obvious she’d been forced to ditch her bra to get it on.

“Sorry, bra had to go. Kept the panties you picked out for me, though.” She touched the dress with her fingertips. “And this is as sexy as I had. Okay?”

Rolling his eyes, Gus sighed. “Sure. You know I’m married, right? Not interested.”

“I know. Part of the fun is antagonizing you. It’s not like you’re going to keep me around after the SA gets put under. Although the minimum-security sounds like it’ll be wonderful comparatively,” Chloe said. “Might as well have what fun I can.

“Let’s go then. This is as sexy as I can be, given I didn’t have a lot of time to shop last night. I put on that lotion you bought me as well. It smells nice.”

Nodding his head at that, Gus left the apartment.

They had work to do, but first she needed the essentials. She wouldn’t be out long, but she’d need them while she was free.

 

***

 

“Place hasn’t changed much,” Chloe said, standing at the edge of the parking garage. She was looking out across the way to the Vermilion. “Pretty sure that’s the same damn bouncer. He’d always cop a feel from everyone he could. Never tried it with me though.”

“Wouldn’t know if it has or hasn’t changed. Never got close to the covens,” Gus said. “Truth be told, this is my first Fed case. Was just PID before this.”

“Wait, you were?” Chloe asked, looking at him.

“Yeah. Ninety-ninth,” Gus said. “Don’t think we ever crossed paths.”

“We didn’t,” Chloe said. “I’d remember.”

When she looked back at Vermilion, she seemed nervous.

“For someone who claims to be so old, you look like you need a pep talk,” Gus said. Leaning against the edge of the parking garage, he found himself amused by the situation.

She was acting like a rookie.

“I mean… maybe?” Chloe said. “I haven’t been outside in years. I don’t think you know just what it’s like to be in full lockdown in that prison. I was in solitary for a lot of my sentence. Nothing longer than a few months at a time, but it adds up. Especially when I’d only get a day or two in a regular cell before going back to solitary.

“And I want this. I want to go in there and just… Well, we both know. You read my mind. Whether I catch you at it or not, you do. You know how I feel about all this. That I want to kill them. All of them. But they could just as easily put a gun to my head and pull the trigger as soon as they see me. That’d be it.

“No matter how old I am. No matter how good I am. That’d… that’d be the end.”

Gus thought on that.

She wasn’t wrong, of course. Going in undercover was always a risk. Being an officer, an agent, or a detective lent some protection. One couldn’t simply kill an officer without contemplating the risks and consequences.

But someone who’d just gotten out of prison? Someone who used to be part of the organization?

There was a lot less risk involved in killing someone like that.

The simple fact that he could taste her fear was a testament to how genuinely afraid she was of going in there like this.

Gus truly believed nothing would happen, though. He doubted the SA wanted to risk a murder charge right now. Especially for a known accomplice.

Taking a moment to himself, Gus fully fear-scented her. Drew it in and stored it away. Her strange ocean-like smell with its salt tang.

It went in with the rest of his fully scented individuals. Like Melody, Vanessa, and Trish.

Realistically, it was just in case he had to run Chloe down, or find her if the SA ran off with her. Both were unlikely, but he’d rather not risk it.

“Well, we could always skip this part,” Gus said. “Just move straight to the ‘working for the Fed’ part. Start doing interrogations and interviews. This was your suggestion. We don’t have to do it.”

“No,” Chloe said, shaking her head. “This’ll be a good way to start. A really good way to start. Just… nervous. That’s all.”

“You wouldn’t be human if you weren’t nervous,” Gus said.

“I’m not human.”

“Sure you are. You’re a human with vampirism. Doesn’t change who you are. Just what you can do, and what you eat,” Gus said. Then he leaned back from the edge and gave Chloe’s shoulder several pats. “That’d be like saying you were someone different because you had an amputation.

“It’ll be alright. You’ve got the radio on. Even if I can’t hear what you say, all you have to do is turn it off and I’ll come in. That or just tell them you’re a Fed now. No one says no to a Fed badge, as they say. And they sure as shit don’t want to kill a Fed. Pretty sure the Fed as a government entity is in full ‘martial law’ mode.”

He’d had a badge made for her. A real federal agent badge, with her name and everything. She was listed as a “consultant” but was a legitimate agent.

It was sitting in the glove box of the car. She’d put it there after deciding she didn’t want to take it in with her.

“Want to take your badge in?” Gus asked. “If they search you, it’s a good indication they’d be willing to do worse. They’re not exactly patting down customers over there.”

“I mean…” Chloe’s voice trailed off as she thought on that. “Yeah. I’ll take the badge, actually. I’ll put it… somewhere. Shame my boobs aren’t bigger. I could put it under one of them in my dress. I’m barely a C cup at best.

“Do we need a secret word? Just for us?”

“If you like,” Gus said, ignoring her comment about breast size and the undertone in her question. “I don’t plan on waiting for you to say something, though. If they make a move, I’m going in.”

Gus went back to the car and got her badge.

It was time to get started.

They had all the appropriate documentation for a sting, signed by Mark himself. The only thing they were missing, and simply wouldn’t get, was immediate backup.

Mark’s forces were spread infinitesimally thin.

Worst-case scenario, he could call on Trish for help, since Vanessa was working with CIs.

With any luck, though, this would be the starting point for the case and hopefully their first bust.


Chapter 7 - Feeding Fed

 

Gus sat on a short wall outside a building across from Vermilion while he fiddled with his phone. He played games, read some of a book, and checked his email.

He didn’t look around, didn’t pay attention to his surroundings, and didn’t bother anyone.

He was doing his best impersonation of “I’m bored and probably waiting for someone,” and he was pulling it off expertly.

What he was really doing, however, was listening to what Chloe was doing. His phone was routing her radio signal through to his earpiece.

He hadn’t been able to hear a damn thing for a while due to the overwhelmingly loud music. But eventually, she’d somehow managed to get to a location where he could hear her. He wasn’t sure if it was a private booth or just somewhere further back in the club.

No one bothered Gus as he listened in on her, and he could just sit there pretending to be in his own little world.

Even though he’d been sitting there for the better part of two hours already. Apparently no matter how long he sat there doing his thing on his phone, no one really cared.

“…sorry, not interested,” Chloe said to someone.

“Come on, we can make it fun and quick,” said the man.

“No.” Chloe’s voice sounded cold and firm.

“We—”

“No. Go away,” Chloe said firmly.

“Fucking cunt,” said the man, and then his voice sounded more distant. “Ugly bitch.”

That makes… nineteen? She sure gets a lot of attention.

Though it’s somewhat disturbing how often they take rejection by lashing out like that.

Nice guys at their finest.

Mm.

Then again, it’s a nightclub.

Scratching at his side, Gus tapped on one of the squares. It was a fifty/fifty shot it would be a mine. He didn’t have any more logic solutions available to him. All he had left were a few guesses to make.

The screen showed a puff of smoke and a red X.

Bah.

Of course I’d fail that.

“…with me,” said a man.

“Sorry, not interested,” Chloe said.

“Come with me, right now,” the man insisted.

“No. I’m enjoying my seat right now, thank you very much,” Chloe said.

“Get up, come with me, or I’m gonna fucking kill you—got it?” said the man.

“You can try,” Chloe said, her voice becoming something altogether different. There was a promise in her words. A guarantee of violence. “Pretty crowded area right now. And we both know the Fed watches this place day and night.

“Wanna see if you can make that happen? Pretty sure I’ve killed more than my fair share of young stupid Vampires.”

“Get up,” said a different voice. “Now. Coven wants a word.”

“Okay,” Chloe said, her voice moving straight to a far calmer tone. “I’m getting up, nice and slow. Don’t pull the trigger. I was just here for a drink.”

“You’re here to die,” said the second man. “Coven’s gonna drain you before they pop your head open.”

That’d be my cue.

Stuffing his phone in his pocket, Gus pulled out his pistol. It wasn’t the same as his PID-issued sidearm, but it might as well have been.

It was almost entirely the same, it just chambered a larger round and seemed to have a reinforced frame.

Pulling back the slide, Gus chambered a round, then flicked the safety and pulled out his Fed badge.

Marching across the street, he had his badge held up long before he got to the bouncer.

“I’m going in there to get a federal agent someone just pulled a gun on,” Gus said to the large, imposing Were as he walked closer. “You can get out of my way, or I can shoot you and get the DA coming after me later. Your choice, but I’m not letting you stop me here.”

Lifting his gun up to the front of his chest, Gus made sure the bouncer saw it.

“Can’t let you—”

Gus lifted the pistol and pointed it at the Were.

All around him, people screamed and bolted in every direction.

“Got it!” the bouncer said loudly, holding up his hands and backing away. “Got it! Go on in!”

Gus smiled, devouring the fear that blasted out in every direction around him. Then he marched into the club and turned his senses to Chloe’s fear scent.

He could taste her.

There would be no hiding for her from Gus.

Ever.

Gus kept his pistol and badge tucked in low against his body as he walked through the club.

It was loud, full of people, and reeking of fear. Fear of rejection. Getting caught. Getting an STD. Getting roofied.

Practically any fear one could imagine when it came to the opposite sex.

And then some.

Shoving people out of his way, Gus kept moving. Chloe was in a private room on the second floor, as best as he could tell.

“…what’s going on?” asked the second man. Possibly to the first or another person.

“A Fed just busted into the club. He’s got a badge and a gun,” said a third person. “Badge was real, I guess.”

“That’d be for me,” Chloe said. “That’s a senior agent for the Fed. Did I mention I’m also working for the Fed?

“My badge is on my person, if you want to see it. I’m afraid I really was just here to have a drink and see if anyone would make a move on me.”

“You’re—you’re working for the Fed!?” asked the original first man. “You went state?”

“Wasn’t as if I had much else to do while sitting in prison, dears,” Chloe said. “It’s one of the reasons I didn’t kill you all already. My partner is coming up here, and he’d like to talk to you all.

“So how about you just… put the guns down and we all take a trip?”

“Fuck that—”

A man in what looked like a bouncer’s uniform stepped in front of Gus and put his hands on Gus’s shoulders.

“Can’t let you go up there, Agent. It’s—”

Whipping his left hand around, Gus sucker punched the Were right in the gut.

“Stick around if you want to get arrested. Otherwise get the fuck out,” Gus said, then stepped over the laid-out Were and stormed into the stairwell he’d been aiming for.

To be honest, he wasn’t sure how much of this Mark had approved and how much Gus was probably going to get in trouble for.

Right now, though, he didn’t care.

“He’s in the stairwell. He just floored Grint,” said the second man over Chloe’s radio.

“Shit, she really does have a badge,” said the first man.

“Fine, bag her. We’re getting out of here. We’ll deal with her later,” said the third man.

“Don’t eve—”

Chloe’s voice was cut off with a short, high-pitched squeak, and then it fell silent.

Breaking into a jog, Gus started taking the stairs two at a time.

He blasted through a door at the second-floor stairwell exit and found himself in a booth. The sound was dampened here, and it was clearly reserved for people with money or connections.

A single drink rested on the lone table surrounded by chairs. There were no exits here.

Taking in a deep whiff of the air, Gus immediately pinpointed where the men and Chloe had gone.

He moved to that point in the wall, behind a rather large and terrible painting, and lifted it up to look behind it.

Or tried to. There was just a large doorway-like hole in the wall.

Glamour. Can’t see it.

Moving through the gap, Gus raised his weapon and stretched his senses out. He pushed on his heritage, feeding it the fear that was spilling off the men who’d taken Chloe as he hunted them.

Grinning, he walked through a hallway filled with equipment for recording and other things.

As long as they feared him, he’d grow stronger by the second.

“…right behind us,” said the second man.

Apparently Chloe’s radio was still working.

“What?” asked the third.

“He’s right behind us!” repeated the second man. “The fuck, Mack? You said he wouldn’t find it.”

“I… I don’t know. What the fuck,” said Mack, who was apparently the first man.

“Shut up, both of you. We just have to get down to the alley,” said the third man.

Alley, huh? That’s on the south side of the building. We’re still on the second floor.

Gus kept his eyes open as he moved rapidly along Chloe’s trail.

After walking through one hallway, across an open room, and into a stairwell, Gus saw exactly what he was looking for.

A window on the south side of the building.

He moved over to it and gave it a quick once-over. Thankfully it was the type that actually opened, though it was locked tight with a padlock.

Gus grit his teeth and jerked at it.

It didn’t go anywhere.

Taking in all the fear he could, Gus simply dumped it into the dark part of himself. The monster that he was.

He wasn’t a man with a monster inside him—he was a monster wearing a mask of a man.

Everything around him seemed to fade in colors, the world slowly becoming black and white, but brighter.

When he looked at his hand, Gus found his fingers had become claws.

He sheared the padlock away from the window with a twisting motion, then flung the window up and leaned out of it.

Taking a slow breath, he calmed himself enough for his features to revert back to the mask. He didn’t need these three claiming Gus was something else.

Just below him was a van. The type of van you told little kids to stay away from because it was never associated with anything good.

Gus lifted his weapon and sighted it accordingly.

A door below him banged open and slammed into the wall. Three men holding an unconscious Chloe rushed out from the building.

“Freeze!” Gus shouted. “Anyone moves and I shoot! No warnings! I’m using Fed-issued Para rounds!”

All three men froze where they stood.

“Don’t move,” Gus said again. He could taste their fear. All three of them were at a heightened sense of awareness right now. Each one of them was afraid Gus was aiming at them specifically.

“Set Agent Wain on the ground,” Gus said. “Then lie on your stomachs and put your hands behind your heads.

“Noncompliance will get you shot. It’s that simple. I’ll take an inquiry with a smile right now and tell them you were kidnapping a federal agent.”

Slowly, the men put Chloe down on the ground.

She looked fine, though it was clear something had been done to her. He wasn’t sure what.

The men got down on the ground and put their hands behind their heads.

“Good,” Gus said. “Now we’re going to sit here and wait. If you move, speak, or do anything else, I’m going to just shoot you.”

Pulling his phone from his pocket, Gus dialed up Trish with one hand and then put the phone to his ear as it dialed.

It rang once and was picked up.

“Hello, Gus. To what do I owe the pleasure?” Trish asked on the other side of the line.

“Need your help. Get down here with something that can hold three Para perps,” Gus said softly. “At the Vermilion, back alley. You can track my cell phone with that app Melody put on all our phones.”

“I’m on my way,” Trish said and hung up.

Sniffing once, Gus couldn’t help but grin. Massive amounts of fear were wafting from the men.

“Remain still,” Gus said. “Anyone moves, twitches, scratches their ass, I’m just going to fire. And that’ll be the end of it.”

No one moved.

Eventually, Gus heard the rumble and crunch of a big vehicle coming down the alley.

It felt like an hour had passed, but realistically it had probably only been ten minutes.

Which meant Trish had probably kept the siren on most of the way here so she could blow through every single light along the way.

The massive SUV that rolled into view had no markings whatsoever. Though the flashing lights in the grill made it very obvious it wasn’t civilian owned. The siren was off at the moment.

After pulling up to one side, it came to a stop.

Three doors opened and Trish, Indali, and Hailey all piled out. They were all carrying SMGs and wearing “Fed” jackets with armored vests.

Trish had apparently decided she needed to come in full force.

“A bit overkill,” Gus called out from the window. “But you look amazing in that vest and coat. Beauty and intelligence all rolled up in one.”

All three women looked up at Gus in the window.

Trish grinned at him and waved her free hand, gripping her SMG in the other.

“Read them their rights, get them cuffed, and load them in the back,” Gus said. “Kidnapping a federal agent is the charge.”

Putting his gun away, Gus rushed down to the alley.

By the time he got there, Hailey was just closing the two rear doors of the SUV. It’d been modified so it could hold people.

Gus wasn’t sure how he felt about the fact that Trish had brought Indali and Hailey with her, but he was glad they’d agreed to come.

It showed a camaraderie he had to respect.

Squads are born like this.

Walking over to Chloe, Gus found Trish kneeling next to her.

“Some type of drug and a poison,” Trish murmured. “Looks like they injected her with it. Potent, but not long lasting. I think she’ll be awake in an hour. Just make sure she gets some blood in her when she’s coherent and that’ll fix it.”

“I’ll take her then,” Gus said, not really hearing anything other than that Chloe was fine. “You get those three back and into some holding cells.”

“Of course,” Trish said, smiling up at him.

“And… good work, Trish,” Gus finished, realizing he needed to offer her more.

Grinning much wider at that, Trish wrinkled her nose, and her eyes took on a very faint glow. “Of course, Indigo.”

Gus grabbed up Chloe and pulled her over his shoulders, then started back to his car.

 

***

 

 “Uuuunnggh,” Chloe groaned.

Gus looked up from the email he was writing to Mark on his phone, then locked it.

The Vampire hadn’t stirred since he’d dropped her into her bed. Any change right now was positive.

“Hello,” Gus said. “Before you start to worry—you’re safe, whole, and healthy.”

Chloe lifted a hand up and laid it over her eyes.

“What… happened?” she asked. “I remember… I remember the three goons… but everything just goes blank as soon as the one behind me pulls a gun.”

“They injected you with something,” Gus said. “Apparently with all those designer drugs and the like, they figured out one that’s a poison as well. Works on Vampires pretty well. Knocked you clean out.”

“Damn,” Chloe mumbled, using both of her hands to rub at her eyes. “Now I have to worry about someone slipping something in my drink when I go out.”

Gus snorted at that.

“Not sure about that. They injected you with it,” Gus said. “No idea of anything beyond that.”

“Great.” Chloe smacked her lips several times. “I’m so damn thirsty.”

Blinking, Gus remembered Trish’s comment about blood. He knew Chloe wasn’t thirsty for water.

“Yeah, Trish said you should probably feed when you woke up. I think,” Gus said.

“That’s a bit of a problem since I don’t have any here,” Chloe said, her hands still over her face. “Didn’t get a chance to stock up. And I can’t really do what normal vamps do at bars. Since… you know… no fangs.”

“Oh,” Gus said, not really sure how to respond.

I should have got her some blood. Stupid.

Stupid, stupid.

“Did you recognize anyone, by the way?” Gus asked, putting his phone away.

“A few,” Chloe said. “Not many. I think most of the people I worked with from back then are dead, gone, or in prison. Probably.

“Honestly, it’s far more likely they’re all dead. I always suspected we were working for someone else, but I didn’t have much in the way of proof of it. Just that the people at the top tended to vanish with some regularity.”

“You think the SA coven rolls into something else?” Gus asked.

“Well, I think they did. About a year before I got arrested, some seriously crazy things happened,” Chloe said. “And no, I’m not going to talk about it. Doesn’t help us out right now at all. But after that, things changed. Felt like the coven no longer had the support of whatever was above them, and we no longer had the finances we once did either.”

“Is that how you ended up getting caught?” Gus asked.

“Yeah,” Chloe said, smacking her lips. “Yeah, it was. Didn’t have the power we used to, so they couldn’t wipe out what I was doing as easily.

“They all swore up and down they’d get me out, though. Get me back. I believed it, like an idiot. They left me there to rot.”

Sitting up, Chloe let her hands fall to her sides.

Her eyes were bloodshot, she was even paler than she normally was, and she had a faint sheen of sweat all over.

“I feel awful,” she mumbled, wobbling slightly. “I don’t think I can make it to a blood bank on my own.”

Frowning, Gus glanced at his phone. It was five in the morning.

Blood banks that served Vampires weren’t going to be open anytime soon.

“What happened to your fangs?” he asked, contemplating the situation.

“I pulled them out,” Chloe said. “It’s a lot easier to resist the urge to kill people if you don’t have the teeth for it.”

“You? Worried over killing people?” Gus asked.

“I was young,” Chloe said. “Took me a while to realize that humans didn’t give a shit about me and would happily snuff me out given the chance. By then my fangs were long gone.

“If I’m honest about it, it’s been a blessing. Made my kills harder to track back to me. Everyone expects a Vampire to drink their victims. I wore fake teeth back then to hide the fact they were missing. Don’t care anymore. I am what I am.”

Chloe’s head slowly dipped forward as she hunched over.

“I feel so awful,” she mumbled.

Grimacing, Gus only saw one quick and easy way out of this. Except he didn’t really want to do it.

It wouldn’t be the first time he’d fed a Vampire directly, so he wasn’t squeamish about it.

He’d been in a weird one-night stand type of relationship that had lasted several months with a young Vampire. It’d been a lot of sex and blood drinking.

Looking back on it more recently, he realized it’d been a way to punish himself. Punish himself for his failures and what he hadn’t done.

That had all been before he’d gotten the job offer from Mark.

Pulling out his carry knife from his side, Gus unbuttoned his sleeve and began rolling it up.

He knew where to cut his arm and how to give a Vampire a meal. He’d done it often enough.

“Other than the fangs, anything different about you?” Gus asked, flicking open his knife. “Your saliva still seal and help cuts heal?”

“Yes. Why?” Chloe said, lifting her head up. “Oh. Oh… I… okay. I can do that. I’m just… it’s been—”

Chloe’s voice trailed off when Gus didn’t respond. Instead he made the small cuts on his forearm. In the exact same way he’d done it at least fifty times.

If he were human, there’d probably be scars there.

I wonder how Val’s doing.

Could be interesting to look her up.

Chloe was kneeling in front of him now. Having moved faster than he’d realized.

After folding his knife closed, he put it back on his belt and then moved his bleeding forearm over to Chloe.

The Vampire latched on to his arm. Her mouth instantly pressed down around the cuts. He could feel her feeding on him, drawing blood out far faster than the cut would normally allow.

“We’ll be heading into work later to start questioning our guests you found,” Gus said. “Start filling out an organizational chart for the SA to figure out what we know and who goes where.”

Chloe didn’t do or say anything. She just leaned into him as she drank. Her shoulder resting against his chest.

Sighing, Gus pulled out his phone with his free hand and started reading his email.

Thankfully, he didn’t have to worry about her accidentally biting him since she had no fangs.

Fangs were the magically needed component to turn someone.

Val always threatened it, to a degree.

Looking back, that was a pretty messed-up time.


Chapter 8 - Snacks and Traps

 

Gus slowly flipped through all the printed photos. One by one, he double-checked them and re-read the names on the backs.

Really don’t want to fuck this up. This is what our department was made for, after all.

A pair of arms wrapped around his middle and squeezed him tight.

“Hello my sweet, sweet Indigo. I missed you,” Melody murmured against his ear.

Grinning, Gus patted Melody’s hands for a few seconds before going back to his photos.

“Honestly, I missed you too, Mel,” Gus said. “Good trip? Was only like two days.”

“Indeed,” Melody said. “While I was out there, I found someone willing to take care of our guest-in-the-basement problem, too. My niece’s husband said he’d offer her a job. She can take it or die.”

Gus frowned, not sure how he felt about that. He liked the law. Liked that it protected everyone and gave the public a feeling of safety.

Gus had made it a point in his life to follow it as closely as he could. It was one of the only things that’d kept him together when he’d started working as a detective.

He’d strayed from that core belief lately, but he was trying to move back to it. Trying to be a law-abiding citizen.

“I know, Indigo, I know. Look at it this way—we were already contemplating getting rid of our guest in the only way we knew how,” Melody murmured. “This offers us a different option.”

“You’re right, of course,” Gus said with a sigh. “Okay. Do what you need to. Otherwise, trip was okay?”

“Mm-yep! Irma won’t stop making fun of me for contracting three people so suddenly,” Melody said. “They didn’t have much to add about the current operation, but apparently they crossed paths with the SA in the past.

“Said the SA was indeed controlled by someone else previously, but that partnership ended a while back. Didn’t have much to offer otherwise. They did have a good number of potential hires for me. I sent out invitations to apply. We might have a full department in a month.”

“Good work, Mel,” Gus said. He felt odd about the way she was holding him, like he was ignoring her, so he finally gave in.

Turning around, he kissed her. After lingering for several seconds, he eventually pulled away from her and went back to organizing his photos and notes.

“Goodness,” Melody said in a breathy voice. “Maybe I should go sit down before I tip over.”

“Probably. The others will arrive shortly. And you need to meet Chloe,” Gus said.

“Ah, yes. The fangless Vampire. She sounds interesting.” Melody let go of Gus.

Picking up the case of push pins, Gus began to slowly put all the pictures into their pre-assigned places.

Taking on an organized “business” really came down to knowing all the players and their responsibilities. That and getting ahead of them when it came time to move. 

It was much easier to figure out who went where in the “company” with the technology available, but that didn’t make it any easier to stop the crime or get proof of wrongdoing.

Certainly not within the constraints of the law.

“Didn’t expect to see her ass at the top. Then again… I guess it makes sense given how things have changed.”

Glancing over, Gus found Chloe in the doorway. She was dressed in the same professional attire as everyone else. For all intents and purposes, she looked the part of a Fed agent.

Melody and Chloe were immediately eyeing one another.

“Chloe, this is Melody. Melody, this is Chloe. Vampire meet Contractor. Contractor meet Vampire,” Gus said, then looked back at his board.

As he adjusted the photo of the Vampire at the very top of the pyramid, Gus looked at her face. Much like all of her kind, she appeared young. Black hair cut short and styled, with dark brown eyes. She looked like someone who would be climbing a corporate ladder or selling million-dollar homes for a massive commission.

Not running a coven that specialized in illicit activities.

“…to meet you,” Melody said.

“Likewise,” Chloe said. “Didn’t expect to find the Lark working for the Fed though. You had more charges than I did.

“You take a deal? Did Mr. Handsome Agent come for you, too?”

“Actually, no,” Melody said with a laugh. “I turned myself over, went full witness, gave up way too much in favors and other things, and… I just gave up. I surrendered completely.

“All so I could work with Mr. Handsome Agent, as you called him. But he was only PID at that time.”

“No shit, you did?” Chloe asked. “Never would have figured you for that. Went all romantic in the end.”

“Neither did I. But Gus made a lady out of me. I’m a good girl now,” Melody said. “I even started paying taxes. All for the sake of loving him.”

“Anyways,” Gus said loudly. “Feel free to take a seat or grab a snack. I made sure there was something for everyone.”

“Sorry, he doesn’t like it when I talk about him,” Melody said. “Very bashful. Come on, let’s go grab something.”

Shaking his head, Gus continued to pin up photos until his hands were empty.

Then he took a step back and looked it over.

Really does look like a business.

In fact… it’ll be rather difficult to crack into this, won’t it? Unless we get people to roll over on their bosses. But even that only goes so far.

They’ll need to provide evidence for us to do something with it. The word of a gangster doesn’t go that far with juries and judges.

Chewing at his lip, Gus felt like maybe this task was too much. Maybe Mark had misplaced his trust.

“He doesn’t expect us to do it in a month, you know,” Vanessa said as she stepped up next to him. Then she took a long sip of what looked like coffee.

“I mean—” Gus started.

“No, really. He doesn’t expect us to solve it in a month. I asked him. This is more like a year-long exercise, Gus. And even then, he’s not expecting you to bring it down completely. Just have enough information so you can track it and keep it down,” Vanessa said. “I asked because you’re so single minded. I figured you’d end up stewing on this as if you had to solve it instantly.”

Gus opened his mouth, then promptly closed it.

She was right of course.

“Thanks, Ness,” he said, grinning at her.

“Course. I’m still your partner, you know. Sleeping together or not, part of the PID or not, you’re still my partner.” Vanessa grinned back at him. “You put your trust in me, so I’ve put it in you. You’d do the same for me for my own blind spots.”

She did shoot down an ex-girlfriend she still cared for—for me, her partner of only a month.

I need to make sure I protect her the same way she does me.

“Going to go get a seat. You making doe eyes at me is making it a little harder than I thought it would be,” Vanessa mumbled. “Especially with everyone watching.”

She turned and left him there.

Doe eyes?

Hm.

Wait, everyone?

Turning around, Gus found that indeed, everyone was actually here. Most everyone seemed to have something they were drinking or snacking on as well.

“Hello,” Gus said. Then he pointed to the side. “Thanks for coming. If you didn’t grab something, do so.

“Beyond that, this will be rather simple, I think.”

He walked to one side of the display he’d been working on and held up a hand.

“This is what we have on the SA coven so far,” he said. “It’s… organized like a business. There’s really no other way to say it. It has a CEO—”

He paused to point at the woman at the top.

“A financial officer.”

Gus pointed to a woman on the second line of photos.

“Operations,” he said, then indicated a man on the second row before pointing to a man next to him. “Security. You get the picture. It all moves downward with a structure you’d expect.

“Somewhere around this point—”

Moving his hand, Gus indicated the line where it went from mid-level managers and team leaders to individuals.

“Is where we’re going to focus most of our attention at first. We’ll have to work our way up, of course. Anyone below this line probably won’t be missed by the SA and won’t cause them issues. They’re throwaway trigger pullers.”

Everyone was nodding at that.

“What were the three people we picked up the other day?” Trish asked. She was seated with Hailey. The two were clearly becoming fast friends.

“Grunts,” Gus said. “Throwaway people. Vampires, to be specific. All three of them. No one’s come for them, they’re not asking for lawyers, and they’re not talking.”

“They’ll just take whatever sentence they get, serve it, and come back for a reward,” Chloe said. “It’s… different for Vampires. So long as it isn’t a life sentence, you can serve it and just… come back. Pick up a fat paycheck and get right back into the business.”

“Which means… we won’t have anything to work off of?” Indali asked.

She was sitting by herself off to one side, but close to Gus. It was fairly clear to Gus she felt awkward about being included here. He’d made sure to invite her directly.

If she wanted to train to be an agent while working for his department, he saw no reason not to work on recruiting her directly.

“Well,” Gus said with a smirk. “We won’t have anything actionable, but we’ll get answers one way or another. Just nothing we can use to justify warrants or seizures.”

“Oh,” Indali said.

“Don’t worry about it. Suffice it to say, we do have an answer, just not one we can publicly show. That’s all,” Gus said. “In fact… I can already safely say those three men we picked up have given us a lot of information. But we’ll get to that in a second.”

He picked up the stack of papers he’d printed out.

Walking around the room, he handed one out to everyone.

“This is everything we’ve compiled so far on the SA coven. Make sure it doesn’t leave this room,” he said. “There’s an electronic copy available on the server as well.

“Their main area of business is actually pretty straightforward and what we expected, more or less.”

Holding out a set of papers to Chloe, he found her staring up at him.

Since he’d fed her directly, she’d become rather docile around him. So much that it felt like she was afraid of making him angry.

I wonder.

Can they tell I’m not human by the taste of me?

Val never said anything about it. She said I tasted more like a redhead, whatever that means. But redheads are human.

Moving back to the front, Gus set his own copy down in front of him.

“Blood running, alcohol, drugs, prostitution, and gambling,” he said. “It’s all run out of strip clubs, night clubs, warehouses, and street deals. Really, it’s nothing out of the ordinary. They’re just in control of a good chunk of real estate, and they’re expanding.”

“That’s where I worked,” Chloe said. “I was part of expanding the business, taking territory, and building it up. I didn’t… I didn’t do any of the other stuff. I was just muscle.”

Curious that she needed to specifically point out her duties.

“I figure the easiest way to get them moving, and get us our way in, is to go after their money makers,” Gus said. “And it just so happens that most of the people we’ve picked up or spoken to were helping to expand that part of the business.”

“Oh, do we get to go into some strip clubs?” Melody said. “I know a few I’d really like to take you to, just to see what you think. There’s this really fun one where all the girls are Weres and they—”

“No,” Gus said. “We’ll definitely be going after the clubs, though. We’ll hit the ones that are a bit easier to drop a collar on immediately. Blood running and prostitution. The drugs are a bit harder, because it’s all Vamp drugs. Stuff that isn’t technically illegal right now because it doesn’t do anything to humans.

“Not to mention this is all new stuff. Vamps couldn’t really get loaded on their own before all this came to market.”

“Out of curiosity,” Indali said. “What are the drugs made out of? Could we go for that part?”

“Ah… probably not. Vamp drugs are made from other Paras,” Gus admitted. It was always amusing to him how Vampires figured out how to get high in the end. “Paras with poisons, diseases, or venom. Three really good examples are… well… Were blood, Were saliva, and Were semen. Technically Weres have a disease, just like Vampires. When you reduce it down to the disease, add some other things, and combine it into a liquid or a powder… there you go. Makes a Vampire’s disease and body kinda go into overdrive in response. Then the other additives do their thing.”

“Were… semen?” Trish asked, sounding rather curious.

“Yeah… like I said. Not something we can really go after,” Gus said with a shrug.

“That makes sense. How do we proceed then?” Indali asked.

“Night clubs,” Chloe interrupted. “The smaller ones. Make some low-level busts and start carving into the area that way. Always made the bosses paranoid and angry when the cops started singling them out.”

“That, yeah,” Gus said. “On top of that, we’re going to go the traditional route at the same time. Wiretaps, listening devices, being an obvious nuisance.”

“Let’s get their liquor license pulled,” Melody said with a laugh. “And if they’re doing blood running, we should start spreading rumors that they’re selling tainted blood. Maybe pay some people off to claim they got sick from it.”

Gus nodded at that. It wasn’t exactly the best way to go about this, but it wasn’t a bad way either. It’d definitely put the hurt on the SA.

“That, too,” he said.

“We should have their buildings inspected,” Vanessa said. “I’m sure we could get some inspectors ruffled up and make them check things out. Fire escapes, foundations, elevators, everything.

“If our goal is to hurt their business and start engaging them, there we go.”

“That’d give us a window to put stuff in, right?” Trish asked, looking around. “Like the listening devices? Could we recruit the inspectors to do it for us?”

“No,” Gus said. “We couldn’t recruit them. But we could probably join them. Plant the devices ourselves. The paperwork for all those things is already signed off. We just can’t do any search and seizures.”

“Are they active in the community at all?” Hailey asked. “Places like that usually try to get active in the community to help shield themselves.”

“Not sure on that one,” Gus said, then looked at Chloe.

“Don’t look at me,” said the Vampire. “Never really did any of that.”

“I’ll check,” Trish said. “I’m sure I can just call around and ask. They wouldn’t be protective of that information, would they?”

“No,” Melody said. “They wouldn’t. If anything, they might be more than happy to share that stuff, especially if you insinuate you’re writing a piece for the local paper.”

“Just… keep it legal,” Gus said, feeling a bit of concern. He was surrounded by people who were the very definition of “criminals,” other than Vanessa.

Even Trish had technically been living her life illegally as an unregistered Sorceress.

Like I’m any better.

“In the meantime… I’m going to see if their CEO is willing to chat with me,” Gus said. “Wouldn’t hurt to open the lines of communication. See what I can get out of her.”

“Definitely a meeting I won’t be going to,” Chloe muttered. “If I see her, I’ll try to kill her. Then again, she might try to kill me. Never know, could go either way. She wasn’t in charge when I was there, and we didn’t see eye to eye.”

“I’ll go with you, Gus, if no one else can make it,” Vanessa said. “I’ve already finished going through the CIs and I’m just waiting on information right now. Reaching out to some PIDs to see if they can send me any CIs they’re willing to share or part with. I could probably make it work.”

“Great,” Gus said. “Should be fine with just the two of us.”

“I’d… like to go out on assignment with someone,” Indali said in the silence afterward. “I’m officially registered for training… and I spoke with Deputy Director Ehrich. He signed off on an order for me to do some Fed work ahead of the classes. So long as I’m never alone.”

Reaching into a coat pocket, Indali pulled out a piece of folded paper.

“Okay,” Gus said before she could finish opening it.

“I… what?” Indali looked up from the half-opened order.

“I said okay. If you want, you can come with me on this one. It’s just a touch-base and meet-and-greet sort of thing,” Gus said. “While you’re waiting for the Fed courses to begin, it wouldn’t hurt to learn PID procedure as well.”

“That’d probably be better,” Vanessa said with a smirk. “I’m sure I’d end up getting bombarded with calls the moment I made plans to join you.”

“Oh! You can borrow all my textbooks,” Melody said, turning toward Indali. “It took me a bit, but I’ve actually finished with them all. Some of it was really quite dry, but worth knowing.”

Indali nodded at Melody, looking rather excited.

“What?” Hailey asked. “How the hell do I get to be an agent? Right now I’m just a mechanic.”

Grimacing, Gus ran a hand through his hair. In a way, he’d expected that response from Hailey at some point.

“Need a clear record,” Melody said, looking at Hailey. “Did you ever actually get caught for anything?”

“Ah… no. Just… just by Gus. Gus caught me for boosting cars.” Hailey looked sheepish. “No one else ever caught me.”

“And you didn’t charge her, right?” Melody asked Gus.

“No. I didn’t even write a warning. Didn’t write her as a CI either, cause that can get you flagged too,” Gus said.

“Oh? Perfect!” Melody said, turning to Hailey. “I’ll get you in Indali’s class then. You two can be class buddies!”

Great.

That’s… what we needed.

“…get someone hired to help cover the desk,” Indali said, looking excited.

“Okay. That’s all I had for this one. Read over your packets and toss them on the table here when you’re done. Otherwise, let’s start moving pieces around,” Gus said.

After dropping his own packet on the table as an example, he moved over to the snack cart.

He wanted something sugary right now, and it felt like a donut was calling his name.

“Gus?”

He reached the cart at the same time as he heard his name, then turned partly to one side.

Indali was standing there.

“I… brought my original material form,” she murmured. “I’d like to show it to you, if you don’t mind?”

“Oh!” Gus said, remembering he’d once asked to see it. “Yeah, that’d be interesting. Is it at your desk or…?”

“I put it in your office,” Indali gave him a strange smile.

He imagined his casual removal of her record had put her on edge around him.

“Right. Let me grab this,” Gus said, fishing out a donut, “and we’ll go look.”


Chapter 9 - Handle Polishing

 

Gus opened the dark wooden case sitting on the middle of his desk.

Inside was a revolver. An older model he didn’t know the name for. On top of that, it didn’t really look like any revolver he was familiar with.

He could tell it was a model with a cylinder and barrel that slid free from the handle at the top.

Or what was known as a top-break.

Unless his memory was failing him, that meant it was definitely an older revolver. The point where it latched together had ended up being a problem over the long term. They’d simply stopped making revolvers like this.

Also in the case were six speed loaders that looked to be custom made, a cleaning kit, and several extra pieces he couldn’t immediately identify.

Since a Construct couldn’t really touch their own body he could only figure she had it made for someone to use her. After all, contact with their true self would instantly deconstruct their projection.

“I wouldn’t expect you to know what I am,” Indali murmured from beside him. “I’m a Webley. A Mark Four to be specific, if that matters.”

Gus nodded. He had indeed heard the name “Webley” in his time. He’d never held one, seen one, or fired one, however. 

British. Her accent is slightly British. Just not the way I think of British, I guess.

“You can pick me up, if you like,” Indali said.

Gus suddenly regretted ever having asked to see her like this. This was going in a different direction far too fast for him.

But he couldn’t really back down now.

Reaching into the case she’d clearly had made for herself, Gus picked Indali up.

Because that was the reality. This revolver was Indali. What she was, what she always would be, and what she always had been. The projection standing next to him and speaking to him was only just that—a projection, made and controlled to be what it was.

She had a good weight and fit in his hand rather well.

Very well, in fact.

“May I?” Gus asked, brushing a thumb against the top-break release. If he was already going this deep, he might as well explore her. He’d never seen the like of Indali, and he wasn’t sure if he ever would again.

“Certainly. You can dry fire me once or twice as well if you like,” Indali said. “Though you might find the trigger pull a bit odd. I’m not… I’m not young. These newer constructs are always so… whatever.”

Pushing against the latch release, Gus watched as the revolver split at the top. He reached up and gently peeled it apart, then watched as an auto-eject system moved up and slid back into place.

“I’ve… never been modified,” Indali said. “Though thankfully, being a Construct, I’ll not suffer the fate of most of my kin. My latch won’t fail, no matter how many rounds go through me. Nor will my barrel. The parts in the case were part of my original sale and serve no use to me, but… I just couldn’t throw them out.”

Looking down into the chamber, Gus had to wonder. It looked like a forty-five to him.

“I’m a forty-fifty-five caliber weapon. With how rare my ammo is, I’ve bought as much as I’ve been able to over the years,” Indali said. “I also collect any brass I find on the market. I’m quite good at hand-loading spent casings now.”

Gus closed the revolver back up and then pointed it toward the floor, looking down the sight.

The aperture was neither great nor terrible. He’d worked with better and worse equally.

Sliding his finger against the trigger, he slowly pulled.

When it went off, he could see what she meant. It just didn’t feel right to him.

Thumbing back the hammer this time, he tried the trigger again.

Once more it just didn’t feel right. He’d almost say it was bad.

He wasn’t going to say it out loud, however. That’d be like telling someone they were ugly.

He moved to put Indali back in her case, then hesitated. She felt really good in the hand.

So much that he’d momentarily thought about asking a weird and stupid question.

If he could actually carry her around as a service weapon. Even with her severely limited ammo capacity, she felt correct in his palm.

“I’d say yes,” Indali said. Either she had noticed, or she felt the same way he did. “I might not fire Para rounds, as they’re called, but I can guarantee whatever I fire will have a greater effect than Para rounds, or lesser if you wished. Anything… anything I shoot, I can modify by my own desire.”

“Like what?” Gus asked, still holding on to Indali. He tightened his hand around her wood-grain handle.

“Incendiary, hollow point, semi-jacketed with and without hollow point, or a full metal jacket,” Indali said.

“Silver?” Gus asked, staring at the revolver in his hand. It felt odd.

Because it felt right. Indali felt very right in his hand. 

“Some,” Indali said. “Maybe six in a day. Or you could hand-load some silver rounds yourself and take them with you. I… have a holster, and a speed-loading belt that goes with it. In my car. I wasn’t really expecting this, to be honest. I thought it was just going to be me showing you myself. Like you asked. I didn’t think it’d feel so…”

Indali’s voice trailed off, staring at herself held tight in Gus’s hand.

“Right. It feels right.” Gus finished the sentence for her with the same thought in his head. “Let’s go get that holster then. I have a meeting with the SA coven head in a few hours.”

He didn’t want to put Indali down. He set her back in her case, then picked it up and tucked it under his arm instead.

His intention was to take her case to his house and put it in his bedside table. Along with her at the end of the day.

“We should go get some ammo,” Indali said, giving her head a shake. “And my holsters.”

Gus didn’t disagree.

 

***

 

“Good afternoon. I’m Agent Hellström. This is acting Agent Jaya,” Gus said to the receptionist. “I have an appointment to meet with Miss Sobol.”

The young man behind the desk frowned at Gus, then looked at Indali next to him.

“I’m her twelve-thirty,” Gus said neutrally. He really was trying to play equitably with the SA coven. He didn’t want them to feel like it was personal, like he was going after their homes or families.

He was going to arrest them and send them to prison. Not murder them or hurt their loved ones. With any luck, they’d return the favor in kind.

Clicking his tongue, the young man looked at the computer and typed something in rapidly. Then he turned back to Gus.

“I’ve let Miss S—”

Three rapid-fire chime-like noises came from the man’s computer.

“Uhhh, oh,” he said. Then he stood up and quickly moved away from the desk. “Miss Sobol will see you immediately. Is there anything I could get you?”

“No, but thank you for offering,” Gus said.

“No thank you,” Indali said.

After walking through a hallway in what Gus could only describe as a quick march, the man reached the end and opened a door.

Gus and Indali walked in, and the door was immediately closed behind them.

“Agents, thank you so much for making an appointment.” It was a woman’s voice.

Looking at the owner, Gus found she was standing behind a large desk set in the corner, with windows on either side of her.

They were ten stories up, in a decent building in a good neighborhood. It was clear the SA coven was making money.

“Of course,” Gus said, walking over to the woman.

She looked exactly the same as the picture he’d been working with. Though she did seem to be wearing just a bit more makeup, and she’d dressed up considerably.

In fact, he’d say she was bordering on professionally sexy rather than professionally dressed.

He took the hand she held out to him and shook it firmly with a smile.

“I figured it would be a good idea to have a professional and polite meeting with you,” Gus said.

Miss Sobol smiled at him, showing off her fangs as she shook Indali’s hand.

“I appreciate the courtesy, Agent Hellström,” she said, then gestured at the chairs in front of her desk.

“Call me Gus, Miss Sobol,” Gus said, taking a seat.

“Then please call me Dunyasha,” said the Vampire as she sat down at her desk. “How would you like to begin? To be perfectly honest, I’ve never had such a meeting before. Usually they storm in, demand answers of me, and then leave.”

“Ah, well, I’m afraid I’m not here for the pleasure of seeing you,” Gus said with a smirk. He’d found in the last month that he could get more out of people—women, more specifically.

He could put just a little pressure on them if he allowed himself to flirt. To compliment them and draw them in. He’d done it with Indali most recently and had clearly turned her inside out with it.

Gus’s natural predatory instincts helped him, and he knew it. They gave him an in he wouldn’t have otherwise. Made it all the easier for him to bring women in to eat them.

Dunyasha grinned at that, her cheeks coloring very faintly. Using the opportunity, Gus worked a speck of power into her mind and then sat there.

Waiting.

“I felt it would be good to let you know of several things that either have happened, are about to happen, or are happening right now,” Gus said. “Maybe answer any questions you have and let you know what I’m doing.”

Dunyasha was still grinning, but she looked confused. Setting an elbow on her desk, she propped up her chin on it, clearly wanting to hear more.

And she did.

He could hear her thoughts. She wanted to know more about him, what he was doing, and how he tasted.

“I know you’re the head of the SA coven,” Gus said with a shrug. There was a flicker of surprise in her mind that he simply came out and said it. “You’re managing it very well, and clearly you’ve brought them up from where they were. You’re succeeding where others failed, so clearly you’re not all beauty but also brains. Regrettably, that’s where our paths intersect.”

Dunyasha was feeling incredibly complimented right now, and interested in Gus, but also extremely wary. Her thoughts were moving quicker than he could follow as he spoke to her, which was always a problem and why he normally didn’t lead interviews. Her current thoughts were moving through all the changes she’d made.

From personnel to buildings to expenses, legal activities and illegal ones. The list of changes almost seemed endless.

It was all also rather worthless to Gus. None of it would help him to bust her coven to nothing.

“My goal is to bring your coven to its knees for its illegal activities,” Gus said. “I’m going to put every single person guilty of a crime in prison. If that means forcing your coven to be completely shuttered, that’s my goal.”

Dunyasha’s smile was gone now, and she was frowning severely at him. She wasn’t angry at him, though she was concerned. Her thoughts were slowly circling around the fact that Gus was very different from everyone who’d come to her before.

“Is that everything you wanted to say?” she asked.

“Almost. Today your clubs are all going to have their liquor licenses inspected. Likely pulled or fined as well, depending on whether there are violations and to what degree,” Gus said. “I have PID and agents escorting the inspectors to ensure everything is by the book.

“On top of that, we’ll be looking for any illegal activities regarding vampiric beverages. In other words, blood. If we find any violations, we’ll be pulling your right to serve blood.

“Finally, it’s very likely an inspector will come in to look at all your fire escapes, emergency exits, building permits, elevator permits—anything and everything, really.”

Dunyasha blinked several times, her mind keeping up with Gus as he went. She was incredibly intelligent, and Gus was getting a little nervous.

As he spoke, he watched her mind rapidly filter through all the numbers, emails, and contacts she assumed she’d have to speak to, to call in favors to get her businesses up and running again.

Memorizing them as quick as he could, Gus realized he’d have to go political goalkeeper with all these people.

“And you’re telling me all this,” Dunyasha said several seconds later.

“I am. Because it isn’t personal,” Gus said. He decided to push on her with the compliments to try and keep her civil. It made him feel weird, but flirting with her right now felt like the best option. Or so his Boogieman hunter instincts told him. “You’re beautiful, you’re intelligent, and you’re managing your organization well. But I still have to try to put your pretty wrists in cuffs.”

Dunyasha shook her head with a grin at that, watching him.

“You’re a very strange man,” she said, still holding her chin in her hand. Her thoughts were running in a small circle as she fought her interest in him. He was the enemy.

But he was an incredibly polite, handsome, and flattering enemy.

“Could I take you to dinner sometime?” she asked suddenly. There was nothing behind it. She just wanted to take him to dinner.

If possible, she’d try to bed him and feed on him as well.

He was interesting to her. Very interesting.

It reminded him sharply of how Melody had responded to him.

“Sure,” Gus said. “Any place you had in mind?”

Opening her mouth, Dunyasha ran a tongue along her teeth, specifically focusing on her fangs as her mind ran away with her.

She’d expected him to deny her. An outright dismissal of her invitation. An immediate acceptance was outside her realm of possibility.

“How about Marco’s? It caters to both humans and Vampires. They do an excellent blood sausage and pasta,” Dunyasha said. Once more, he detected nothing in her thoughts that hinted at treachery or problems. She really was just interested in him.

In her rapid climb up the Vampire ranks, she’d found very few people who were interesting to her.

Gus found in those thoughts something interesting to him as well. She was young. Very young for a coven leader. Only thirty-three.

Her mind was incredible, her ambition massive, and she wasn’t going to settle just for a coven leadership position.

She had her sights on much larger things. Political goals as well as business goals. This was just the only route available to her.

“Sounds like fun. I can’t make it tonight; I’ll be out seeing if I can’t find a few of your hatchet-men to bring in for questioning. The more we can pull off the street, the better our chances of pulling you in.

“Tomorrow, though?” Gus asked. He wasn’t about to turn away the possibility of reading her mind for an entire evening.

Sitting in her thoughts was providing him with a wealth of ideas to go about making it harder for her coven to exist.

Dunyasha wrinkled her nose at that and then sighed.

“Yes. That’d be lovely,” she said. “Tomorrow at eight. And did you have to let Chloe out? She’s a menace to society. Might as well throw a bomb into a room.”

“I can’t disagree with you there. She really should still be in prison,” Gus said honestly. He meant it, too. She was a convicted and true murderer. “I work with the tools I have. Just as you would. No?”

Snorting at that, Dunyasha leaned back in her chair and laid her hands in her lap. “Just as I would, indeed. I’d do the same, that’s certain. It seems the new Fed is very different.”

“It is. Had to be. The old one’s gone. Care to join up?” Gus asked. “I have the Lark in my employ, as well as Chloe. Definitely a solid salary. Wouldn’t be too hard to get your name cleaned and cleared and onto the books.”

Dunyasha stared at him, her mind having come to a screeching halt. As if someone had popped a Taser off into the side of her head.

Slowly, her mind unstuck itself, and she began to honestly and earnestly consider the idea.

Winding down around the thought was the promise of stability, and the ability to move upwards through the Fed ranks.

With such a massive power vacuum, it’d give her an easy way to move up.

Legally, without anyone trying to kill her, drink her, or take her property.

Straight into the upper echelon, politics, the government—anything she wanted.

“I work for the deputy director directly, and he reports to the person at the top of the Fed,” Gus said. Being two steps from the top was something to be noted.

If he could talk Dunyasha over to his side, that’d be almost a perfect slam dunk for him. Letting her know who their boss would be could only help his case to bring her in.

There, in her mind, he found that she wanted to agree to his request. But she didn’t trust him.

Didn’t believe his words.

She thought maybe all this was just to get close to her, to have her killed, and that he was working for someone else in her coven. Or another coven entirely. Or a Were pack.

There was a trickle of fear coming from her as well.

It was absolutely delicious. She tasted like a beautifully grilled steak with just enough fat on it to make it as unhealthy as possible.

And perfect.

Okay. I can… make this work. Just gotta push on. I can do this.

It’s not wrong, it’s just doing my job.

And hunting is fun. Hunting is good. It isn’t wrong to hunt.

It’s… okay. This is okay.

Wine, dine, and convince her. Talk her into the Fed, burn the coven, move on.

“Think on it,” Gus said, pulling a card from his pocket. “This is my card; my personal cell is listed as the emergency number. You can use that one to call me at any time. In the meanwhile… see you tomorrow? Dinner?”

Dunyasha nodded, visibly conflicted. Her mind was even worse. She was interested in him, and she wanted to truly consider the offer to join the Fed because of its possibilities, but she also felt like the whole thing was a trap.

Not to mention, the speed by which she’d become curious of him frightened her. It set alarms off in her mind.

Gus knew that it probably had to do with his nature.

He was no Incubus, but he could draw in prey in his own way.

“Tomorrow, Marco’s, eight,” Dunyasha said, taking the card from his hand directly. “And call me Yasha, Gus.”

Standing up, Gus smiled and nodded at the head of the Vampire coven.

“It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Sobol,” Indali said softly, standing up as well.

The two left, leaving Dunyasha sitting there at her desk.

In no time at all, they were back in the car.

“She was a very strong Vampire,” Indali said, turning toward Gus in the driver’s seat. “Incredibly strong. I think she’s a full blood mage and has drunk from her kind many times.

“Chloe is strong for a Vampire, very strong, but she has no magic in her at all. Chloe’s power is all ability and age.”

Gus had to think on that. He hadn’t noticed any spells, nor smelled any either. Then again, he could see right through magic of almost every sort without realizing he was looking through it.

Her memories hadn’t showcased any of that, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t so. He hadn’t asked her anything even relating to that.

“Mm, you’re probably right,” Gus said after a second.

“I think you handled her incredibly well,” Indali said softly. He found that she often took a very subdued approach with him. Her words and tone almost always came across in a gentle way. Even her gestures and the way she looked at him spoke to that belief.

Anyone else, though, and she came across as sharp. Or so Gus thought.

Like a pointed gun.

“For all her power, for all her presence, you were undaunted,” Indali said. “It felt like she was pushing down as hard as possible on you as well. I could barely breathe, and I wasn’t even the target. And you treated her like a woman and complimented her, even for the illegal actions she’s taken.”

Damn. I must have missed it. She didn’t even think about it.

Never works out when I do both mind reading and talking.

“Did it feel fake?” Gus asked, nervous that he’d screwed up.

“No. It felt like you were genuinely interested in her,” Indali said. He caught the hint of something else in that statement.

Like she was slightly angry at him.

At first, he decided to not address her anger. Then he realized he had to. If she was going to be his sidearm, essentially his partner, he had to.

Glancing down at the revolver on his side, he found that it felt perfect there, correct even.

Right.

He knew he did indeed have to explain it to Indali, because she felt right.

“I played her a bit,” Gus admitted, turning to Indali. “I really wanted her to see us as just doing our job. That even I was just doing my job. That there’s no reason to go after us personally, because it isn’t personal to us.

“It was different for you. I was genuinely interested in you and what you were. I’ve only met a few Constructs who are as intelligent or coherent as you are.”

Indali stared at his face, her eyes moving back and forth from his eyes to his nose, then to his mouth and back up.

Then she gave him a wide smile.

“Good,” she said with a nod of her head, and she faced forward. “Be sure you clean me tonight. I’ve been in my case too long. I feel musty. I haven’t been worn or carried in a very long time. Be especially sure to oil my parts. I think I’d like you to consider polishing my handle as well, since you polished Dunyasha’s.”


Chapter 10 - Bloody Mess

 

“This is really fucking stupid, you know that?” Chloe grumbled from the back seat. “Really fucking stupid. So fucking stupid that I have to wonder if maybe you’re not already banging her.

“Are you banging her? Is that it? Did you come dig me out of that prison just so you could give me to her as a ‘happy fuck-day’ present? Maybe fuck her over my corpse?”

Gus sighed and pressed his left hand over his eyes. He’d only just pulled into the restaurant where he would be meeting Dunyasha.

Chloe was going to remain in the car just in case something happened. She was the only one without any full-time duties right now. Everyone else was working hard on getting their department up, going through everything they’d pulled from Vermilion and the other clubs, or trying to figure out how deep the SA coven went.

I suppose there’s Indali, but she doesn’t count. Not really.

Reaching up to his coat, Gus ran his hand over Indali’s wood-grain grip. He couldn’t explain his attachment to Indali, but he didn’t like not having her belted on or holstered.

It was a truly odd feeling. One that Indali herself couldn’t explain when he asked her about it. Though he got the impression she was happy about the situation.

Maybe I should break down and make telepathic contact with her. I could actually talk to her directly if I pushed a thought into her body. Couldn’t I?

“…banging her. Banging her all day and all night when I’m not there,” Chloe was grumbling. “Probably where you learned to partner-feed a Vampire and—”

Tuning Chloe out, Gus sank a filament fine-thread of power into the revolver known as Indali.

He found a cold, mechanical, and very direct mind lurking there.

Right now, she was tired of listening to Chloe. She felt the Vampire was being a whiny and worthless sack of meat. That she was exactly like all the ungrateful children of the Empire Indali’d had to deal with.

Your British heritage is showing, Indali.

Smirking at his thought, Gus left the thread open. Indali had a quiet and peaceful mind.

“Chloe,” Gus said, finally interrupting her as he turned around in his seat to face her.

“What?” asked the angry Vampire, not looking at him.

“I’m not sleeping with Dunyasha. I’m trying to get closer to her so I can figure out what the heck is going on with the coven,” Gus said.

“You’re going to read her mind, aren’t you?” Chloe asked aloud.

He felt a momentary blank space of thought from Indali. Her thoughts became absolutely still, as if she weren’t a sentient revolver.

“Gus?” she asked in the quiet of her own mind.

“Yes. And we’ll talk about it later,” he sent back. “I promise.”

There was a metallic rattle from Indali that sounded a lot like brass falling from a cylinder, followed by her mind practically shutting down to nothing at all.

“You know you’re not supposed to talk about that,” Gus muttered. “Never know who’s listening.”

Melody, Vanessa, and Trish all knew about Indali. Hailey and Chloe didn’t.

There was no way he’d been able to hide Indali when he’d sat down at the dinner table to give her a thorough cleaning.

“I’m sorry,” Chloe said, pushing her face into her hands. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m just… scared. This feels like a setup. Like you’re going to hand me over to her and she’s just going to pop my neck open and shotgun me like a fucking beer.”

“She is, then?” Gus asked. “A kin-drinker? Blood mage as well?”

“Yeah,” Chloe murmured. “Can’t be a kin-drinker without being a blood mage, and she’s a good one. A very good mage, that is. Pretty sure she drank her maker the day she figured out she was a blood mage.

“Was kind of a shock when kin-drinking became a real worry. Something like fifteen years ago. Entire covens were attacked and drained by other covens. It’s why there are so many blood mages in charge now.”

“Okay. I’m going in,” Gus said. “Just keep an eye out, okay?”

Chloe nodded.

“You’re my backup. I’m trusting you. I need you,” Gus said.

“I know,” Chloe muttered. “I’m not coping very well, I’m sorry. There’s too much I don’t know. I feel like I’m just so small and this is all insane.”

Grinning, Gus reached out and laid a hand on Chloe’s shoulder.

“Believe me. I get that. Been there. I was just an idiot with a rifle in the desert when I found out about the Para world,” Gus said.

“Is that where you learned to partner-feed?” Chloe asked, finally letting her hands fall away from her face and looking at him.

“No. That was after I came back. I lived at the bottom of a bottle on a very nasty mattress,” Gus said. “Never knew it was called partner-feeding. Keep an eye out for me.”

Not waiting, Gus stepped out of the car and adjusted his coat. Then he closed the car door and started walking to the front of the restaurant.

When he’d explained what he was doing to his housemates, they’d all universally agreed with his approach and disliked the idea at the same time.

Shit. Kinda glad I let Melody talk me into changing now.

Looking at everyone through the windows of the restaurant, Gus was immediately struck by the fact that they were all dressed immaculately.

He’d almost left the house in one of his “work” suits, but Melody had talked him into changing into his “interview” or “meeting with the chief” suit.

When he got to the door, it was held open for him before he could even reach for the handle.

“Welcome to Marco’s,” said a young man in the doorway. “Is it just yourself tonight, sir?”

“Ah, I’m meeting someone. I’m not sure if she’s here already or not.” Gus walked up to a small podium to one side while speaking to the man who’d held the door.

“What’s her name?” asked the man at the podium.

Looking ahead, Gus frowned. This felt odd to him, and he wasn’t sure he liked it. He had people on either side of him asking questions.

“Dunyasha Sobol,” Gus said finally, figuring he was probably overreacting.

The man at the podium froze in place for a moment and then nodded his head once.

“Miss Sobol is indeed already here. She just arrived a minute ago. I’ll lead you to her table,” he said.

Gus had been expecting a reaction of sorts, and he’d definitely gotten one.

She does have recognized power, though how much is uncertain at this point. And it’s the kind of power that makes her known to high-end restaurants.

Kinda moving towards that classic mob-boss persona while staying out of the spotlight.

Not paying attention to where he was going, Gus found himself staring down at the woman in question quicker than he expected.

Wearing a dark-blue dress that did a great deal to emphasize her appearance, and with her hair pulled back from her face, Dunyasha looked freakishly pretty.

“Yasha,” Gus said when her eyes caught his own, giving her a smile. He sat down as the server pulled out his chair, and then he was handed a menu. He didn’t look at it. “You look amazing.”

She grinned at him and shook her head, the corners of her eyes crinkling.

“Good evening, Gus. You’re wearing a lovely suit.” Her eyes slid down him. “I was a little afraid you were going to wear the suit from the other day. But to be honest, I think I’d have been alright with that, too. It’s so rare I get to go out and about these days.”

Taking a moment, Gus reattached himself to the thread of power he’d left in her mind. Instantly, he was inside her head and her thoughts.

She was impressed with how he looked. On top of that, she hungered for him. Her interest in him—sexually, intellectually, and merely as a subject of interest—was at a peak maximum.

In truth, part of her had expected he wouldn’t show up at all. That he’d only humored her.

Which led her mind straight to the idea that he was wearing a microphone, a recorder, or something of that nature.

That this was all a trap.

“You can hit me with that Vampire spell that fries electronics,” Gus said, pulling his phone out of his coat pocket. He held it up in front of him and visibly turned it off so she could see it happen. Then he set it down on her side of the table, near her. “And you’re welcome to inspect that if you like.”

Dunyasha made no move and instead continued to watch him.

“Really, I don’t mind,” Gus said, smiling at her.

Without realizing she was doing it, Dunyasha ran her tongue along her fangs and lips. It seemed to be a nervous habit of hers. He’d already seen her do it when he’d caught her unaware.

“If you insist,” she murmured, then held two fingers out toward him. Gus could see the red mist rapidly spread out from her fingertips and then surround him. Very few Paras would be able to see such a thing.

Then the mist vanished.

“You really don’t have anything on you at all,” Dunyasha said. Then she reached over and picked up his phone.

Pressing several buttons, she found it was unresponsive. She flipped it over, peeled off the back cover, and found nothing out of the ordinary. Just a battery.

“This… there’s nothing here.” She snapped the back cover back on.

“Nope. And there’s no truck outside, either. I came in my personal vehicle,” Gus said. “Though if it makes you feel better, you’re welcome to put a spell around us.”

Watching him, Dunyasha was completely at a loss. This was far and away beyond her expectations.

Quickly she eliminated everything else this could be and arrived at only one possibility.

That he was genuinely interested in her, or a mind reader.

Before she could do anything to test him like Chloe had, Gus extricated himself from her thoughts. He’d reengage in a minute.

“So,” Gus said, looking at the menu. “You said they did a good blood sausage and pasta. Is that something I’d like, or is it more of a Vampire thing?

“And if it is, what do you recommend instead? Never been here before. My treat, by the way. I’d feel weird if you paid for us. Don’t hesitate to order the most expensive thing on the menu, if that’s what you were going to order.”

Reading through the menu, Gus found precious little he was interested in.

Not having a particular need to eat, he’d never really found food very compelling to him.

Melody’s cooking is altogether different.

Then again, Trish is a close second now. Glad Mel taught her the secret to fear cooking.

With Dunyasha remaining absolutely silent for longer than he’d expected, Gus finally looked up at her over his menu.

“You alright, Yasha?” he asked.

She was watching him, her gaze hard and sharp.

As soon as his eyes met hers, it was like something finally broke.

“I’m… I’m fine, Gus. I’m just… adjusting. Sorry.” Dunyasha gave him a fanged smile. A true, honest, and full smile.

As soon as she did, he immediately reentered her mind.

He got the impression from the lingering thoughts there that she’d tried something like what Chloe had done.

And failed to find him in her mind.

Now she was trying to figure out how to talk him into coming back to her penthouse tonight. She was going to give him a wild night full of fun, feeding, and fucking.

Even if she had to agree to join the Fed to get it all from him.

With several muffled pops, her thoughts became sluggish and she slumped sideways out of her chair.

Practically leaping out of his chair after he heard the first pop, Gus had already drawn Indali and was swinging her around.

He knew what that sound was.

The moment Indali’s iron sights landed on a young woman with a gun in her hand, Gus pulled the trigger.

Indali spoke, sending lead and smoke with seventeen inches of flame.

Before the round hit its target, Gus pulled the trigger again.

Hitting the ground next to Dunyasha, he grabbed her by the shoulder and immediately started dragging her away from the table.

“They shot me,” Dunyasha said in a grunt, her hands pressed to her chest. “Right in the heart. It hurts.”

Holding on to the young woman, Gus pulled her deeper into the restaurant while keeping low.

He pulled back Indali’s hammer, then stood up for a millisecond and went back down. There were three other people with guns, all looking his way. He’d had no chance to fire.

Rounds began passing over his head as they reacted to him popping up.

After moving under a table and its tablecloth, Gus paused and looked at Dunyasha. She was bleeding everywhere, and it was pumping out of her in spurts.

Gus decocked Indali and then pulled at Dunyasha’s dress, exposing her chest in the process. He needed to get a look at the wounded area.

They’d hit her center mass with more than just a few shots. It was like eight or nine holes.

“Do what you can to stay alive,” Gus said. “If it comes down to it and you need it, I’ll feed you myself. But you have to hang on long enough for me to get rid of these people. Do you understand, Yasha?”

Dunyasha nodded and stared up at him with wide eyes.

Using his other hand, Gus broke open Indali and carefully extracted the two fired rounds. He had to be careful or she might spew out all of her rounds, included the unfired ones.

He pocketed the casings because he knew they were precious to Indali, then reached behind him.

All around, he could hear screaming, shouting, and guns going off.

On his belt, Indali’s holster held a row of rounds. It felt odd to carry live ammo on a belt, but he wasn’t about to question it right now, especially when he could use it.

It would be easier to reach behind himself than anywhere else right now.

Pulling out two from their individual spaces, he looked back at Indali. 

He pushed in the two fresh ones, then locked Indali back up and stood up from under the table.

Sighting on the furthest enemy to the left, he pulled the trigger twice.

Not waiting around, Gus dove forward and landed low behind another table.

Rounds hit the table and the ground around him, and some went over him. Explosions of wood, tablecloth, and carpet flew in every direction.

Then a round hit Gus low in the thigh.

Grimacing at the sudden flare of pain, Gus found himself reaching out. Straight into the maddened and panicked fear that was washing over everything.

It was like an instant, massive well of energy given to him.

He felt better instantly. As if he hadn’t just been shot at all.

Spinning around, Gus stood up while moving back the same way he’d come.

The two remaining shooters were looking where they thought he would come from rather than where he’d gone.

After firing all four of his rounds, Gus went back down to the ground.

Just because he’d cleared the three he could see didn’t mean there weren’t more.

Grabbing Indali by her rather hot barrel, he broke her top open and pulled down. With a clatter, her brass hit the ground, completely ejected.

Gus scooped them up and stuffed them in a pocket, then grabbed one of the speed loaders she’d come with. He mashed the device into Indali’s cylinder and was pleased to find it worked perfectly.

Stuffing the speed loader back into place, Gus locked Indali back together and stood up, both his hands on the handle.

Five people were rushing in from outside the building.

All with weapons.

Gus turned to the rear and found there was nowhere for him to go.

He gritted his teeth. He knew he couldn’t just open fire on them till he identified them.

“Freeze!” Gus shouted at the top of his lungs while pointing Indali at the newcomers.

In response, they raised their weapons and fired at him.

Gus dropped down as soon as he saw their guns go up, and so was spared being turned into a poor imitation of a fishing net.

Scrambling back over to where he’d left Dunyasha, he lifted the tablecloth.

He found the Vampire coven leader right where he’d left her. She had one hand pressed to the messy wound. Her eyes flicked to him as soon as he lifted the cover. Her lips were trembling, her face pale.

“Yeah, you’re not doing so good,” Gus muttered. “Almost done. Just… hang on, Yasha.”

Dunyasha nodded her head slightly.

“Hey! Wa—”

The sudden shout was broken off by several gunshots.

Gus stood up immediately with Indali out in front of him.

Chloe was there, emptying her pistol into the three men in front of her. When the pistol went dry, she used the butt of it to crush the fourth man’s face.

Sighting the fifth man, Gus pulled the trigger three times. Two rounds hit the man in the back, and the third drifted up to detonate his head.

“You pack an awful mean punch, Indali,” Gus said to his sidearm.

“Thank you. It’s most pleasing to be held in the hands of a professional again,” she sent back. There was clear pride in her thoughts at the compliment he’d given her.

Looking around, Gus found no other enemies.

“Clear,” he called out to Chloe.

“Yeah,” Chloe said. “I mean, uh, yes, clear. Yeah.”

Shaking his head slightly, Gus cracked Indali open once more, then fished out her spent rounds, pocketed them, and reloaded her.

Her accuracy was great, her stopping power above what her cartridges should have done, and her recoil wasn’t bad. 

Indali’s major limitations were her capacity and trigger pull.

Slipping her back into her holster, Gus went back down to Dunyasha.

“Alright, guessing you need blood, Yasha?” Gus asked as he lifted the tablecloth.

“Yes,” wheezed the Vampire. “Dying.”

He hadn’t disconnected himself from her mind. Nor had he prevented himself from feasting on her fear.

In the past, he’d taken a strange and awful delight in listening to the minds of Elves as he killed them. Listening to their final thoughts as death took them. As they knew he was sharing their death and watching them.

All the while devouring the fear.

Dunyasha was afraid. Her fear was delicious.

And she believed she was going to die. That there was no way a Fed agent would keep someone like her alive. She fully expected Gus to let her die, blame her death on the shooters, and dismantle her coven.

Except she didn’t understand. She’d been pulling her coven further from violence, further from attacks on other groups, and out of the public view.

Which didn’t line up with the information Gus had, or what Mark had given them.

Gus pulled off his coat and immediately went for his forearm, rolling up the sleeve.

“Fuck that,” Chloe said, slapping his hand away. “There’s no way you’re doing that with her. Move, stupid.”

Knocked to one side, Gus ended up bumping against the corpse of some unlucky diner who’d been caught in the crossfire.

Chloe got down where Gus had been and jammed her wrist into Dunyasha’s mouth.

“I swear, kin-drinker, that if you try to do something stupid, I’ll pull your head off, despite whatever promise I made to Gus,” Chloe hissed. “So shut up, drink, and fucking fix your stupid self. Your tits are hanging out. You look like a whore. Cunt. Bitch.”

Dunyasha’s eyes narrowed as she glared up at Chloe, but she bit down into the Vampire’s proffered wrist and began drinking from her.

“And before you start thinking stupid things, I was his backup. That’s all,” Chloe growled. “I wasn’t listening in, or nothing like that. I was sitting there reading stupid crap on my phone in the car.”

Listening to Dunyasha’s thoughts, Gus was surprised to find she believed that. She was also becoming incredibly amused at the fact that she was only feeding from Chloe because Chloe didn’t want Gus to feed her.

The glare faded from Dunyasha’s eyes as they slid over to Gus.

“Oh, fuck that—stop it,” Chloe said. “Knock it off or I’m taking my wrist back and you can fuck off! I’ll fucking beat you to death. Shouldn’t even be doing this.”

Dunyasha’s nose wrinkled as she grinned.

She’d been licking at Chloe’s flesh as she drank.

All while staring at Gus.


Chapter 11 - New Direction

 

“What in the fuck, Gussy?”

Looking up from Mark’s desk, Gus found the owner of said desk standing in the doorway.

“Hey,” Gus said. Then he put his head back in his hands and closed his eyes.

He was coming down from his fear feast and felt extremely tired. It tended to happen every time he ate too much.

“That bad this time?” Mark said, much more softly this time after closing the door to his office.

“Yeah,” Gus mumbled. “Was pretty bad.”

“I’ve got corpses, both Paras and human, assailants who’ll live, and a Vampire coven leader who asked only about you. The man who’s investigating her,” Mark said. “Apparently you were at dinner with her?”

“Yeah,” Gus said without looking up.

Everyone had been carted back to the Fed building by ambulance, car, or hearse. Nothing had been left behind to give anyone an idea of what had happened.

Mark was making sure the Fed kept up the appearance of being the Fed, it seemed.

“I’ve almost convinced her to join my department,” Gus said. He’d dozed lightly while Chloe drove them back to the building, but that only seemed to have made it worse. “If I can talk her over the line, coven goes poof, I solve my case.”

“I swear to god, Gussy,” Mark said, and then he laughed. Gus could hear him walking around and dropping into his seat behind the desk. “Let me just… get this straight. You take a blood-mage kin-drinking coven leader to dinner, after she’s apparently been flirting with you since you met her the other day, and proceed to get caught up in a professional hit.

“At which point you… disable or neutralize every assailant and even save the coven leader. All to coerce her into joining your department.”

“I mean… I guess?” Gus lifted his head up. Sitting in his seat properly, he adjusted his posture, straightened himself out, and got his shit together.

Mark was his friend.

But right now, he was his boss. Gus needed to present himself accordingly.

“Oh, Gussy, I love you,” Mark said, waving a hand at him. “I’ve put you to bed after giving you sponge baths when you’ve come home from work. We’re well beyond you trying to be at attention.”

Gus couldn’t really argue with that. Mark had been the only person to care for him when he’d come back from destroying Elves.

Mark had just left out the part where Gus would come back covered in blood, vomit, piss, and shit, and not all from his victims.

“Alright, well. I sent your new girlfriend home,” Mark said, shaking his head. “I never expected a blood-mage coven head to be worrying over you like a teenager on a first date. Said she’d call you later and went home after I asked her to. Told me goodnight and everything. Was creepy with how polite she was.”

Gus shrugged. He couldn’t speak to that.

“Ever since you started eating again, you’ve become somewhat of a chick magnet,” Mark muttered, staring hard at Gus. “Megan hasn’t done anything stupid, has she?”

“No!” Gus said immediately, annoyed. “What the fuck, Durh?”

“Sorry, sorry. Daddy instincts took over for a minute. You know I love you. Can we kiss and make up?” Mark asked.

Unable to keep up with him, Gus just let out a short single laugh and then sighed, leaning back into his chair. “You’re so stupid.”

“Mm. Well, my boss is impressed,” Mark said, changing the subject now that he’d maneuvered Gus into a better mood. “She happened to be in town and got to see the aftermath. As well as your haul from your raid on the coven. And a little bit of Dunyasha gushing over you.”

“Goodie,” Gus said. “You getting a raise?”

“I did, yeah,” Mark said with a wide grin. “She made my budget bigger, too. I have a massive budget. I make all the boys and girls jealous. They all want my big fat budget.”

Groaning, Gus rested his head against the back of the chair.

“I mean, didn’t we talk about this? All I have to do is bet on you, make sure I’m there to clean you off, make sure you’re okay, and put you back in the field,” Mark said. “You’re my silver bullet, my holy cross, my oak stake, my condom I forgot I had after finding a perfect and willing ten out of ten.

“And to that end, I already made sure to get a pre-draft of an offer for Dunyasha. She won’t say no.”

Gus grunted at that, then shook his head.

“Been thinking about that. You said you looked over our haul from the clubs and what not, yeah?” Gus asked.

“I did, yes.”

“It doesn’t add up,” Gus said. It’d been bothering him this entire time, but he hadn’t been able to put a finger on it till he’d been listening to Dunyasha’s thoughts after her attack.

“Read her thoughts?” Mark asked.

“Mm. A lot. Was one of the reasons I said yes to her dinner invite,” Gus muttered. “I don’t think… I don’t think what you set us out to take down was the SA.”

“No?” Mark asked. He sounded confused and interested. “Thoughts?”

“Splinter group. Old faction. New faction. Or impostors,” Gus said. “Someone who wants it to look like the SA, or is just hiding behind their name. Just my hunch, but… none of this actually fits.

“We broke down the SA infrastructure pretty quick once I got into a few heads. Looked through Dunyasha pretty thoroughly—”

Mark interrupted him with a laugh. “I’d like to go through her thoroughly.”

“And realistically,” Gus said, ignoring Mark entirely, “I can’t find anything that connects them to what you gave us to look into. They’re not moving on anything right now. They’re consolidating, making internal changes, cycling employees, things like that. They’re not expanding. They’re consolidating.”

“Hum hum,” Mark said, his brows drawn down over his eyes. “Sounds like you should go talk to those people who tried to kill your new girlfriend. Four of them lived, believe it or not.

“Actually, lived may not be perfectly accurate. Anyone you shot needed immediate emergency magical medical attention. Most of them lost a limb, organ, or… well, one lost their face. Did you shoot them with a bazooka?”

“No, just Indali,” Gus said, lifting his coat flap to show off the butt of her sticking up from the holster.

“You’re… you’re carrying Indali?” Mark asked. “Indali Jaya? My receptionist you stole?”

“We mutually agreed that I would carry her,” Gus said, reaching into his coat to hold on to her grip for a second.

Mark looked annoyed and pissy. “Why’re you the one who gets to make a harem? I wanted a harem. You don’t even want one. I’d be elbow deep in p—”

“Going to go interview those people. Where are they?” Gus asked.

“Medical,” Mark said, still looking irked. “Sub-basement. Use the main elevator.”

“He asked if he could shoot me. I told him no,” Indali thought to herself. And Gus heard her quite clearly since he’d never pulled himself free from her.

“I’m flattered,” he pushed into her mind.

“You should be. I’ve been held by precious few,” Indali said.

“I think maybe we should talk about what’s happening between us. What I am, what you are, and really… discuss this,” Gus said.

“I agree,” Indali said, then went silent. Her mind was quiet more often than not. Because her thoughts were singular, linear, and to their purpose. He got the impression that if she wasn’t doing anything in her job, her mind was usually blank.

Which was exactly what Gus had in mind when he stepped out of the elevator and into a very fortified lobby.

“Identification, please,” said a large woman with a rifle.

“Uh, oh, yeah,” Gus mumbled, pulling his badge out. “Here. Sorry. Wasn’t expecting that.”

“Understandable,” said the woman, and an equally large man walked over to inspect Gus’s ID.

“Agent Hellström, welcome. The suspects you brought in are in the last rooms on the left,” he said, then stepped to the side indicating the hallway behind him.

Right. Okay.

Very… different.

Tucking his badge away, Gus went to the indicated rooms.

When he peeked into the first, he knew the occupant wasn’t going to be talking. Their face really was missing, much like Mark had mentioned.

Indali hits way too hard.

Moving to the second room, he found a man who’d clearly lost his left arm. Otherwise, he looked like any other person you’d see on the street. Short brown hair, light blue eyes, very normal.

The fact that he hadn’t grown his arm back meant he wasn’t a Were. Nor did he have the magic of a mask covering him, which meant he was probably just a human.

“Hello. I’m Agent Hellström,” Gus said, walking into the room.

“I have rights, and I’m not talking,” the man said immediately.

Gus nodded and shut the door. He didn’t need people to talk and never had. He only needed them to think.

“That’s fine. I’m still going to ask you questions, though,” Gus said, walking over to the single chair in the room. In the same motion, he stuck a needle of his gift into the man’s brain.

“Fine, waste your damn time,” said the man.

The very idea of talking to Gus made the man sick.

“Yeah, it’s mine to waste. I mean, I’d rather be having dinner with Dunyasha, but you ruined that,” Gus said.

There was a small quirk of the man’s mouth, but he said nothing.

In his mind, though, he was cursing Gus as a filthy Para lover. A Vampire groupie and traitor to humanity.

Mm. That’s not good.

Sounds like he’s part of a humanist movement. Must be making moves because of the Fed’s decreased presence.

“Any reason you went after Dunyasha, by the way?” Gus asked.

Immediately the man shook his head, then laid his head back down on his pillow and turned his face away from Gus.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t keep his mind shut from Gus.

The prevalent thought was about receiving orders to go kill Dunyasha, tonight, when she was out. He didn’t know why he had to kill her, just that he had to. Failure wasn’t an option.

All the man knew beyond that was that the Fed had started moving too fast, and it’d ruin everything if they got a hold of Dunyasha. That was the extent of his knowledge.

“Is there something she has that you wanted? She move in on your operations?” Gus asked.

There was no response in the man’s thoughts that Gus hadn’t already heard.

“You working as part of a group to frame the SA for some reason?” Gus asked.

Once more, the man didn’t physically respond, but his mind did.

Every thought he had circled around a convenience store. A convenience store with a large basement they were working out of to push their agenda. To bring the SA into the light of the world and cleanse it with fire. To burn everything and anything that had to do with them and their ungodliness.

A convenience store that Gus memorized the address for.

Smiling, Gus stuck his hands in his pockets.

“I’m sleeping with an Elf and a human at the same time,” Gus said. “It’s fun to have both. Ever had an Elf?”

The disgust on the man’s face was answer enough to the question.

But inside his mind, it was a blazing inferno of hate and rage at Gus. On top of that, he rapidly flipped through images of all the other Paras he’d killed, or those he viewed as “Para lovers” who needed to die just as much.

Sighing, Gus leaned to one side and put his chin in his hand.

Fuck.

It’s the precursor to a damn inquisition. We stopped the broadcast, but this is all part of that. Isn’t it?

This was all set up to continue with or without the broadcast.

They’re using both Paras and humans to the same end.

Bring the world to the bloody and awful realization that there are monsters in the world, and they are everywhere.

“Wanna tell me where you work out of? Where you get your orders and gear?” Gus asked.

“What?” asked the man, looking at Gus now.

His mind did a rapid flip, the change in the line of questioning throwing him for a loop.

“Already talked to your friends,” Gus said. “I know enough. Anything you care to add? Might get you a reduced sentence… but maybe not. Your friends gave me a lot.”

Only the convenience store came to mind. Over and over, it was where everything they were working on was based out of.

“Fuck you, Vamp fucker,” cursed the man. Then he actually spat at Gus.

Thankfully, he was out of range, though it did land on his well-polished shoe.

Gus stood, having had just about enough of this little man.

He walked closer and loomed over the man. Staring down into his hate-filled face.

“I beg your pardon,” Gus said in a growl, then slowly began to lean in.

“I’m-I’m-I’m sorry!” the man squealed, pulling the blankets up over his face with his one hand. 

Gus snorted at that, then rolled his eyes and left.

Men like this one hid behind the belief that they could say what they wanted. The moment anyone confronted them or held them accountable, they fell apart.

You can say what you want, but that doesn’t make you unaccountable for your words.

Suppose I get to go have a fun stakeout of the convenience store.

 

***

 

“…damned idiot. She fucking kept licking me the entire time she drank,” Chloe cursed. “And you just standing there made it all the fucking worse. Swear to the fucking darkest part of your asshole I’m going to peg you till you bleed.”

He’d been listening to Chloe curse and rail at him for the better part of two hours. Sitting in a car across from the convenience store, they were staking out the only real approach.

Melody and Vanessa were watching the rear door in a different car.

“Chloe,” Gus said, looking over at the Vampire.

“What?” she asked angrily.

“I’ve listened to you without complaint for longer than I wish I had. Can you stop? I didn’t ask you to feed her. I was perfectly fine doing it myself,” Gus said. “And no, for the whatever hundredth time it is, I’m not sleeping with her. You’ve met my girlfriends already.

“As for the last part, I had no idea you were into that. I’m personally not a fan, not that I’ve ever tried it, but I’ll have to hard pass.”

“What!? Of course I’m not—no, no, you’re an idiot and an asshole,” Chloe said. Then she reached over and slugged him in the arm.

Hard.

So hard it made his arm go numb.

“Fuck! What the shit, Chloe?!” Gus said, immediately grabbing his arm with his other hand.

“Fuck, fuck! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m just… fuck!” Chloe grabbed his arm with both of her hands.

Glaring at her, he pulled his arm away from her, but he didn’t have far to go.

She followed him and grabbed his arm again, then began to massage it with her fingers.

“I’m sorry, Gus. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m just… I don’t know.” Chloe had a massive frown on her face. “I’m all confused. Nothing makes sense. I just want to go back to prison. It was easier there.”

Gus tried to push her hands away but didn’t get anywhere with it.

Chloe was very strong physically. Extremely so. She could manhandle him with ease, as if she were fighting a child.

“And why the fuck are you mad at me? Because I got you out? If it’s that bad, I’ll send your crazy ass back to prison. Fuck. It’s like you almost goddamn broke it,” Gus grumbled.

“If you were a human, I would have broken it,” Chloe said, not looking up from his arm. She was still ineffectually massaging him, as if that would somehow help. “And don’t deny it. I drank from you. I know you’re not human. I’ve tasted human more than any other race. Blood donors and blood sellers almost exclusively deal in human feed. You’re most definitely not human. Your blood practically sang in my mouth.

“It’s why I didn’t want her to drink from you. She’d use it to her advantage, the filthy fucking whore that she is.”

Hm. Suppose that makes sense.

“You’re still a rotten bitch for hitting me,” Gus growled.

Chloe laughed suddenly at that, nodding her head.

“I’m indeed a rotten bitch. Not for hitting you, though. I just am one,” she said. “I see how you all look at me. You’d be just as happy with me in prison.”

Grimacing, Gus shook his head.

“You’re not so bad,” he said finally. “I saw worse in a few soldiers I worked with, to be honest. You’re just an awful soldier who never joined the military, I guess.”

“They didn’t let women join back then.” There was a weird look on Chloe’s face. “Women were supposed to just stay at home. Almost got married myself. Then I got turned and here I am.”

“You don’t seem like the homemaker type,” Gus said. He was still rather mad at her. His arm was like pins and needles now, but it still hurt.

“Hmph. Little do you know, I’m an amazing cook. I can sew, clean, knit, milk a cow, churn butter, and even use a loom. I had to learn because my da’ didn’t do shit for us and ma’ was dead,” Chloe said. A strange hint of an accent was creeping out there.

“Uh huh. Do I need to get shit my great-grandfather would eat for you to show off? Like sheep’s asshole or something for you to be a ‘good cook’?” Gus asked.

Laughing at that, Chloe slapped his shoulder, but much more lightly this time. “Ass. And sheep’s guts aren’t so bad. Never ate the asshole though.”

“You can eat my asshole, you fucking brute,” Gus said.

Chloe laughed even harder now and sat back in her seat. “Maybe. I might have you fuck me before you send me back to prison. Haven’t gotten laid in a really long time. Really, really long time. Talking at least a hundred years here.

“Actually, that’s a good idea. I’ll get you hooked on me so I can get some goddamn conjugal visits.”

Reaching over, Gus began to rub at his arm now that Chloe had finally left him alone.

Crazy bitch.

Indali was in a prison much worse, and she didn’t go insane.

Then again… she’s not human, is she?

“Can we just go in?” Chloe asked. “Now that I’m thinking about fucking, it’s really awkward. This car is super dark, the windows are hilariously tinted, and your backseat doesn’t look terrible.”

Sighing, Gus closed his eyes. “I’m never going on a stakeout with you again. Ever.”

“What? You fucked everything up when you partner-fed me. You don’t partner-feed people, Gus. It’s not normal,” Chloe said. “I haven’t fed from anyone like that in… fuck, I don’t know. A really long time. A really, really long time. Probably as long as since I’ve gotten laid. Maybe longer.

“Well? Go in or fuck?”

Gus held up a hand in defeat. He couldn’t take it anymore.

“Fine, okay? Fine. We’ll go in. Fucking shit, Chloe. Never again,” he said. “Just wait long enough for my arm to get feeling back in it and I’ll radio Mel. Shit.”

“Thanks,” Chloe said, her head turning partially and her eyes darting to the back seat for a second before she looked ahead again.

Seriously, Chloe?


Chapter 12 - Raid

 

“Mel,” Gus said into the radio.

“Yes, my sweet, beloved Indigo?” Melody said immediately.

“I’ve got an anxious vamp here who’s more or less done waiting. I can’t say I really disagree with her, either. If they were going to be coming back here, they would have already. Sun’s going to rise in a few hours.”

“Yeah… that’s fair,” Melody said. “We should move in. I don’t think I’m going to get anywhere with Ness. She wouldn’t make out with me or get in the back seat.”

“We’re working, Mel!” Vanessa practically shouted at her. “Get it through your pushy head.”

“See?” Melody said calmly. “Beautiful woman in my car, and I can’t talk her into the back seat.”

Closing his eyes, Gus could only shake his head. Sometimes Melody could be overly pushy. It sounded like this was one of those times.

Every relationship was due to have some push and pull. It seemed like Melody was going to be both at the same time.

“Mel,” Gus said. “Don’t push Ness like that. Okay?”

“But—”

“Mel, don’t,” Gus said, his voice firm. “If she says no, stop. It isn’t funny, it isn’t amusing, and she clearly didn’t like it.”

“Okay. I’m sorry, Indigo,” Melody said. “See? This is exactly why I need you. You’re my love and my heart.”

There was a rustle like Melody was turning in her seat.

“I’m sorry, my Yellow. I just love you,” she said. Apparently she’d forgotten to let go of the button.

“It’s fine. Just… it’s fine. I love you, too. Tell Gus we’re fine and we’re ready,” Vanessa said.

“Uh,” Melody said. It sounded like she realized she’d forgotten to let go of the button. “We’re fine and ready, Gus.”

Yeah, I’m not going to make that one worse than it is.

“Alright, going now. I’ve got the warrant; I’ll hand it over. You and Chloe will lock down the doors while Ness and I clear the ground floor and then hit the basement,” Gus said.

“Got it,” Melody said.

“You’re all very sweet to one another,” Chloe said as she opened her door.

“Dunno about that, but we’re definitely working on it.” Gus got out of the car as well. “Have to—we’re all going to be around each other for a long time.”

He reached into his coat and pulled out the warrant.

Mark had gotten it expedited to a judge who was apparently often on hand for Fed cases dealing with the Para world.

And with the Fed being devastated, that judge had a lot of free time now.

Even with their extreme lack of evidence, Mark had somehow gotten it to fly.

Must be the organized crime part of it.

Or maybe just… that the Fed got blowed up. Really feels like everything is sliding rapidly sideways. Even with the mass recruitment drive.

Can’t only be happening here either.

“Ever going to tell me what you are?” Chloe asked.

“Human,” Gus said immediately. Despite what she’d said, he would never admit anything to her.

“And I’m a virginal princess of the states,” Chloe said.

Shaking out the warrant, Gus quickly pulled out the copy he was going to leave with the clerk. Then he grabbed his badge and slid it behind the warrant.

He’d delivered enough of these to know how it usually went.

Chloe opened the door to the convenience store and went right in.

“Hey, search warrant,” she said to the clerk, one hand at her side.

Smirking at that, Gus walked into the store and moved to the counter.

“I have a search warrant for this building,” he said. The young man behind the counter had black hair and brown eyes, looked human, and was wearing the convenience store uniform. “I’m looking for anything that would link this to a series of crimes that’ve been committed. In addition, I’m allowed to confiscate any electronic devices on the premises that could store information.”

“What? You can’t do that!” shouted the clerk.

“I can. And I am.” Gus pulled out the copy and set it down on the counter. “You might want to call the owner. And this is my badge.”

Gus held open his badge at the same time as Vanessa and Melody entered from the other side of the convenience store.

Melody folded her arms in front of her and stood there by the door. Much in the same way Chloe was standing at the other door.

Vanessa immediately started walking for the back. There was a back room that led to the basement, and that was the only location an entry could be.

“Satisfied?” Gus said as the man stared at his badge.

“No! You can’t do this,” the clerk said. “I’m going to call the cops.”

“Please, be my guest. They were too busy to be here despite me asking several times. Maybe you’ll get them to show up and they can help me with the search,” Gus grumbled.

Folding the warrant up, he stuffed it back into his inner coat pocket.

“Need your cell phone,” he said, holding his hand out to the man.

“What!? No!” shouted the clerk.

“Give him your damn phone,” Chloe said. Without meaning to, the elder Vampire projected authority through her voice. Gus could feel the pressure of her pushing down on the man.

Vampires who managed to survive a century tended to start ramping up exponentially in power after that.

The man flinched, looking toward Chloe. Then he reached into his pocket, fished out what was probably his phone, and held it out to Gus.

After taking what was indeed a cell phone, Gus pocketed it and nodded at the man. “Thank you. Anything else on the premises? Cameras? Computers? Anything like that?”

Not responding, the man reached over for the phone that was behind the counter and picked it up. He started to punch in a number.

Probably calling the owner. Alright.

That’s an answer all on its own, I suppose.

“It’s probably back here,” Vanessa called from the back.

Looking at Melody and then Chloe, Gus found both of them seemed ready and fine. He nodded at them and wandered off toward where Vanessa had gone.

Entering a “staff only” room in the back, he found Vanessa standing next to a computer.

“Password protected, but… I don’t think that’ll be an issue for Michael,” Vanessa said.

“No. He’ll rip right through it. He’s a cretin, but he’s really good at his job,” Gus said.

They’d found that Mark had indeed gutted the PID of anyone useful. That included the entirety of their IT department.

“I’ll secure it when we’re done,” Vanessa said, shaking her head. “Still can’t believe the local and the PID refused to assist.”

“They’ve been gutted by the Fed bombing as well. Just not in the way anyone expected,” Gus said. “I’m sure if you started calling around to your old precinct, you’d find most everyone gone. Either joining the PID or the Fed.

“So everyone has a people shortage.”

“Didn’t… yeah. No. I’d realized it, but never thought about it. Okay. So everything is going to be like that for a while,” Vanessa said.

“Yeah, at a national level.” Gus looked around for the door that led to the basement.

Off in the corner, he found a trapdoor. It showed signs of a lot of use and was clearly well maintained.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Vanessa said. “I guess.”

Fuck. It’s like getting into a damn spider hole or a tunnel. This is a stupid idea.

Shouldn’t be doing this by myself, or without a bot.

Pulling Indali from her holster, Gus walked over to the trapdoor.

“Federal Agent!” he shouted at it. “I’ve got a warrant to search the premises!”

There was no sound from below.

Nothing stirred.

“Federal Agent with a warrant!” Gus shouted once again. He really didn’t want to go down there like this.

“This sucks,” Vanessa grumbled, walking around to the other side of the trap door. Her standard-issue PID firearm was in her hand. Apparently she’d refused to turn it over.

Grabbing the handle to the door, Vanessa looked at him.

Gus lifted Indali up in his right hand and pulled his flashlight from his belt out in his left. Bracing the left hand under his right, he turned on the flashlight. Then he nodded at Vanessa.

She pulled the trapdoor up and open, then immediately went to pull her flashlight out in the same way Gus had.

Angling his flashlight into the hole with Indali ready, Gus found nothing.

There was no one waiting in there.

“Federal Agent with a warrant,” he said into the hole.

Once more, there was no response, no sound—nothing.

“Really don’t like this,” Vanessa said. “I’m going to go get Chloe. She can deal with this better than we can.”

Gus only nodded. He wasn’t getting anything out of the basement. Nothing from his telepathy, nor from his Boogieman predatory instincts.

He was almost positive no one was down there.

A minute later and Chloe was there, pistol in hand.

“Ness told me I’m jumping down a dark hole,” she said, walking over to the trap door. “Guess this is it?”

“Yeah. Pretty sure there’s nobody down there, but… I can’t see in the dark like some people can,” Gus said, glancing at Chloe. “Or get shot in the heart and shrug it off.”

“Yeah, yeah, Vampires are awesome,” Chloe said, then jumped into the hole.

Gus heard an almost immediate thump.

“It’s just a storage room filled with crap,” Chloe said. “No one down here. Oh, there’s the light.”

He heard a click, and then an off-white glow shone out from below.

Holstering Indali, Gus got closer and spotted a ladder. He climbed down into the basement and looked around.

It really was full of what looked like clutter.

Sales signs, banners, broken displays, and a plenty of boxes.

There were also chairs and a table, which Gus had seen multiple times in the memories of the people he’d interviewed in the hospital.

In the end, he’d learned nothing more from the others. They’d all received the same order, to kill Dunyasha before the day was out. She had to be dead by nightfall.

There was nothing else other than that.

“Maybe you fucked up,” Chloe said, looking around as well.

“No. Definitely didn’t fuck up,” Gus said. “Just… maybe too late. Or maybe it was only ever a meeting point.”

Chloe walked over to one of the cardboard signs flipped it over.

“Half off all drinks,” she said. “Still too expensive. Always taste flat. And I get the heebie-jeebies just thinking about when they last cleaned the soda machine.”

Sighing, Gus ran a hand through his hair. There really wasn’t anything here.

“Oh. Maybe you weren’t wrong,” Chloe muttered, flipping over a sign toward him.

It read “Humanity First” in big bold red letters, and nothing else.

“Yeah,” Gus said, looking at the sign. “With the Fed on the down and outs… there’s going to be a lot more of that.”

The Fed often had to spend time getting rid of messages like that, running them down on the internet, and simply trying to hide the Para world.

“This one’s rather awful. Given what you said they were up to, it makes me a little nervous,” Chloe looked at another sign as she put back the first one.

Pulling it over, she set it down in front of her.

It was a caricature of a woman being hanged by the neck. Below it read “Send ’em back to hell!” in red lettering.

“I actually like Sarah Newbin,” Chloe said, looking down at the woman. “She does a lot of work to push Para rights without making it obvious. I think she’ll be a great president if she wins it.”

Gus could only nod at that. He was aware of her, though only marginally. He didn’t really pay attention to politics.

Apparently she’s big enough to catch Humanity First’s ire. That might make her a friend?

Gus only knew her at all because she’d been fighting to get all ingredients listed out on products that would be entering the body. There were a slew of Paras that needed to know everything that went into food, drink, and medical supplies.

“Actually, you didn’t fuck up at all, Gus,” Chloe said, digging through the signs. She shoved several of them to one side and pulled out a case.

He knew it was a rifle case just at a glance.

A long rifle, used for hunting game at a distance.

Chloe forced the lock open casually with her fingers, twisting the locking mechanism clean off, and opened the case.

Inside was an empty foam liner. A rifle had lain there, along with what looked like extra pieces and several magazines.

Fuck.

Pulling his phone out of his pocket, Gus immediately dialed up Mark.

“Agent. You have good news for me?” Mark asked.

Shit. Okay… maybe his boss is there.

“Don’t know about good news, but I have news. Just found an empty rifle case, some signs that really don’t bode well for the health of a congresswoman, and Humanity First propaganda,” Gus said. 

“Would that happen to be Sarah Newbin, the congresswoman?” Mark asked.

“Yeah, why?” Gus asked.

“She reported a threat on her life a week ago,” Mark said. “Nothing came up though.”

“The orders on Dunyasha were a ‘must complete by tonight.’ Sarah doing anything today?” Gus asked.

“Nothing I know of,” Mark said. Someone said something Gus couldn’t hear. “Actually, she’s getting on a private plane this morning. She’s… going to go to the capital and meet some people. She’s considered a leading candidate for the presidency and is shaking hands, stealing babies.

“Think this is credible?”

“Very credible,” Gus said. “You’re gonna need to flood that airport with people. Probably haul out the Para national guard. You’re looking for a long-range shooter.”

“Got it. Thank you, Agent,” Mark said, and then he hung up.

“This doesn’t really make a lot of sense,” Chloe said, still sorting through signs. “Someone’s pretending to be the SA, another group wants to kill the real SA, and the SA is just trying to get out of the more criminal stuff.”

“Yeah, I don’t really get it either,” Gus said. “But it’s not my place to get that stuff. Our job was to pop the SA down to nothing.

“We did that. And in doing so we discovered there’s another group pretending to be them. Or so we think.”

“No fucking point in that. When I was workin’, we were really workin’ for someone else. SA wasn’t its own group for a long time. Was a lot bigger, too,” Chloe said.

“Bigger by a lot?” Gus asked.

“Yeah. Was huge for a long while, you know,” Chloe said. “I was there when we had our own mind reader. Before everything just… went bad.”

“And how’d that happen?” Gus asked, walking over to the signs. He started to sort through them, looking for anything else of interest.

“Mind reader and the woman runnin’ Vermilion vanished. I figure they both got dusted,” Chloe said. “After that we got infiltrated by the Fed, picked apart, and destroyed.

“Took a while to build back up from there. Especially when we stopped working for the other group. Never learned much about them other than a name. Jenaphila.”

“Makes sense,” Gus said. “And that’s where you met Dunyasha?”

Chloe made a disgusted noise.

“Fucking whore,” she growled. “She showed up one fine day as a recruit. Drank two kin on the third day, killed her boss on the fifth, and made herself a lieutenant by the end of the week.

“Took over operations for the Vermilion and a few Vamp brothels.”

“That why you call her a whore?” Gus asked.

“What? No. She never worked the sheets,” Chloe said, sorting through signs. “She just didn’t respect anything. She’d drink a peer or a higher-up, ditch the body, and act like nothing happened.

“No one could prove shit and she was getting things done, so the bosses let her run wild.”

“And you were…?” Gus asked, glancing back toward the Vampire.

“Killing people and expanding the business. We were still marginally running guns and drugs back then,” Chloe said. “I got popped, and that was the last I knew of it. They left me there.”

“And you came back out to find Dunyasha completely in charge,” Gus finished for her.

“Yeah. Pretty sure all the bosses I dealt with are missing all their blood and planted like flowers outside city limits,” Chloe said. “Whatever. Not my problem. We’ve more or less gutted her operations for the moment. She’s not making money. We just have to keep the pressure on her.”

“About that,” Gus said, standing upright. “Chances are the SA is done. Completely.”

“What? How do you know that?” Chloe turned to Gus fully now.

“Reasons,” he said with a smile for her. He didn’t want to talk about telepathy aloud, if that was what she was insinuating. “She seemed very much done with it all when she was lying there in her own blood.”

“Hah, good,” Chloe said, putting her hands on her hips. “She can go be a businesswoman or something. Fuck her.”

“Well, almost positive that isn’t going to happen either,” Gus said.

Chloe only glared at him now, her brows low over her eyes.

“I’m betting she’s going to get a job offer from Mark. Probably somewhere she can schmooze, charm, and politick the Fed into a better position.” Gus shrugged his shoulders. “People like her are always in demand for what they can do for an organization.”

Chloe’s face turned a deep, dark red, and her ears looked like they were on fire. He didn’t need to guess that she was extremely angry.

“I’m going to go back to prison,” she said, her voice chilly. “For my entire life. And she… she’s going to get a deal to walk free and just… work for the Fed?”

“She’s not been convicted of any crimes,” Gus said, his tone softening. “Technically… her file is clean as could be. Cleaner than mine, even. Yours is… yours is what it is.”

Shaking her head, Chloe looked down and to the side. Letting out a soft huff, she closed her eyes.

“That’s the truth of it. Did it to myself,” she muttered. “Did it all to myself. I let others use me for their ends while… while sabotaging myself all along.

“And that’s landed me in prison for… ever, really. Forever.”

Taking in a shuddering breath, Chloe visibly calmed herself. Then she reached up, smacked her cheeks with her hands twice, and nodded her head.

“Okay. I guess we just… clean this place out, head back to the building?” Chloe asked.

“Yep,” Gus said.

He wasn’t really thinking about that, though.

His mind was stuck on a single idea. His deal with Chloe was that as long as he employed her and she worked for him, she remained free.

She didn’t have to go back to prison unless he got rid of her.

In other words. I can keep her out.

Indefinitely.

Something to think on.


Chapter 13 - New Mistakes

 

“…realistically it’s just so much easier in the new house,” Melody said, clicking through something on her computer.

“Uh huh,” Gus mumbled.

Another order for beef jerky.

That’s a lot of beef jerky. I don’t think I’ve ever eaten more than a pack or two a year. This is boxes and boxes.

Finding nothing of any use on the sheet, Gus flipped it over to the other side. It was absolutely blank.

He peeled it off the desk and dropped it into the bank box on the floor next to him.

“I think my favorite part is that we each have a master bedroom,” Melody continued.

“Mel, you bought us a house with eight master bedrooms. It’s damn near ten thousand square feet. It isn’t a house—it’s a damn mansion,” Gus said. He wasn’t exactly sold on what Melody had done, but he couldn’t complain much either. It was a really nice house. “And don’t think I’m not aware of what you’re planning. You have seven contracts. That plus you makes the count eight. Eight bedrooms.”

“Oh, Indigo, I love you so much. I have many, many years to talk you into more women for my harem,” Melody said with a hand wave in his direction. “Besides, the house is just right for us. We’ll grow into it nicely. Besides, admit it. It’s a really nice neighborhood and you feel safe.”

Gus couldn’t argue that fact. It was a very nice neighborhood, and he did feel safe. If someone were trying to case his house, one of the bored housewives around would likely call the cops.

“I’m not finding anything,” Gus said, reading over the sheet of paper in front of him. “This whole cabinet is just full of stock replacement orders. Nothing that would get us a warrant on the owner’s home.”

“Honestly, I’m pretty certain the owner didn’t know,” Melody said with a sigh. “Everything is pointing right back to those lovely individuals you mauled. Their houses were all clean, though, and I’m not seeing anything in this computer. Somewhat of a dead end.”

Shaking his head at another order of beef jerky, Gus flipped it over, checked the back, and dropped it into the box.

“Does seem that way,” he muttered. “Feels like a cell. One designed to receive feeder orders and little else.”

“Mmhmm,” Melody leaned back in her chair. They were both sitting in her office. “I thought it was clever, personally. Using a convenience store. I bet it made it difficult to trace for the old Fed. Always using someone different coming in with orders for whoever was working the desk.”

Not responding to that, Gus grabbed another sheet of paper.

He wasn’t trained in counterinsurgency. He’d been little more than a ground-pounder. The extent of his training was how far he could influence a situation with his rifle. Or more precisely, how far he could shoot.

“This doesn’t have any direct connection to our case, it seems,” Gus said instead, not seeing the sheet in front of him. “Mark gave us the SA. Pretty sure we just gutted them by removing Dunyasha.”

“Seems like it. Way to be a honeypot, Indigo,” Melody said with a chuckle.

“And the people who wanted her dead,” Gus said, ignoring her comment, “made their hired goons perfect patsies. They don’t know anything at all.”

“Yup,” Melody agreed. “And I think Chloe got it right. Someone is pretending to be the SA, no idea why, a Humanity First group wanted her dead, no idea why on that either, and then they were going to kill a congresswoman who’s in the presidential running.”

“Which leaves us with the question—where does that leave us?” Gus asked. “I personally think we’re done. We were asked to drop the SA, pretty sure we did that. The hits on Dunyasha and the Humanity First group seem separate and coincidental.

“I’m only concerned about whoever was trying to pretend to be the SA. Or… maybe that’s it?”

“What’s it?” Melody asked, looking at Gus.

“The second SA group. Were they trying to get Dunyasha killed by the Humanity First movement?” Gus asked aloud, his eyes sliding up toward the ceiling tiles. “Maybe take over from there and move the whole coven in a different direction? Might make more money with far more enterprising criminals.”

“Huh. That… actually, that reads rather well,” Melody said. “It’s certainly not above Vampire politics. And she was trying to get them to go legit. That wouldn’t work for everyone.”

Shaking his head, Gus looked back at the sheet of paper in front of him.

“This is why I don’t wanna concern myself beyond the scope of my case,” Gus muttered.

“That’s… true,” Melody said and then laughed. “We do our job and let it lie. Though I’m still working the Fed bombing.”

“That’s fair… that one kinda went sideways,” Gus said.

“Oh, I entered us into the best couple contest at the company picnic,” Melody said.

“The what and what contest?” Gus looked sharply at Melody.

“Company picnic,” she said with a laugh. “Mark already got it on the books. It’s two months from now. He rented out a hotel. A nice one. I entered us in the best couple contest. Well, you, me, Trish, and Vanessa. We’re all one couple.”

Letting out a slow breath, Gus nodded.

Of course she did.

“Okay.” Gus didn’t bother to argue it. Before he could go back to his paper, the door opened to reveal Mark in the doorway.

“Indali said you’d be in here,” he said, looking at Gus. “I mention I’m kinda annoyed you stole her from me?”

“Be sure to hire someone else just as useful to replace her—I’ll hire them, too,” Gus said, staring at Mark blankly.

“You’re in a pissy mood, Gussy. You’d think your job of keeping the talent happy would’ve made you happy.” Mark glanced at Melody. “I mean, your wife is beautiful.”

“Ah, thanks, Mark. That’s kind of you to say,” Melody said with a smile. “And yes, he keeps me very happy. He’s just grumpy because the SA isn’t an easy case.

“We’re thinking this Humanity First aspect of it will need to be turned over to a counter-terrorism branch. This is done for us. Can’t find a connection.”

Mark grunted at that.

“Figured that might be it. Got a registered, unlisted, and very scary Psyker to peel apart the mind of the shooter we caught at the airport. You were right. They were there for the congresswoman,” Mark said. “Then we had the Psyker rip through the lovely people in medical. More or less matched everything you said. Nothing new.”

Gus nodded. He hadn’t expected anything different. He made a point not to go deep diving into memories, but a licensed Psyker would pull everything out. Even if it damaged part of the subject.

“As for the case, you’re done,” Mark said, leaning up against the door frame. “Dunyasha turned herself over to us for that job offer. She’ll eventually join the Fed, but she’ll be in courts for a while as we rip apart the SA completely.”

Clicking his tongue, Gus took in a long breath and then let it out.

“Okay,” he said finally.

“That’s it?” Mark asked with a laugh. “Really, Gussy? That’s all ya got? You drop an entire coven into a wood chipper, talk their boss into joining the Fed, save a congresswoman from assassination, and expose a Humanity First cell, and your final word on all of that is ‘okay’?”

Gus shrugged and nodded. “Yeah.”

“See, this is why I love him,” Mark said, looking at Melody. “Except he won’t love me back.”

“I just didn’t give him a chance to say no.” Melody grinned.

Mark sighed and shook his head.

“Well, the boss-lady is tickled pink. I think she’d hire you an army of strippers and hookers if you asked her,” Mark said. “If I were you, it might be a question I’d ask. I can only imagine how fun that’d be.”

“He’s not interested,” Melody said immediately with a firm tone.

“Fine, fine. Anyways. Boss is happy,” Mark said. “Your budget just got approved for next year. After I put a thirty-percent increase on it. But that was after I put an additional thirty percent into your budget for this year as a ‘cost increase,’ which was approved as well.”

“That raise you got—it got bigger, didn’t it?” Gus asked.

“I got promoted, technically,” Mark said with a massive shit-eating grin. “And so did my boss. That congresswoman was… very… pleased with us. Apparently she had way more pull than anyone expected. Although there is one problem that came up from all of this.”

“There usually is,” Gus said.

“First, you’re now a registered and licensed but completely unlisted Psyker,” Mark said. “I claimed it was because of your encounter at the diner. No one can see that you are one, but it’d be marked and dated if a Psyker ever tried to pry into your head.”

“Oh, that’s actually good news,” Melody said.

“No, it isn’t,” Gus said, shaking his head. There was no doubt in his mind he was about to be pimped out. They wouldn’t do such a thing and then hide it otherwise.

“Sure, it is,” Mark said.

“No, it isn’t. Who’d you loan me to?” Gus asked.

“Now, Gussy—”

“Durh, just tell me who,” Gus said.

“Army. Para division,” Mark said. “They’ve got a really nasty drug ring going ’round.”

“I mean… it’s army, so that’s not a surprise,” Gus said with a smirk.

“Right?” Mark asked with a snicker. Then his smile faded. “Need you and your team to head out to the eastern seaboard. Might have to hitch a ride to the sandbox at some point if this goes out of country. That’s where this would go, if you think about it. Think you can handle it?”

At the very idea of heading out that way, Gus felt slightly sick.

But nowhere near as much as he would have in the past. Not even a tenth as much.

Mom was right. Mel, Trish, and Ness really helped.

“I’ll be fine,” Gus said with a quick huff. “When we leaving and who’s our contact?”

“Tonight, and I don’t know. Boss gave me the news twenty minutes ago,” Mark said. “Someone asked her directly for help. Your team being the nasty-business end of her entire organization that it is, she’s sending you all to fix it.

“And I kind of may have mentioned the fact that my best choice in life has been to just load you up, send you out, and make sure you come back intact.”

“Mark,” Melody said, her tone sounding odd.

“Call me Durh. You’re family now, Mel,” Mark said quickly. “And I know, I know. But this is a really good way to protect him. The further the boss puts him in her pocket, the far less likely she’d ever let someone bother him.”

“Mmmm. Okay.” Melody didn’t sound completely convinced.

“Just pack up everything you’re working on and put it in the lobby. I’ll have another department take over,” Mark said. “Your team really needs to get ready otherwise. They sent a damn Atlas to grab your shit and get you gone. My parting words are ‘drug ring my asshole.’”

Gus raised his eyebrows at that, now rather skeptical as well.

Drug ring my asshole, indeed. They don’t send a damned Atlas for consultation on a drug ring.

What the fuck.

Mark nodded at the two of them and then left.

Shit, I need to talk to him about Chloe. Case is over.

Smiling at Melody, Gus got up.

“Hey… I love you. I need to chase after Mark though,” he said.

Melody turned a deep, dark red and crooked a finger at him.

“I need a kiss for that. Need a kiss, need a kiss,” she murmured.

Gus snorted once, then leaned in and kissed Melody. He felt her hands on his face, caressing his cheeks and jaw.

After pulling away from her, Gus chased after Mark. He really did need to run him down.

“…later, Indali,” Mark was saying, waving a hand over his shoulder.

“Have a good day, Director Ehrich,” Indali said.

Waving a hand at the Construct as he went by, Gus continued to quick-step after Mark.

“Mark, hey, I wanted to talk to you,” Gus said, catching up to him just as he entered the main lobby.

“Talk. Doing my rounds,” Mark said.

“Chloe,” Gus said, matching Mark pace for pace.

“What about her?” Mark asked as he tapped the button for the elevator.

“I want to keep her,” Gus said. “I know she’s supposed to go back when the case is over, but… I want her.”

“Don’t need my permission to bed her,” Mark said with a shrug. He seemed genuinely confused. “You’re already banging almost your entire department.”

“No, Mark—I want Chloe in my department. I want to keep her on,” Gus said.

“Oh! Oh… oh. I thought you just wanted to lay pipe in her. Huh,” Mark said. He stepped into the empty elevator when the doors opened and motioned for Gus to follow. “Hit the tenth floor for me.”

Gus stepped in and flicked the requested button.

“I can’t… commute her sentence,” Mark said. “She killed people who knew people. And the assistant warden is a raging dickbag. He’s freaking out that she’s out free.”

“Not asking that. Just asking to keep her on. The deal was that as long as she worked for me, she’d stay out and about,” Gus said.

“I mean… sure,” Mark said. “If that’s all you were looking to do, go for it. Deal stands till you or I close it. She keeps working, keeps making money, stays free.

“Me, though? I’d bang her, too. Often. She’s got that Irish hotness to her that I just can’t—mmm. Just thinking about her. Mmm mm mmm.

“Idiot that you are, you have a woman making a harem around you and you don’t want to get hip deep in it. Stupid.”

Gus rolled his eyes at that. “I’m just not—”

“You’re dickless. Dickless,” Mark said with some heat to his voice. “If Kelly let me have a harem, I’d be fifty deep. Wouldn’t see the same woman twice in the same month.”

The elevator dinged open and Mark stepped out.

“But that’s okay,” Mark said, standing in the elevator door. “You are who you are, and that’s why I love you. Gimme a kiss?”

Mark leaned forward and made a kissy face at Gus.

Sighing, Gus patted Mark on the cheek, then shoved him gently out of the elevator. “Thanks, Durh.”

“Yep! Dinner when you get back; Kelly and Megan demand it. Bring your wives,” Mark said as the doors shut.

Looking down at the buttons, Gus realized Mark had pushed the top floor on the panel as he left.

“Fucker,” Gus said with a sigh as he went up. Pulling out his phone, he dialed up Chloe. She’d probably be sleeping right now, but this one couldn’t wait.

Her shift didn’t start till the day was half over. In the end it’d been easier for her to take on their swing shift rather than constantly fight the sun.

“Gus?” asked a sleepy Chloe on the other end. “What’s going on?”

“I need to see you,” Gus said. “Got some time?”

“Huh? I mean, I guess we cou—wait, what? What are you asking? Spell it out,” Chloe said.

“Can we meet up at your place? I need to talk to you. That or you can come down to the office,” Gus said, watching the elevator display go up and up.

“Ugh… figures. Okay, yeah. Come on over,” she said and then hung up.

 

***

 

The door opened before Gus had even stopped moving.

Standing in the doorway was Chloe, with a grim look on her face. She was dressed in sweatpants and a simple t-shirt.

“Well?” she asked.

“Can I come in?” Gus asked.

“No. You can’t. Because you’re here to tell me the case is over,” Chloe grumbled. “And if that’s true, you’re not coming in because I’m going to go back inside, get really high, gorge myself on blood, and sleep. Then wake up later and try to get laid. You can come in at that time, not before.”

Gus shook his head with a grin.

“Case is over, but I wanted to talk to you about something else. Can I please come in, Chloe?” Gus asked.

Chloe frowned, then partially opened her mouth and stuck her tongue up in the spot where her fang should have been.

“Fine. Make it quick. I have things I need to do,” she said as she walked back into her apartment.

“Well, I’d say you may want to change your plans already.” Gus walked in and closed the door behind him. “Because you’re not going back to prison.”

“I’m not?” Chloe asked from deeper inside. “And why’s that?”

“Because yes, the case is over. Dunyasha is turning on the entire coven. It’s just going to get rolled up and burnt to the ground, if I don’t miss my guess,” Gus said. “But that doesn’t mean I want you to stop working with me. You were useful, you were helpful, and you definitely did all that you could. I don’t see any reason to let you go back to prison.”

Walking into the living room, Gus found Chloe sitting on her couch. In front of her were a lot of drugs in small plastic bags, vampiric alcohol, packs of blood in a bucket of ice, and several knives.

“Oh,” Chloe said. Then she waved a hand at her table. “Ignore all this then. Apparently I don’t need it.”

“I should hope not,” Gus said with a chuckle. Reaching down, he idly pushed around a number of small baggies in different directions.

“Blood as the medium for the drugs. I didn’t… want… anything else. Felt weird,” Chloe said. “Anyways. So… I guess… uh…. I’m not going back.”

“No,” Gus said, sticking his hands in his pockets. “I talked to Mark. He said I can keep you as long as I want.”

“In other words, I’ll just… keep doing what I’ve been doing,” Chloe said.

“Yep. Work for the Fed in my department, collect a paycheck, live here in this apartment,” Gus nodded his head. “If you’re willing to agree, that is. You could easily decline, and we’d get you back under guard. Can’t get rid of your sentence, but I could probably work something out to get you into a minimum-security instead, like I said.”

Leaning back in the couch, Chloe lifted one hand and scratched at her chin.

“Work for you and remain out here, or go back in and you’ll do what you can for me,” Chloe drawled slowly. “And that’d be it? Nothing needed from me otherwise?”

“Nope, nothing needed,” Gus said. “Like I said, I don’t think I could get your sentence reduced, but I’m positive I can get you into a minimum-security if you promise me you’ll behave. Something inside the states as well so you’re not under a mountain of snow and ice.”

“I mean… I can’t—” Chloe froze and then sighed, laying her head against the couch cushion. “I could promise you I’ll behave if you promised to visit me.”

Checking a sigh, Gus nodded at that.

He’d honestly been hoping she’d agree to stay on. She’d been rather handy, and having another person he could actually trust didn’t hurt.

The simple fact that, when they’d gotten in a gunfight with another group of people, she’d come to his aid and killed people had warmed Gus up to her significantly.

“You want me to stay,” Chloe said, her eyes watching him.

Gus started to immediately shake his head, then stopped. There was no reason to lie to her.

“Yeah, I do. I trust you, and it was good working with you,” he said. “And I think if you keep working with me, make good impressions, make contacts, we might be able to slowly chip away at your sentence.”

Chloe grinned at him, the gaps in her teeth making it look slightly offbeat.

“Really?” she asked.

“Uh huh.”

“And what if I wanted to take Mel up on that offer of hers, too?”

“What offer?” Gus asked.

Laughing, Chloe quirked a brow. “She asked me if I wanted her to start working on you so I could contract with her. Apparently I’d be an ideal Blue for her.”

Annoyed, Gus rolled his eyes and looked to the side.

Melody had promised him she wouldn’t go looking for girlfriends, and she was abiding.

He hadn’t expected her to start looking for more contracts so soon, though.

I don’t know why I didn’t expect it. I should have. It wasn’t like I told her no.

“Then I’d remind you that contracts are permanent,” Gus said, looking back at Chloe. “And there’s no way out. You’d have to be on really good behavior so you wouldn’t get the rest of us in trouble.”

“I could easily promise that.” Chloe shifted to the side, leaning into the arm of her couch. The t-shirt she was wearing started to slide down her arm, revealing her shoulder.

Looking up at him, she tilted her head slightly to one side. Exposing her neck and a good deal of chest.

Fuck me, she’s doing that on purpose.

“Great.” Gus turned around. “See you at work.”

“Don’t leave, Gus,” Chloe called with a laugh. “I’m sorry, I can’t help it. Come back. Hang out with me for a bit. Please? I don’t have any friends besides you. The girls don’t trust me yet. Only Mel does, and she’s busy all the time.”

Gus stopped in the hallway; he couldn’t keep walking. He could relate to not having anyone after getting out of something like prison.

A lot like the military in some ways.

“Fine. But only for a few hours at most. I have to pack. New case, flying out tonight,” he said. “Was going to tell you about it tonight when you got in. You’re covering for all of us while we’re out. Easier than trying to haul you around during the day.”

“Oh, yeah. That makes sense,” Chloe said. “Come on, come, come. Come sit with me. Let’s watch a TV show or somethin’. I’m really enjoying this weird little show about a monster in space. You can watch with me.”

Gus pressed a hand to his forehead, then turned around.

“And if I’m lucky, you’ll let me partner-feed,” Chloe said as he came back in. “I’m a little hungry, and you were simply delicious. If I had to compare you to something, it’d be an incredibly fine, aged wine that there’s only two bottles of in the world.”

A mistake was made.


Chapter 14 - Home Base

 

Clambering down the ramp of the Atlas, a massive and probably hideously expensive fixed-wing aircraft, Gus felt weird.

All he could see in every direction from the runway was a military base. One that made him feel a lot younger, and like he was visiting his past.

“Clear the ramp,” called up a young man in full combat gear with a rifle in hand.

Nodding his head, Gus did as instructed. He got down off the ramp and joined Melody, Indali, Trish, and Vanessa on the side, then looked back up into the Atlas.

Hailey was behind the controls of their very own fully armed and armored stryker. The hatch was up, and she was wearing a drive helmet for it.

She’d argued for bringing it since they had the space and no reason not to.

Gus thought it was just because she wanted to drive it. She hadn’t had a reason to do so yet.

“The fuck is that shit?” said a new soldier who’d walked up next to the first.

The light bar at the top flicked on, and Hailey drove the red-and-white flashing vehicle down off the ramp.

They’d loaded everything they could think of onto the top of it and inside. Weapons, gear, tools, money, contracts.

Everything and anything.

“It’s a goddamned stryker,” said the first soldier.

Rolling off the ramp, Hailey pulled it around to the side.

“Hey, fuckhead, where the hell you want me to park this? Your asshole ain’t big enough,” Hailey shouted at a nearby soldier.

Both of the grunts near the ramp laughed at that, then left moving toward the front of the plane.

Looking equal parts amused and annoyed, “Fuckhead” pointed toward a hangar in the distance. Then the very same man came walking over to Gus and company.

Hailey didn’t leave, however, instead waiting nearby. It was obvious she wasn’t going to drive all the way to that hangar without the others or being told to by Gus or Melody.

“A stryker?” asked the man when he got close enough.

“My team gets shit done,” Melody said, holding her hand out to him. “Which means we get the toys. Wouldn’t have sent for us in a damn Atlas otherwise, no?”

“Sure shit wouldn’t. I can’t even get a damn replacement for my asshole when it gets chewed out without ten forms and a blow job,” said the man, shaking Melody’s hand. “I’m supposed to tell you to go to that hangar. Your handler is already there.”

Melody nodded at that and turned to Hailey and the stryker. Seconds later, everyone was piled in and they were heading out.

“This is all so very strange,” Trish murmured. “And I really don’t think I should be here. I can’t imagine I’ll help much in a place like this.”

Turning to the Dryad, Gus gave her a quick once-over.

The mark he had put on her was still there, and it definitely did a fair job of shielding her from other’s attention. But it was obvious she was still rather nervous about having to deal with her nature.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Melody said, leaning back in her seat. “No one will bother you, Red. I promise it.”

“Red?” Indali asked, looking around from person to person.

“I’m contracted to Trish, Vanessa, and Gus. Red, Yellow, and Indigo,” Melody said with a wide smile. “Hopefully I can convince you into a contract. Orange, maybe? I just have to convince Gus to let me bring you in.”

“Orange,” Indali said, staring at Melody. “You’re a full Rainbow?”

“Mmhmm,” Melody said with a grin. “And you’ll be my Orange.”

“I don’t—”

Hailey came to a stop pretty hard, making everyone bounce around.

Gus didn’t need to be reading her mind to know she was annoyed that Melody was contracted to him. It didn’t seem to deter her puppy love for him, however.

“We’re here,” Hailey said tersely.

Melody rolled her eyes, although she was still smiling.

At the same time, Vanessa popped open the rear hatch and everyone began clambering out. It was a little harder with so much inside besides people, but manageable.

Walking over to the small door at the front of the closed hangar, Vanessa opened it and everyone began filing in.

Once he got inside, Gus found it looked like they’d brought in a mobile bunkhouse and several shipping containers that had been converted to work areas.

The small setup for a living space and office area could easily hold them all for several months, if not longer.

Fuck. Drug ring my asshole. Mark’s and the boss’s, too.

“Welcome,” called a voice from the doorway of a shipping container as it opened.

Out stepped an Elven woman with ash-blond hair cut very short. Her eyes were a ghostly purple, and her face looked like it had been cut from marble.

Dressed in full army fatigues, she had the rank insignia of a captain.

It all clashed with the ethereal Elven beauty one could so often count on for those of her race.

Gus immediately distrusted her. He could tell at a glance exactly what she was, and it made his hackles rise.

She was a Royal Elf, supposedly born and bred to lead other Elves. There was a whole lot of hoodoo that went along with them.

Personally, Gus had never seen or met one, but he imagined they died just as easily as any other Elf.

“I’m captain Ries,” said the Elf, walking up to Gus and his group. “Though you’re welcome to call me Janelle, Captain, or Captain Ries. I’m here on loan as a temporary adviser. My base is actually in the Middle East. I often work as an interpreter and clan adviser there in addition to normal operations.”

In other words, she’s a front-line soldier who interprets people screaming at each other as they fire back and forth.

“Captain,” Melody said, taking the initiative. “I’m Melody Lark. This is…”

Melody began to provide introductions for each person.

Rather than sit around and wait for another opportunity, Gus stuck a thread of power straight into Janelle’s head.

Reading her thoughts as they came, he found nothing out of the ordinary. She thought Vanessa normal, Trish beautiful, Indali odd, Hailey a disgusting Were, and Melody a tricky Contractor.

Beyond that, she seemed to be what she’d claimed. A captain who’d been given the unenviable task of working with outsiders.

Doubly unenviable since it was on a case she’d been assigned after someone else had failed. A case that no one really wanted outsiders working on at all.

“…and this is Gustavus Hellström,” Melody said, introducing Gus finally.

Janelle stared at Gus. The smile on her face looked as if it were a sticker that’d been put there. Her face was rigid, her eyes completely still as she stared at him.

Her mind screamed only one thing, over and over.

The Hunter.

“A pleasure to meet you,” Janelle said softly, holding her hand out to Gus.

Smiling at her, Gus shook her hand.

“Likewise,” he said, then decided he might as well address this now. His accomplishments weren’t completely secret. If anyone had enough clearance, they could look into his personnel file.

They could make the connections if they really dug deep.

Not to mention every Elf with a bit of sense who’d heard of him seemed to be able to identify him pretty quickly.

Need to ask her what stories she’s heard of me.

“It’s been a while since I was on a base,” he said in perfect Elvish.

Janelle’s mind came to a sudden and full stop, her hand limp in his.

Keeping a firm hold on Janelle’s hand, Gus took the chance and pushed on her mentally.

Like popping a bubble, he burst through her outer thoughts and into her memories.

Countless stories from families, clans, noble houses, and every single Elven organization under the sun swirled through her mind, all about the Hunter. All about the human who decimated two warrior clans at the same time. By himself.

The man who had been listed as complete anathema and not to be crossed or bothered under any circumstance. The one who’d signed a personal treaty with them.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t find anything about the case they’d been called in for. She was simply too far gone into her fright of him.

Extricating himself before she came back to her own mind and realized what he’d done, Gus stood there. Holding her hand as she stared at him.

“Don’t fear, royal one,” he said in Elvish. “I’m not here for you. I’m here to help you. Though you have fine ears. They’re quite lovely.”

Her ears really were rather beautiful by Elven standards. Slim, delicate, and with a very nice point to them. Though she didn’t have any bands that would signify her age.

Elves put a good deal of importance in their ears.

Janelle’s brow broke out into a sweat and her hand became clammy and wet. She was a fear machine. It was billowing out of her like a house fire.

She smelled like fresh-cut grass. When it’d just been mowed and was in the process of being bagged up.

“I… I… thank you,” Janelle said in Elvish. “You’re him.”

“I am. And if you speak of it to anyone, that wouldn’t be wise,” Gus said. Letting go of her hand, he grasped her arm and brought her up next to his side. Then he stuck his arm through hers and held on to it.

“Now, how about you give me a tour of what you’ve set up for us, Captain,” Gus continued in English. “I do hope you’ll be staying with us in this hangar as our liaison. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Janelle let out a slow breath, then began to walk towards the nearest container. By all outward appearances, she was holding herself together rather well.

Internally, in her mind, she was a shrieking ball of fear and anxiety.

Not that he could blame her. Gus wasn’t doing much to let her fear calm down. If anything, he was stoking it deliberately.

“I can definitely remain nearby as your liaison,” Janelle said. “Though I wouldn’t want to imp—”

“You can stay in the bunkhouse with us,” Gus said. “Wouldn’t have it any other way. You’ll be part of the team.”

“Yes, the bunkhouse,” Melody said, coming up on Janelle’s other side. “I insist, Captain. We’ll have Gus sleep in one of the offices, and we’ll take up the bunk. We’ll just have to find a cot for Gus.”

“I see. I can certainly work on the cot in the meantime,” Janelle said. “It seems I’ll be bunking down with you all.”

“Now, what are we looking at here? This all seems very… out of the ordinary,” Gus said. “Bringing our team out here, assigning a royal as a liaison, and giving us a hangar to work out of. None of this is normal.”

“No, it’s not,” Janelle said. Her mind was slowly quieting down. Fear was still rolling off her in giant waves, but she was clearly a well-trained soldier. She looked like she was under no strain at all, holding up nicely. “I’ve only been here a few days myself. What I’ve been able to determine is that we’ve got two things going on.

“The first is what they’ve said. A drug ring. A very big one.”

“Oh?” Melody asked. “What kind of drugs are we talking about?”

“The Para kind. There’s a rather massive amount of Vonder, Troll Blood, and Feral running through the military itself,” Janelle said. “Honestly, the entire operation is complex, well funded, and very hidden. It was an accident that we discovered it at all.

“Some rookie broke into a crate and stole from it. Turned out it contained a lot of drugs. When he tried to sell it on base, he got busted.”

“How does that make it complex and funded and whatever?” Hailey asked from behind them. “Sounds like a stash.”

“Because when the pogs started looking around, they found everything was in order. The crates were moving through the system correctly and accurately. Everything on paper, in the system, and on the crates were on the up and up,” Janelle said as they got closer to the containers. “Then they got shut down by higher-ups.

“Except that turned out to be a false order, even though it was accurately verified and confirmed, and it was only discovered because one of the investigators got a hair up their ass and fired off an email to someone. Every crate partnered to the one that was broken into vanished. Driven off on a truck, loaded up on a heli, walked out with the size of the nuts or ovaries of whoever did it, but they vanished. All that was left was what we already had in evidence, and every lead instantly dried up otherwise.”

Mm. That… makes me nervous.

Usually drug running is dangerous and expensive, but it isn’t something you try to cover up. You try to get as much of it across as you can, with as little cost as possible.

Anyone caught is cut loose and let go.

This feels more like… more like the bombing.

Is this just another route for them? Is it linked somehow?

Or am I just losing my edge, and this is completely unrelated? Am I just grasping at straws?

“I think the simplest thing to do is work off the shipping slips,” Melody said. “Crate had to originate somewhere, someone had to pack it, and someone had to put everything into the system.”

“That was my thought,” Janelle said. “I’ve already put all that together for you.”

“Well, aren’t you a quick one,” Melody said, eyeing the Elf differently now. “Say, how old are you? Are you married? Seeing anyone?”

“Mel, I—” Gus started.

“I’m fifty-three,” Janelle said immediately. “And I don’t think the other questions are any of your business.”

Gus was reading her mind even now, however. Janelle was a lonely woman who lived on the fringes of Elven society. Royals were treated differently. Even one so far removed from the actual noble lineage as her.

She had little contact with anyone from her race, and all the other Paras treated her more like a human.

Humans, of course, were of no use to her other than casual acquaintances, since they would live and die at a speed more akin to a pet than another person.

“Mm, we’ll see,” Melody said. “So, you put everything together for us. That means you probably know where we should be making our first visit. Suggestions?”

“Orlando. There’s a naval support center there where this crate came from, along with all the others of interest,” Janelle said.

“Perfect. Let’s get some of our team out that way immediately,” Melody said. “What else? Sounds like you have a secondary target in mind.”

“I do. It was only a single instance, but there was a user who logged in to ping the status of the crates from the shipyard up in Maine,” Janelle said. “I think that’d be a good secondary to ask some questions.”

Unfortunately, Gus heard her thoughts on that one, too. She’d suggested that location because there was nothing else.

Those two spots were the entirety of the information on hand. There was nothing else at all.

The shipyard was a long shot that was unlikely to produce any results at all.

“I’ll take the yard,” Gus said. If there was anything to be found in the yard, his ability to push into people’s thoughts to find it would be useful. “Mind if I have Janelle, Trish, and Indali?”

“That’s fine, that’s fine,” Melody said. “Hailey, Ness, and I can run on down to Orlando. I’ll use it as an opportunity to interview some people while we’re down there.”

“Niece recommendations?” Gus asked.

“Uh huh. There’s even one who specializes in explosives. We could so totally use an explosives expert,” Melody said, leaning up against Janelle and looking at Gus. The Elf was trapped between the two of them. Setting her arm on the Elf’s shoulder, Melody grinned at Gus. “Anything you want me to look for? A lot of these people don’t respond to emails, texts, or phone calls, so it isn’t like I can just ring ’em up.”

“No, do what you feel is best,” Gus said.

Janelle was confused, frightened, and very ill at ease.

And not a hint of that showed on her face in any way. She was a professional through and through.

Melody turned to Janelle from only a few inches away.

“Well, Captain? Do I need to make arrangements, or did you already solve that little issue as well?” she asked.

“Solved, booked, and ready. The one going to the yard is a commercial flight, the one going to the base is a military freight hauler. Was heading that way anyways,” Janelle said.

“Look at you! You’re lovely.” Melody leaned in closer, to the point that it would be an uncomfortable distance for anyone. “And your eyes are beautiful. Is this normal for royals?”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “It’s normal. Doesn’t matter what else they share a heritage with, their eyes come out like that—is my understanding.”

Janelle didn’t pull away from Melody. It wasn’t in her to back down from anything.

She hadn’t backed down from the Hunter, nor would she give ground to a Contractor.

“Thank you, I like them quite a bit myself,” she said.

“Your soul is heavenly to look at,” Melody said, pressing her forehead to Janelle’s.

Gus was trying to get a read on the situation from Janelle’s mind. The more he understood her, the better he’d know how much to include her. For all he knew, she was part of the drug ring itself.

Janelle’s fear was rapidly dissipating, annoyance appearing in its place. Annoyance and a desire to hurl Melody toward a wall.

He got the impression the Elf was more of a commando than the soldier she was making herself sound like. That she’d worked her way up from the bottom as an enlisted and had done a lot of gunfighting and door kicking.

Gus and his reputation had shaken her, but that didn’t seem to be the norm for her. Not on any level.

Pulling on Janelle’s arm and away from Melody, Gus took her toward the bunkhouse. “Give us the quick tour, and then we’ll get moving.”


Chapter 15 - Knowing More

 

Getting into the four-door taxi, Gus found himself alone with Janelle.

“They took another one. Wasn’t enough room for all of us,” said the captain, meeting his eyes. “No vans or buses available either. Just these.”

Nodding his head at that, Gus buckled his seatbelt and got comfortable.

He’d taken a moment to hit the restroom while the others had gotten a cab for everyone.

“Where we going?” asked the driver.

“Naval yard,” Janelle said. “The ad—”

“I know it,” said the driver, pressing a button on his meter. Then he picked something up and started writing on it.

Janelle stared at the driver for several seconds before seeming to come to a decision. Frowning, she turned to look at Gus.

With a small gesture of her fingers, Janelle cast a spell. Gus could tell because Elven magic had always felt distinct to him.

“He won’t hear us,” Janelle said.

Grunting, Gus adjusted his coat and then looked out the window. There wasn’t anything he needed to talk with Janelle about.

As far as he could tell, she was something like special forces working exclusively with Elves. For whatever reason, she’d been pulled from active duty and thrown at them.

Janelle didn’t know the answer herself, though he’d picked up on several thoughts indicating she was glad to be back stateside.

There wasn’t much she knew about the situation that they didn’t know, either. She wasn’t holding anything back from Gus or his group and seemed to be complying absolutely.

It also didn’t hurt that she was constantly on edge around Gus.

“You’re the Hunter,” she said in Elvish.

“I am,” Gus agreed, using Elvish as well. He didn’t look away from the window. He didn’t think this conversation would last long.

Outside, people were moving about the airport.

Coming, going, waiting.

Everyone with their own lives and concerns.

“You… you don’t even hide it?” Janelle asked. “You’re not afraid I’d do something?”

“If anyone cared to dig deep enough to read my record, they’d find out who I was. You clearly suspected it at first sight,” Gus said. Turning his head finally, he looked at her. “How’d you know, by the way? That’s the second time Elves have known just at a glance.”

“You… reek of death. Of Elven death. It hangs about you like a cloak. You’ve trapped no souls though, and no ghosts haunt you.” Janelle’s left hand gestured at him. “It’s just… everyone knows of the Hunter, and you… you fit what the Hunter is supposed to be. Human. Handsome. Death.”

Gus snorted at that, then resumed his window watching as the taxi pulled out of the airport.

“As for whether I’m afraid you’ll do something… not really. I can take care of myself,” Gus said.

“I’m fairly certain you—”

Turning his head fractionally, Gus stared hard at Janelle. Her tone had been leading up to a threat, or something boasting of her strength.

He didn’t have time for games.

He gave her the same gaze he’d given many Elves right before he’d plucked their eyes out and eaten them in front of others.

Mostly for the benefit of terrorizing them into talking. To give him actionable intelligence.

Janelle’s face instantly became white, and a faint layer of sweat popped out on her skin.

She shivered once and then lifted her chin up, swallowing.

Whatever statement she had intended to demonstrate her strength had clearly died on her tongue.

“I’m fairly certain you can indeed take care of yourself,” Janelle said.

“What is it you want, royal one?” Gus said.

“I… want to know more,” Janelle said.

“No, you don’t.” Gus turned his eyes back to the window. “You just think you do.”

“I do want to know more. Everyone talks about it like you’re some kind of monster. But a monster wouldn’t just pack up and go home,” Janelle said. “Wouldn’t do what you did and leave it at that. You signed a peace accord and left. Vanished.”

“I just wanted to get out,” Gus said. “My friends were dying. Killed by Elves. We just wanted to go home. That’s it. Except no one wanted to let us do that. So I made them. Made them let us go home.”

“You… what?” Janelle asked.

“We were just a patrol,” Gus said with a dark laugh. “Out there on a deep patrol. Fighting and dying in the sand and blood, thinking it was a normal humans-being-shitty situation.

“Stumbled onto some type of clan land. We tried to negotiate; they killed the messenger. So I started killing. Any and every Elf I could find. That’s all it was.”

Janelle didn’t say anything to that. She was so silent that Gus had to actually take a moment to give her a glance. She was staring down at her knees in thought.

Good. Maybe now she can piss off.

An hour of absolute silence was honestly just what Gus needed.

 

***

 

Stepping out of the cab after having paid, Gus gave his coat a flick and then checked his holster. All their luggage was at the hotel, which was also the airport.

Somehow Trish had talked him into not getting a rental car and using cabs instead. Now he wasn’t so sure that was a great idea.

Janelle had indeed been absolutely silent the rest of the trip, but he would have rather been traveling with Trish and Indali all the same.

Looking out ahead, he found those two dressed in their “Fed suits” and waiting for him. Both were clearly wearing pistols on their belts.

Seeing Trish with an actual weapon was still partially disorienting for Gus. He couldn’t see beyond the beautiful cleaning lady who’d somehow captured his attention.

Smiling even as she turned her head toward him, Trish immediately caught him watching her. Her eyes crinkled, and she wrinkled her nose. Her lips parted into a toothy grin. 

It was as if she always knew when he was looking at her.

“I made arrangements for us already,” Janelle said, walking up to him. “We have a pretty significant presence here for our logistics. That’s who we’ll be talking to, since that’s where the ping originated.”

Gus nodded and started walking over to Trish.

Before he reached her, Indali turned to face Gus as well. She was slowly getting used to being around him and working for the Fed, her confident and teasing personality behind the desk reasserting itself more with each day.

“You’re the senior agent,” Indali said to him. “What do we do?”

“Captain Ries already made arrangements for us.” Gus threw a thumb toward the Elf. “She’ll lead the way.”

All three of them turned toward the Elf.

“Correct,” she said. “Follow me. We’ll check in and then proceed. They might ask you to check your weapons.”

“They can try. I’ll have my boss’s boss on the line in about thirty seconds after they try to stop me from taking my weapon in,” Gus said.

“What? It’s standard procedure,” Janelle said.

“No one’s touching my weapon or taking it from me,” Gus said simply. It was the truth. He wasn’t about to be caught without it.

Without Indali.

He’d rather make a political stink.

Everyone fell silent at that as they trooped toward the security booth.

Not paying attention to the check in process, Gus instead looked around. He was inspecting people’s thoughts, the nearby buildings, and what he could see. If he was going to figure out what was going on here, he needed to be aware of what wasn’t being shown to him.

He was also leery of the possibility this was all the same group who’d arranged the mask break and the Fed bombings. Which meant someone was probably waiting around here for an investigator like Gus to show up.

And probably with a scoped rifle. Just watching and waiting.

It’d line up with everything else they’ve done. From the Boogie in my basement to the crates vanishing. It’s all been done with the utmost secrecy.

Thinking on the Boogie hitman, Gus realized she was probably gone by now. He was pretty sure Melody’s niece was supposed to have picked her up the other day.

Faster than he’d ever done before, he pushed threads of his telepathy into everyone he saw. Listening to thoughts as they streamed in, he kept adding to the jumble.

More and more, he pulled in everyone he saw, trying to figure out if there was anything lurking nearby.

He’d found that more often than not, people couldn’t resist checking out things they were involved with. Like returning to the scene of the crime to see what was going on.

It was just the curiosity all people shared.

When he turned his gaze upward, Gus spotted a man in a window of a building overlooking the entry plaza.

Straining against the weight of the seven minds he was already juggling, Gus pushed himself into the mind of this man as well.

And immediately had to look away rather than give himself away.

The man was a Boogieman.

There was no way Gus couldn’t see him as anything other than what he was. His mind was full of thoughts of fear, feasting, and hunting. Of tearing through “Trish and that Elf” and pulling their hearts out.

The man knew Trish’s name, which was beyond strange to Gus. As far as possibilities went, that would only occur if he was involved with the group that had sent the Boogie hitman, or if he somehow had clearance to know of Gus’s investigation.

Then the man’s thoughts turned toward Gus.

He knew he was Gus. Knew his name.

But he didn’t know why Gus was here. In fact, that thought kept circling around in the man’s head. Why were Gus and Trish here?

And that means… he’s part of the Fed bombing, hitman, and mask break, but not the drugs.

Or… is it the other way around?

He’s here because of the drugs, but doesn’t know why I’m here. Which means that the same group is responsible for both?

Trying to look bored and like he was waiting, Gus felt rather helpless. He didn’t have enough power to march up there and demand to know who the man was and that he talk immediately.

Gus wasn’t even sure he’d be allowed on the base. He was very much out of his element here.

On military grounds, the Fed was only allowed so much leeway as a courtesy. Or so it had been in the past. With the majority of it having been wiped out, it was more than likely only going to get worse.

Certainly not better.

Dropping all the minds he was holding except the one belonging to the man above, Gus was surprised when everyone began moving ahead again.

No one tried to take Indali from him, for which he was thankful. He didn’t want to have to get in a pissing contest when he really just wanted to find out who that man was.

Apparently, the guard who was escorting them had decided to try and show off to Trish. He was now giving them an unprompted and unnecessary tour.

Gus reached out and grabbed Janelle by the elbow, holding her back.

Giving him a weird look, the Elven maiden raised her eyebrows.

“Don’t look. But above us in the nearby building is someone I’m curious about. Just over my right shoulder and behind me,” Gus said in Elvish. “Is that a private office? Is it a department? Can you find out?”

Janelle stared hard at Gus, her eyes unmoving.

“You’re not hu—”

Gus squeezed her arm. “Not here. Can you find out who that is or not, royal one?”

“Yes, I can find out. I’ll go look in a minute, once we get rid of our tour guide,” Janelle said. “I have the appropriate clearance to be on my own.”

“Perfect. Look into it. Male, late middle age, facial hair. Couldn’t see much else.” Gus let go of the Elf. “Don’t get caught. This is just a very light-hearted recon to figure out who they are. Don’t push on them. They’ll bail.”

“I understand. I want to know more about you,” Janelle said, turning and following the rest of the group.

“I said later—or do you want me to pull your eyes out, scalp you, and add you to my collection?” Gus asked.

“You wouldn’t,” Janelle said confidently. “I’ve done nothing to you. You were attacked and responded. You’re not the monster everyone thinks you are.”

“How little you know,” Gus said in a growl, letting his grip on his self-control slip just a bit.

Fear instantly began to ooze out of Janelle.

She was delicious. It was like sitting in an open field with the sun on his face every time he ate from her.

Taking it all in, Gus managed to fear-scent her completely. She knew too much anyways, so it was something he needed to do.

If her luck ran bad and she said something she shouldn’t, he’d be figuring out how to scatter bits of her all over.

Soon enough, their tour guide left. Apparently, Trish’s aloof manner and complete non-response to anything the man said had finally gotten through to him.

He seemed like the type of guy to make excuses to go hover around someone he had a crush on. Then get angry when his being “nice” wasn’t reciprocated by her, as if she were a vending machine and she only needed a pre-set number of “nice” tokens.

Janelle held out a hand toward the door that led to what looked like some type of warehouse.

“This is our destination,” she said. “I’ve done my best to keep it under wraps why we’re here, so if we’re lucky, they won’t know. Should be a lieutenant running the show.”

“Butterbar?” Gus asked.

“Don’t think so,” Janelle said immediately. “This is more of a retirement posting.”

“Butterbar?” Trish asked, looking at Gus.

“Uh… inexperienced and fresh out of a classroom,” Gus said.

“Oh, like me? A rookie?” Trish said, scrambling his wits with a beautiful smile.

“No one could ever be like you,” Gus said before his brain could stop him.

Sticking her tongue out between her teeth in a grin, Trish reached over and ran a hand down Gus’s arm.

“Save it for later,” she murmured, her hand resting on his forearm. Neither Indali nor Janelle had noticed the exchange, and they were already walking in. “Should I lead?”

“Yeah, men say stupid crap to you even if they don’t want to,” Gus muttered.

“Don’t be like that. I’m flattered when you talk like that to me,” Trish said. “I enjoy your attention and compliments.”

More often than not, Gus felt odd around Trish. Like she had a hold on his psyche and was slowly twisting him up. It had started with their contract night.

Moving into the warehouse, Trish caught up to Janelle, who was already talking to an older gentleman. Apparently she’d just introduced Indali.

“Second is Agent Ash,” Janelle said, turning to indicate Trish. “And their Senior Agent Hellström. This is Lieutenant Benson.”

“Pleasure,” Gus said, shaking the man’s hand when he got to him.

Janelle nodded and then slipped away. Off to go check on that man Gus wanted looked at.

“We’re here to look into an access request from someone at this location,” Trish said.

“Mitch Beasley,” Indali said without waiting to be prompted or for Trish to remember the name. Taking the momentary distraction for his own use, Gus snuck a needle of his power into the lieutenant’s mind.

“Mitch,” said the lieutenant. His thoughts were slightly jumbled and confused. He was rather distracted by Trish just being near him, it seemed. “Mitch Beasley.”

“That’s what came out of the system,” Indali said. “Is there an issue with that?”

“I mean… no, not really. It’s just… Mitch isn’t here. He’s been gone for months,” said Benson.

“Then how did he access a system here?” Indali asked.

“I… don’t know. And you’re positive it was him?” Benson asked.

“Very,” Gus said, then pulled out a folded piece of paper from his inner coat pocket and held it out to the lieutenant. “It got logged. Computer name was tagged as in this facility, login credentials were saved. So either he remotely accessed your system, or he was here in person. If neither of those are true, that means someone else was using his credentials. That’d mean you never disabled them. And if the government is anything like I remember, access to all systems is somewhat… protected.”

Benson looked a touch nervous to Gus. His breathing had become slower, as if the man was controlling it, and he had the look of someone who didn’t want to be here.

His thoughts were much of the same. Disjointed, fractured, broken things scattering off in every direction.

As far as Gus could tell, the man had never followed protocol in all his years working here. Logins weren’t disabled, names never cleaned or cleared, and things just kept on going.

He also didn’t respond to Gus at all.

“Lieutenant?” Trish asked. “Could you answer the question please?”

“I… Mitch isn’t here. It’s just me and my three guys,” Benson said, turning to look at Trish.

“I understand. Could you show us your office and then bring your three guys in one at a time? We’re here at the invitation of the army, so please consider this an order,” Trish said, smiling at him.

“Right… right over there,” Benson said, pointing at a small room off to one side. “I’ll bring the guys over.”

Indali made a tsk noise as the man got out of earshot.

“He’s a liar or a simpleton,” she said softly. “In either case, I think we have the right facility, but not the right person. With someone so lax in charge of a warehouse, it’s likely many things get through here easily.”

“You’re probably right,” Gus muttered. “Let’s go wait in the office.”


Chapter 16 - Do Not Pass Go

 

Gus was hiding outside the naval yard.

Janelle hadn’t shown up during their interviews. In fact, she hadn’t returned at all.

They’d waited around in the logistics department for her until the sun had set. And even then, they hadn’t left. It wasn’t until the military police had come and escorted them off base that Gus assumed Janelle wasn’t coming back.

Something had happened to her, and he was responsible for it. In asking her to check on that individual, he’d put her in harm’s way.

Once he came to that thought, it was a simple jump to decide he was going to get her back.

Then on to figuring out how to get her back, or finding her corpse. He wasn’t about to leave someone behind who’d been acting on his orders.

Indali and Trish were busy packing and getting ready to leave. The flight that would take them all back was tomorrow morning. He’d made sure to give Trish Indali’s body and case. He wasn’t about to risk her in this mission.

Been a while since we did something like this.

Long while.

Gus tilted his head to one side as he sat there in the shadows. He blended in almost perfectly. He’d allowed himself to let go of all his camouflage. All the protections that made him look and seem far more human.

Right now, he was a living shadow with black eyes, claws, and a serious change in vision. Everything was visible to him. Fear trails, scents, and the very bright light of night.

He was as he’d been born. A Boogieman, made to hunt in the night.

The guard in the gatehouse looked almost bored. His rifle was slung up on his shoulder and not in his hands. His eyes were glued to the monitors in front of him. Standing at the gate itself, the second guard stared out at the approach that led into the naval yard.

Okay. Same as always, then.

Not enough to trigger fight or flight. They’re trained.

Get their skin crawling. Their minds working. Seeing things in the shadows.

Letting out a slow breath, Gus stalked forward and flowed from shadow to shadow.

How different are the doors and walkways when it’s dark outside…

Smiling to himself, Gus pressed in low and close to the guard booth.

He dragged a single claw down the side of the wood, with slow and steady pressure. When he reached the bottom of the booth, Gus gathered himself up and then jumped.

Grabbing the lip of the guard booth, he slid silently over the top.

“…fuck was that,” muttered a voice from inside. “Hey, check the outside of the booth!”

“What?” said the second guard near the gate.

“Check the outside of the booth—I heard something,” said the first guard.

Smiling to himself, Gus waited. The faint scent of fear wafted up through the interior of the security checkpoint. It nourished him and began to empower him as well. Once a hunt had started, there was almost no stopping a Boogieman.

“You fucking check it out,” said the second guard. “My post is right here, shithead.”

“I’ll fuck you with your post—go look,” said the first.

Grumbling, the second guard went to go look, his rifle pulled up slightly in front of him now.

Taking the opportunity presented, Gus leapt from the top of the guard booth, grabbed the light pole above, and swung himself into the naval yard by going over the wall entirely.

He landed with a very light pat and scurried forward. He could see Trish’s, Indali’s, and Janelle’s scents all heading into the base, along with Trish and Indali heading back out. Those were unimportant to him and didn’t serve him at all.

He needed to find where Janelle had gone.

Which meant he needed to get into the office that was above him right now and see if she’d made it that far.

First, the entry lobby.

Keeping low, Gus glided along as if he were a breeze. He’d spent long hours practicing his stealth around some of the most observant creatures alive.

Elves.

Humans in comparison were little better than blind and deaf trees.

Passing right by a woman who was staring out at nothing, her rifle held loosely in her hands, Gus came up to the front of a lobby.

He saw no naming designation when he glanced through the window at the wall. No acronym.

No plates for who was here.

Nothing.

But what he did find of interest to him was Janelle’s scent.

The sweet smell of her went right in through the front door. Which was of course locked for the night.

Looking back to the guard woman who was standing out front, Gus wondered if this was her post. If it was, it meant she probably had a keycard or a key for this door.

Turning his head, he cast an eye to the side of the door and found it did indeed have a RFID reader. Which meant he needed to find another way in or get the guard to open the door for him.

Using little more than a thread, like spider’s silk, to enter the woman’s mind, Gus slowly began to sink into her.

Her name was Lauren Hernandez.

And Lauren was bored.

Horribly bored. She’d been on night watch for the better part of six months and was starting to suffer the normal problems that came with working through the night.

Loss of social connections. Disorientation regarding what day of the week it was. A looming depression that one could almost see coming.

Standing up behind the woman, Gus paralyzed her thoughts for a split second. To her it would feel like a heavy sense of deja-vu.

But he needed her to be in a different frame of mind, and this was how he’d do that.

“Lauren,” Gus whispered in her left ear, caressing the right side of her face with the backs of his fingers.

Flattening himself low to the ground on her right, Gus dodged out of her view as she spun around.

Then he turned the corner and dipped around the edge of the building.

“Wh-wh-what?” Lauren asked, her voice quivering. “Who’s there? I kn-know someone’s there.”

Gus said and did nothing. She was now in the perfect frame of mind for him to work with.

The fear rolling off her was perfect. She tasted of roasted walnuts. It was lovely.

Easing his head out around the corner, Gus got an eye on Lauren. She was slowly turning around in place, looking in every direction. Her flashlight was out now, despite the area being well lit. Even if she looked right at him, Gus was fairly certain she wouldn’t see him.

Her mind was unfortunately firming up quite quickly. Her training was starting to assert itself, as was her natural bravery.

Dipping into his horror-magic, he built a small spell that would begin to change her thought patterns. Being a telepath and a Boogieman gave him a unique set of talents.

Slowly, Lauren’s control was slipping now. Her flashlight’s beam began to shake slightly as her mind started to lose its ability to keep itself together.

On top of that, he gave her a subconscious thought. That she couldn’t call and report this in. There was nothing to report. Until she actually found something, it might be all in her head.

As she turned her back to him once more, Gus darted forward.

He casually struck at her thoughts, sending her into a mental paralysis again.

Working quickly, he stuck an arm around her hips and then drew the flat of his hand across her belly. Pushing with just a little force, he could feel her hard muscles flex and jump under his touch as he went.

Moving past her in the same motion, he leaned up into her ear.

“Lauren,” he whispered, and then he leapt upward.

He grabbed hold of the light post above her, then looped his legs around it and looked down.

Lauren was trembling uncontrollably now. Her breathing erratic and loud.

“I-I-I know someone’s there,” she said. “Come out now or I’ll be forced to shoot!”

Brave girl. Braver than those little men at the gate.

Smirking, Gus tugged gently on his control of her thoughts. He’d practically invaded her brain at this point. Using her growing lack of presence of mind, he dominated her.

Carefully, he pushed a thought into her head.

Someone was inside the lobby, and that was why she could hear them. If she found whoever it was, she could easily call it in, and that’d put an end to this.

The flashlight spun toward the door and lit up the interior of the lobby.

Immediately, she grabbed the card at her side and pressed it up to the card reader.

Marching forward, Lauren courageously entered the lobby with her rifle raised.

Gus dropped down without a noise and slid past the woman into the lobby.

Now he had to de-escalate Lauren back down to nothing. If she remained this amped, it would make her much more likely to stick around or be too alert.

He pulled on his horror magic once more, deciding to utilize the illusionary part of it this time.

An illusionary cat bolted out from deeper in the building, meowing at Lauren as it zipped past her and ran outside.

At the same time, Gus removed the spell that’d been clouding her thoughts. He zipped up the fear he’d been causing.

And he devoured all of it, draining it from her like she was a juice box.

As a finishing touch, he gave her a sense of resolution and satisfaction. Like the whole thing had just been her imagination and she’d only heard a damn cat.

Slinking down behind the couch in the lobby, he watched her.

“Fucking… stupid… ugh. Ugh!” Lauren growled, her rifle pointing down at the ground now. She turned her head toward the door. “You stupid bastard, I almost shot you! Fuck. When the shit did they get an office cat? Damnit. I’m going to freakin’ beat the hell out of Billy. Why didn’t he tell me about it? Fuck.”

Grumbling, Lauren went back out the lobby door and closed it behind her. Then she checked the lock. Flicking her flashlight off, she went back to her guard post.

He could tell she wasn’t completely over the experience. There were traces of fear still lurking about her. She was also doubting herself quite a bit.

Looking around the lobby Gus focused in on Janelle’s scent. It only went inward, and it didn’t come back out.

Going to find a corpse, aren’t I?

Not liking where this was going, Gus began to stalk the halls of whatever building this was. He followed Janelle’s scent as it meandered along. It was almost as if she was being given a tour.

Gus luckily didn’t find anyone patrolling the interior. Nor would the cameras be able to pick him up.

The only person seen entering the building this night would be Lauren. Who had left just as quickly.

When he reached the elevators, Gus decided to take the stairs. He didn’t like elevators one bit. It was bad enough that they could be designed to trap certain Para species, doubly so that someone would have to explain why an elevator was working with no one in the building.

Thankfully, he’d found that fire escapes didn’t have cameras.

Taking the stairwell upward, Gus skipped every floor till he made it to the top. This was the floor he’d seen the man on. It was unlikely anyone other than this man would have tried to take care of Janelle anyways.

Pulling open the door as slowly as possible, Gus looked around hoping he wouldn’t find any cameras.

Having a door mysteriously open on camera wouldn’t do.

Sure enough, there was a camera just outside the door.

Frowning he looked at the mechanism that would close the door. It seemed a simple enough thing. If he could shear the screw holding the arm in place, he could make it look more like a malfunction.

Reaching up, Gus stuck a clawed fingertip against the head of the screw and pushed. With a ping, it ripped free of the body, and the whole device came free of the door.

It hung there clattering, looking for all the world like it’d just broken open all on its own.

Let’s just hope they believe that. The fewer questions, the better.

Gliding out of the stairwell, Gus entered the hall. He immediately found Janelle’s trail heading straight into the office.

Damnit. She didn’t come back out. 

Moving up to the office door, Gus looked for a name plate.

And found none.

Once more, he was surprised there was nothing here to identify it as anything. Everything of the sort was a blank slate.

Or… or it’s been scrubbed.

Did me sending Janelle get her killed and alert them to the fact that we were looking?

Fuck.

The scent led in and didn’t come back out.

Can’t get in without busting the door. Lockpick time.

Looking around, he was surprised to find there were no cameras pointing at the front of the door. Which didn’t make Gus feel any better about finding Janelle alive.

There was likely no record of her ever having made it to this floor.

Reaching to his side, Gus pulled out his lockpick set.

Rather than spend time on getting the tumblers, Gus opted for the stupid approach. He took a city rake and just mashed it back and forth rapidly through the lock as he pulled on the tension wrench.

With a pop, the door came unlocked and opened.

Tucking away his tools, Gus entered the office.

It was cleaned out. There was nothing here that held any personal touches whatsoever. There wasn’t a single “touch of home” item throughout the entirety of it. It was as if it’d never held an occupant.

Janelle’s scent went right up to the desk.

And stopped there.

Frowning, Gus went to that spot and stared at a small, glowing purple dot there.

He’d never seen anything like it. It seemed like a spell floating in midair. It wasn’t much bigger than a dime.

Using a claw, he hooked the magic and pulled down.

Suddenly it opened wider, magic spilling out wildly in every direction.

Mmm? I wonder what this is.

Pulling further, Gus found himself staring into what looked like a large room. Almost like a warehouse.

It was empty, but the lights were on. He could see Janelle’s scent moving away towards a distant door.

Clicking his tongue, Gus pulled on the portal, because that was what it was, and stepped through. He wasn’t going to leave her to her fate. He just hoped he hadn’t stepped halfway around the world.

Looking up at the lights above him, Gus stayed to the center of the warehouse. He was more likely to blend in with a flat color and distance than against a wall here.

He moved to the door and tried the handle.

It was unlocked.

Turning it slowly, he pulled the door open. Outside he found it was nighttime. Which meant he was still somewhere in the same relative time zone as where he’d been.

Nighttime and incredibly cold. Achingly so.

It was as if he’d opened a door to a world of ice.

In the distance, he could see what looked like a very large stone wall. One that reached up incredibly high and had towers spaced all throughout its length.

It felt familiar to him. Very familiar, like he’d been here before. But nothing clicked for him. Nothing jumped out and told him where he was.

Stepping out and closing the door behind him, he instead focused on Janelle’s trail. It was there and easy to follow. Moving across the semi-frozen grass quickly, Gus chased it along.

There was no one out here, and nothing was moving. In fact, the more he looked around, the more he realized the warehouse he’d just left was hidden.

Heavily so.

It was painted in the colors of the surrounding trees, and it had a cover over it that was full of leaves, twigs, and anything that would help make it look like part of the tree canopy. There were no windows on any surface, and the whole thing looked to be made out of wood.

I shouldn’t have come here, should I?

Eventually Janelle’s trail reached a dirt road. There it got much fainter.

Got in a car.

Looking up the road, he could see the direction the scent went. Straight toward the distant walls.

Except now he knew where he was. Knew what he was looking at, in fact. He’d been here.

And recently.

He’d come here to get Chloe.

“The fuck is going on,” Gus muttered.

Gus moved forward at a walk, not wanting to risk being seen. He was fairly certain it was the exact same location, but he wouldn’t know till he got to the front. Where he could read the sign or read someone’s mind.

Never met the warden. Or the assistant warden.

Everyone warned me about the assistant warden, too.

Is this whole thing a staging area? Are there more prisons involved? Most of the ones like this are run by the military in one way or another.

That could be how they’re all linked and why they have as much power as they do. How they were able to get so many Paras working for them and moving in the same direction.

If they used criminals to get it all done, all the better.

In fact, didn’t Vanessa say she was pretty sure Wendy had gotten on the wrong side of the law?

So much of it makes sense when you look at it from that point of view.

The bombings worked because they had the cream of the criminal crop to work with. Same with the masks breaking.

And who would take the word of a criminal if they tried to talk? Who would they even talk to?

No, this is all very well planned out.

Very well and—

Stopping, Gus saw the same fence and guard house he’d seen last time.

This was the exact same prison he’d gotten Chloe out of.

And Janelle’s scent went straight into it.

Guess I’m going to prison.


Chapter 17 - Deep

 

Gus felt woefully underprepared for this.

He had the clothes on his back, his knife, lockpicks, and that was it. Everything else he’d left behind. The risk of him being caught or leaving something for them to find was simply too real.

Except now he was going to be breaking into a prison that held the worst of the worst to find an Elven maiden he’d inadvertently sent here.

Think I’d rather be at home playing musical beds with my contract partners.

Not for the first time, Gus was rethinking his life choices.

He didn’t have to work. Probably would never have to for the rest of his entire life, if he was frugal.

But no. Rather than playing gigolo, I’m out here being an idiot.

Because if I’m not doing it, who else would?

Son of a bitch.

Let’s just climb the wall here. There’s no need to worry about leaving marks. 

Gathering himself up, Gus leapt upward. He grabbed hold of the rather imposingly tall wall and began to climb up. His claws sank easily into the walls, leaving thin grooves.

Powering his way up, he found exactly what he was expecting at the top.

Pure silver razor wire interlaced with cold iron razor wire. It would be a nightmare for most other Paras to even get near, let alone cross.

For a Boogieman, though, it was a mere annoyance.

Hardly an inconvenience.

Getting his legs up against the wall, Gus braced himself. Then he simply launched himself into the air.

Clearing both sets of wire and the wall entirely, Gus looked down to figure out his landing.

He hit the ground with a crunch of gravel and then froze there. It was still several hours before dawn, but he didn’t want to be in this wide, open space any longer than he had to.

It was likely being watched by every type of scanner known to civilization.

Stalking forward, Gus kept himself down low and practically on all fours. He’d never win a race like this, but he’d developed the body mechanics to be able to spread his weight out on four points instead of two.

That and the need to make sure he always had thick knuckle padding on his fingerless gloves. Things that didn’t seem to go hand in hand too often.

Encountering no one, Gus kept moving. He occasionally drifted nearer to the main road and walking path to make sure he was still keeping parallel with Janelle’s scent.

So far it seemed they had taken her straight in without even trying to disguise it.

That means this isn’t uncommon. Or that everyone here is so well trained to ignore this type of situation that it’s a non-issue.

In either situation, it smacks of being beyond organized.

This is definitely the same group that bombed the Fed.

But… wait… isn’t… aren’t the prisons run by a division of the Fed? I mean, they’re all privately owned to a degree, but they’re Fed funded and run.

The assistant warden and warden themselves are Fed employees.

Feeling like he was missing a massive piece of the puzzle, Gus set it all aside for later. None of it made sense to him right now.

Just… give it to Mel. She likes that kind of stuff.

Walking straight up to a guard tower set in the center of the open area between the interior and exterior wall, Gus moved around it slowly. 

Up ahead he could see the prison itself and the final wall. Janelle’s scent went straight up to the massive steel door.

Considering it and his approach, he wasn’t sure what the best way to get in would be. He could easily scale this wall just as easily, but he got the feeling there might be more defenses here.

Every time he looked up, he caught the faint shimmer of some type of red light.

Lasers, maybe? Trip lasers?

Sitting there thinking on it, he really wasn’t sure what would be the best approach.

Or maybe… maybe setting it off and just booking through it is the best approach.

Trigger it, get to the other side, haul tail, then watch and see what happens. Get an idea of how they operate.

Gus nodded his head. That seemed like the most reasonable course of action, given what he was facing.

After taking in a quick breath, he took off at a sprint. Waiting any longer would have just sapped him of his determination.

He leaped at the wall before he got there and hit it with a pop. Sinking his claws in, he practically flew up it. Going for speed rather than stealth.

When he hit the top, he grabbed the razor wire with his hand and shoved it down.

Alarms started going off immediately, an amazingly loud klaxon making it sound like the world was ending.

Grabbing the lip of the wall with his other hand, Gus vaulted up onto the top of it. He braced his feet and then jumped, putting some horror-magic into the leap as well.

Sailing forward as if he’d been shot from a cannon, Gus flew at the jail itself.

He hit at an awkward angle, and his claws slid over the impossibly hard surface. Then he hit a different wall head on with a thump and started to fall.

Not wanting to be on the ground floor, he pushed off the wall toward the other one.

He grunted as he hit it oddly, then pushed off of this wall as well, again aiming for the opposite wall.

Hitting it square and flush, he got a much better leap off this one and powered almost straight up. He bounced back and forth as he worked his way to the top of the prison.

When he reached it, he found he wasn’t alone. There were at least a dozen soldiers, all armed with rifles and advanced helmets with alternate vision goggles attached, and all looking extremely deadly.

Quite the response.

Slinking down low, Gus scurried off behind what looked like an AC unit. It was positioned so he could see over the edge.

All around the wall where he’d broken through were soldiers. Soldiers and soldiers and soldiers.

It was as if an entire division had been summoned up.

They take security very seriously.

Except they all fanned outward. After clearing the interior, they immediately began moving out into the area between the walls. The soldiers from the roof left and started forward as well.

Ah. They think it’s an escape.

Deciding to use this as the opportunity he’d hoped it would be, Gus moved down toward the front of the prison.

Janelle’s scent went straight in.

Checking a sigh, Gus waited.

Fear radiated from every direction here. Waves upon waves of it washed and crashed in every single direction.

There was no lack of food or power for Gus.

He could stay invisible as long as he was awake, so remaining unseen wouldn’t be an issue here.

In fact, he remembered that when he’d infiltrated Elven outposts, things had almost been easier than in the field.

People weren’t expecting anyone to be there who didn’t belong.

The problem was he couldn’t open doors or windows on his own. Only time and a willing supply of door-opening others would get him to his destination.

Settling in to wait, Gus kept to a quiet corner.

 

***

 

Eventually, of course, someone came through.

It gave Gus the chance he needed.

From there it was a matter of following the scent that’d brought him here. He tracked it through hallways, guarded passages, and several security checkpoints.

All throughout, no one saw him or even thought he was there. Little better than a shadow, nothing more than a blur.

As Gus went ever deeper, he worried about getting back out.

That fear came to a turning point when he found that they’d taken Janelle into an elevator. One that apparently saw almost no use at all.

In the last two hours, Gus hadn’t heard or seen anyone in this section of the prison. On top of that, the area that preceded this one was heavily fortified.

The only reason he’d made it to the elevator all was they’d let in someone to mop the floor. And the entire time the custodian was here, he was under watch.

No one’s going to come this way anytime soon.

Maybe to bring food, but it’d be breakfast. That’s still an hour or two away, isn’t it? Not sure.

Do I wait… or do I force it?

If I force it, do I reveal my hand that I’m here? So far they think it was a break-out, not a break-in.

The moment they think someone is on the grounds who shouldn’t be, my job gets that much harder.

Janelle… can wait. If they haven’t killed her by this point, they don’t plan on doing so.

More than likely, they decided to vanish her, and this is the end result of that.

Nodding his head, Gus settled in to wait.

The tension had bled out of him earlier. As had his heightened awareness and thought process. He was on a lull after the adrenaline rush from when he’d first broken in.

Closing his eyes, he focused on just being there. Keeping his mind sharp and aware.

When the door opened, it surprised Gus. His eyes snapped open, and he had to look around to remember where he was.

In fact, it almost felt like he’d been dozing.

Blinking several times, he looked down at himself and found he was still fully camouflaged. Still completely himself and not looking human at all.

As he flexed his clawed fingers, he couldn’t help but feel pretty good. He often felt like he was crammed into a suit that was too tight when he was in his human form.

Looking back to the person who’d entered, he found it was more or less what he’d been expecting. Someone bringing food.

The young man was wearing a hairnet, badge, and face mask as he wheeled over a large trolley filled with meals. Behind him was a second individual.

Getting up out of the corner, Gus ghosted in behind the second person.

I’ll steal their badge after they leave.

That should give me the ability to move freely through this area.

Easing up behind the man in front of him, Gus looked at the paper they were reading from.

There were numbers on the left side and corresponding numbers on the right. There were also two numbers on the left that were blank on the right.

They’re not feeding two people, or two people have different needs. Or they just don’t eat at all. Technically, I could survive without eating.

With a dull bang, the elevator closed behind them. There were only four buttons on the panel: open, close, G, and C.

The C button was currently lit up.

Looking around the interior of the elevator, Gus realized it was lined with silver and cold iron. The only reason he knew at all was his magic tended to react to both even if he personally didn’t.

With a swishing noise, the elevator slowed to a stop and the door on the other side opened without a chime.

Both food workers rolled their trolleys forward into another security lobby.

Six security guards stood there in full riot gear, armed with rifles, pistols, and silver swords.

Okay. Fuck. I wasn’t… expecting all of that.

Gliding past all eight people, Gus went straight to the open area beyond the security point.

He looked up and around to find there were ten cells per floor, and four levels including the one he was on.

Forty high-security individuals no one wants to know are here.

Then he found Janelle’s scent trail.

It circled up the metal-grated stairs off to one side and exited on the third floor. Next to the stairwell was a simple mechanical elevator that could probably fit ten trays on it if they were packed tight.

Designed specifically for ten people on a floor.

Those stairs look like they’d clank and bang. Too loud for me.

We’ll skip that.

Jumping from where he was, Gus grabbed the second floor’s edge and hauled himself up. He got up and over the bars that secured the edge and then jumped again, getting to the third floor with ease.

He’d made almost no sound and felt like he was still doing well at keeping his presence hidden.

Walking up to the cell that Janelle’s scent vanished into, he found a large steel door backed in iron and silver.

So much security.

There was no window in the door. The only thing there was a food slot that didn’t look to be on a hinge.

Instead it looked more like an insert bolted in place from the outside. It wouldn’t be going anywhere if it wasn’t opened from this side.

Beyond that, there was no sound here. It seemed the walls were heavily lined and reinforced, as were the doors.

Might be worth my time to see who all is in here.

Maybe they’d like to work for the Fed.

For now, though, I don’t even know if I can get Janelle out. Let’s start with her.

Frowning, Gus tapped at the food slot. He imagined he could pull it out without a concern. The problem was in doing so he might get Janelle in trouble or reveal that someone else was here.

He’d just have to wait for someone to come up and put her food in the slot.

Standing there, Gus tried to push his telepathy through the cell walls.

And found he couldn’t.

It was absolutely impenetrable.

Way too much security.

Moving to the other side of the railing, Gus hunched down low and stayed there. Trying to not be in the way, to not be there at all.

Soon enough, one of the food workers came through with trays. He systematically pulled out each food slot, waited for the old tray, put the new tray into the slot, told the prisoner to take it, and then closed it up again.

Pushing a wedge of his abilities into the man’s mind, Gus set up shop. He needed this individual to leave Janelle’s slot open.

At the same time, Gus wanted to learn what he knew.

Which turned out to be nothing at all.

This person was spectacularly paid to ask no questions, provide no answers, and know absolutely nothing. His job was exactly this and nothing more.

I’ll have to ransack the guards themselves.

Forcing the man to leave Janelle’s food slot open wasn’t difficult. Gus just gently knocked in the memory that he’d already closed it up.

Proceeding as if nothing was wrong, the man finished up with the tier and left.

Gus moved back up and over the railing, then peeked into the food slot.

He found Janelle’s striking eyes staring back at him from the other side.

“Say nothing,” Gus said as quietly as he could.

Janelle blinked and her brows came down, her eyes clearly straining to see something on the other side of the food slot.

She didn’t speak. She just watched.

With a nod of his head, Gus stood up and walked to the railing. Peering down, he watched and waited. He couldn’t act until the food workers were gone.

He imagined it wouldn’t take much longer.

The men packed up their trolleys and left.

Before Gus could get over to Janelle’s food slot, a guard came walking up from the stairs.

Frowning, Gus immediately slipped in a thread of power into the man’s mind. He was on a simple patrol to make sure everything was as it should be.

Modifying his vision rather than trying to change his thoughts or memories, Gus implanted the idea that everything looked fine.

Fine and well.

At the same time, he tried to raid the man’s active thoughts to see what he knew. Or what he might know of what was going on.

Unfortunately, much like the food worker, he knew nothing. He was paid to keep everyone in their cells, and nothing else.

Not to speak to them, not to interact, and not to even respond to them. In the event they broke out, he’d been instructed to dispatch them immediately without question.

The man finally left, having found everything as it should be. Or so he’d thought, at least.

Gus wasn’t sold yet that everything was ready for him to talk to Janelle. Instead he leaned out over the railing and looked at the entry area.

Slowly, four security guards returned to that area, joining the other two.

Okay. Everyone’s back to where they should be.

Getting down on one knee, Gus peered into the food slot. Janelle was back in the corner of her cell, eating her meal while staring at the slot. Breakfast or lunch, he couldn’t tell and didn’t care. He’d lost track of time a while back and hadn’t been able to find a clock.

Her cell was spartan.

To the point of it being terrifying.

It had a bed with covers, a pillow, a toilet, and a naked Janelle. She had a lot more on her figure than Gus had previous assumed.

Elves really are too pretty for their own good.

“Hello, Janelle,” Gus whispered through the slot.

Janelle had never looked away.

“And who are you then?” Janelle asked.

“Who do you think, royal one?” Gus asked.

“No. No, it… no,” she said. She got up and walked over to the slot, where she knelt to stare through it. “Hunter?”

“Yeah,” Gus said.

“I can’t… I can’t see you,” Janelle said, her amazing eyes searching back and forth.

Fuck. Forgot about that.

No idea how I did, but I did.

“Uh, yeah. It’s… me. You just can’t see me. I’ll explain later,” Gus said in Elvish. “What happened? They acted like you didn’t exist and wouldn’t say anything about you.”

“Hmph,” Janelle said. “Not talking. No proof that you are who you say you are.”

Ugh. She’s not wrong. And it’s not like I’d be that trusting either.

Taking the risk, Gus let his camouflage fail. He also made sure he looked human.

“There, see? It’s me,” Gus said as Janelle’s eyes snapped to his face. “I’m not human, though. No human could have broken into this prison to find you.”

“Couldn’t tell you.” Janelle’s eyes crinkled at the edges. “I had a bag on my head the entire time. They were very deliberate with not wanting me to see anything at all. It’s good to see you, Hunter. Even if you’re the Elven Boogieman we use to scare children to bed.”

“You don’t even know how right you are,” Gus said, then pulled his camouflage back up and let his human features fade away. “So? What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Janelle said. “I asked very basic questions. Nothing at all, really. They offered to give me a tour, and I didn’t sense anything strange about it, so I said yes. They gave me that tour and then took me to an office. After that, I woke up in a car with a bag on my head. I met no one and saw nothing worthwhile.”

“In other words… just the fact that you entered the building was enough for them to shut it down,” Gus said.

“Yeah,” Janelle said. “So, Hunter, how am I getting out of here? As interesting a trip as this is, I’d really rather not be here. And the uniform leaves a lot to be desired. I mean… you’re not going to leave me here, right?”

Your opinion on your uniform is very wrong. Pretty sure I have a strong desire for your uniform.

“No. I’m not. And I’m working on it,” Gus said. “We’ll see what else we need as we go, but this could just be a giant waiting game.”

“Okay,” Janelle said, pressing her brow to the door. She closed her eyes and let out a heavy sigh. “Never thought I’d be so happy to see the Hunter.”

Snorting at that, Gus reached into the cell with one arm and laid his hand on the back of Janelle’s head, making sure to remove his claws before he did so.

He could identify with her right now. He’d spent many nights cramped in terrible positions or hiding from ambushes and patrols.

There was something about being alone behind enemy lines that could crack any mind.

“You’re not alone,” he said, patting her gently.

“Thank you, Hunter,” she murmured, and her left hand came up to hold his arm.


Chapter 18 - Doubles

 

Sitting with his back to Janelle’s door, Gus wasn’t sure he wanted to wait around for a plan to take shape. He also had an idea he wanted to try out with his personal camouflage but he wouldn’t be able to try it without Janelle within touching distance.

Beyond that, the area was unearthly quiet. Gus could hear the hum of the lights and little else. Fear was also constantly oozing from everywhere.

The walls, the cells, the ceiling—everywhere.

Just about the only place that wasn’t a fear meal was Janelle’s cell.

She was sitting on the other side of the door from Gus. Content with her situation for the time being, she seemed to have turned her thoughts inward.

Gus didn’t force conversation on her, just sat in silence with her.

To be fair, they really hadn’t talked much at all. Barely more than a few sentences. It was just somewhat awkward, and not the best place for talking.

I suppose the difference is it isn’t imposed silence; it’s comfortable. We can break it whenever we want, which makes the punishment pointless.

“What time do you think it is?” Janelle whispered.

“No idea,” Gus replied, turning his head to the slot. “Why?”

“No reason, I guess. I’m just… wondering,” Janelle said. “Time deprivation can be its own form of torture.”

“Mm. I imagine it could be, yeah,” Gus said. “Technically they’ve only fed you once, and that didn’t look like enough food for a single day. Which means it’s either lunch or later, but not the next morning. Just a guess, but that’s what I got.”

“That’s a fair assessment,” Janelle said.

“Hey, you wanna break out on the next meal run?” Gus asked.

“That mean you have a plan?” Janelle asked.

“Not really. I just don’t think we should hang around. Besides, I’ve always worked best in environments like this,” Gus said, and he meant it. His power base was himself. He was always well off no matter where he was. “A plan on the move really seems rather good to me.”

Then again, it was very likely Gus was a little drunk on the fear that had been constantly washing over him and through him. He’d never been fed like this before in his life.

“I trust you, Hunter, and I’ll lay my life in your hands, but I don’t like it. I prefer to have a plan,” Janelle said with a sigh.

“That’s not too surprising for a royal one, is it?” Gus asked with a soft chuckle.

“Have you met others of my kind?” the Elf asked, her tone curious.

“No. You’re the first. But I’ve been around Elves enough to know how they view you,” Gus said. “Alright. Time to get going.”

Getting up to his feet, he looked at the door.

From the outside, it seemed insanely overbuilt. The entire thing was locked into place with a crank wheel that was also locked into place. Like some type of hatch in a sub that needed to hold in water.

From the interior, he imagined it was a smooth surface that locked into the wall. There’d be no way to get any leverage at all from inside the cell.

Outside is a different matter altogether.

I wonder.

Grabbing hold of the crank wheel, Gus jerked on it with his full strength.

There was an odd high-pitched whine, but the door didn’t budge.

Grimacing, he bent down and looked into the keyhole. It seemed rather complex, well beyond picking. Except he wasn’t intending to pick it.

It’s completely mechanical. I could probably force it. Overstress it outright.

I don’t really think I could go steal the key without getting caught.

With a nod, Gus stood up again and grabbed the crank wheel.

Then he pulled at it, heaving with everything he had.

There was a high-pitched ping as something internally sheared off.

“One second,” Gus said into the food slot, then slid the block into place even as Janelle questioned him.

Frowning, Gus stopped and walked over to the railing. Sure enough, two of the guards had come over immediately.

They did a visual inspection of everything, then slowly went back to where they’d come from.

Gus went straight back to Janelle and pulled the block out of the food slot.

“Sorry, I think I tore a bolt loose. Was rather loud,” Gus whispered, looking inside. He found Janelle’s face there.

“What… what are you?” Janelle asked, her eyes gazing at him from the other side.

Yeah… going to have to explain that, aren’t I?

“I’m a Boogieman,” Gus said. “And now you know the secret of the Hunter.”

“You’re… you’re a shadow beast?” Janelle asked.

“Is that the Elvish name for it? Dunno. I get called a lot of things,” Gus said. “That a problem?”

“I… no. No, it isn’t. Because you’re here for me. Shadow beast or not, you’re here for me, because you value me,” Janelle said. “So no, it isn’t a problem in the least. Get me out of here, Hunter.”

“Yeah, working on it. If you want to help, think scary thoughts,” Gus said. “Like me eating you or something.”

There was an immediate fear response from Janelle before her shoulders hunched partially and her fear diminished for several seconds. Then it exploded into an overwhelming wave.

“Yeah, just like that, thanks. Your flavor is rather pleasant, by the way. Reminds me of fresh-cut grass and open fields,” Gus said.

Standing up, he grabbed the crank wheel and jerked on it as hard and as fast as he could.

With a clang that shook the wall, it spun free.

Shit. Shit, shit.

Hauling the door open, Gus was surprised when the very naked Janelle darted out.

He grabbed her by an elbow and pushed her up against the wall. Then he shut her cell door, spun the wheel, shoved the meal slot block into place, and locked it there.

Lying himself bodily against Janelle, he pushed his horror-magic around her.

Then into her directly.

Janelle squeaked very softly, but she didn’t move. Gus felt absolute, unmitigated terror coming from her. The kind that sent men and women running for their lives.

She stood absolutely still, her eyes wide open, and shivered uncontrollably in his grasp.

The sound of booted feet pounding their way made Gus think maybe he’d fucked up. If he couldn’t get his camouflage to accept Janelle and incorporate her into its spell working, they were done.

Janelle clamped her hands on Gus’s back, pressing herself into him.

Then her fear vanished as his horror-magic accepted her and moved beyond her. Pulling her into the protective bubble around him.

As she panted softly in his ear, he could feel Janelle calming down quickly. Her fingers dug into his lower back.

“They’re coming,” she whispered in his ear.

Nodding his head at that, Gus settled into the wall completely. He tried to cover Janelle and push himself through her into the wall at the same time.

Without a noise or any type of resistance, Janelle pulled at him as if trying to will him into her.

“Nothing on one,” someone said.

There was a clank below them.

“Clear on two,” said someone else.

“Three’s clear,” said a third person off to Gus’s left.

“Four’s clear,” said another. “Mark it for maintenance when they pull everyone out for showers next week.”

Slowly, the clank and trod of boots on the stairs diminished and then faded away entirely.

“They’re gone,” Janelle said.

“Great. Let’s see about getting out of here then,” Gus said, stepping away from the wall. Wrapping his arms around Janelle’s hips, he pulled her along with him. So long as she was practically in his pocket, he imagined his camouflage would cover her.

“Could we not be so close?” Janelle asked softly.

“Unless you want to be spotted, we get to play the ‘brand-new couple’ game,” Gus said.

“Damn,” Janelle hissed. “I… okay. Okay. How do we… do this then?”

“No idea. Kinda new to this whole thing,” Gus said. “Never tried it before. Just need to figure out a way to move around so we can get going.”

“Ugh. Ugh, ugh—this is intolerable,” Janelle said. “I’m an actual Elven maiden, Gustavus Hellström. An actual Royal Elven maiden. A princess. This is undig—ugh. Thank you for saving me. I have an idea. Don’t think less of me.”

Janelle wrapped her arms tightly around Gus’s shoulders and then hopped up.

Her legs wrapped around his hips, and she clung to him. Her chest was mashed against his and her crotch was wedged up to his stomach.

Uh.

“This… should work. Yes?” Janelle asked in his ear. “You should be able to move, I’m well within that spell bubble of terror of yours, and we can see both directions.”

I mean… she’s not wrong.

Frowning, and not really liking this very much, Gus set his arms around Janelle’s waist and held her to him. His hands pressed against her bare skin.

“Seems fine,” Gus said after several seconds.

“Let’s get going then,” Janelle said. “It’s a bit drafty, and I’d really rather not be down here any longer.”

Gus wasn’t about to tell her it was probably much colder outside.

Walking slowly and carefully, Gus made his way over to the stairs. It was an awkward walk. Both for having to hold on to a full-grown Elf in front of him, and for the fact that they were likely to be killed if caught.

Making far more noise than he wanted, Gus got down the stairs without incident. When he walked into the security area, he realized this would be the real test.

He scooted through the small area, feeling like he was dancing in a weird way with Janelle, and made it to the other side of the checkpoint. To the elevators.

Turning his head, Gus looked at the guards. They seemed rather bored, but also alert. Like soldiers too long at their post.

Realizing Janelle was starting to slip, Gus made a choice he doubted she would like.

He put his hands under her rear end and locked his fingers together. Holding her against him by her bottom.

As she lifted her rear out of his hands for a few seconds, it was obvious the Elf didn’t much like what was happening. Then she slowly set her butt back down in his hands. It wasn’t as if she had anywhere to go, and he wasn’t trying to do this on purpose.

He felt a soft sigh against his neck but heard nothing.

Standing there, they waited for the elevator.

Hit the food worker, make him think Janelle is being a bitch. He doesn’t want to feed her this time. Leave with them when they come back out.

Then it’s just a waiting game till we can get outside.

Gus tried to keep his mind blank after that.

Her skin is as soft as Trish’s.

Wincing at that thought, Gus realized he was only a man.

And his thoughts were his own. He could indulge them a little.

Even if the whole thing felt like a badly written romance plot.

Then again, truth is stranger than fiction.

 

***

 

Stepping out of the prison and into the gloom of evening, Gus immediately felt cold in his thin stalker wear. He really hadn’t dressed for such a thing.

At least I’m not Janelle, naked as the day I was born.

Janelle began shivering uncontrollably against him. If possible, it felt like she pulled even tighter at him, as if to steal the warmth from him.

“Cold,” she grumbled in his ear. “Been trained for cold, but damn it’s cold.”

“Yeah, I know,” Gus said. Moving quickly, he started to lightly jog across the grass straight toward the gate. Any vehicle coming in or going out would have to go through that checkpoint. It was their best option for stealing a ride out of here.

The question is, how do I keep Janelle from becoming an Elf-sicle before something shows up?

Kinda glad she’s a bit of a commando. She’ll handle this better than most, I’d bet.

As he moved down the road, Gus couldn’t remember it taking this long on his way in. Then again, last time he’d been moving at full speed and couldn’t feel it. Before that had been in a car.

Breathing hard, Gus felt like his strength was rapidly fading. The fear that’d been sustaining him was moving further and further out of range.

He was carrying a full-grown Elf in very cold weather at a jog, and he’d been up for longer than twenty-four hours straight. Probably closer to forty-eight, if he didn’t miss his guess.

“Gonna need some rest,” Gus muttered even as he carried on.

“I’ll… take care… of you… if we… survive while… you sleep,” Janelle said through chattering teeth.

If we survive, we’re not going anywhere. We’re staying here to figure out what the hell is going on with that prison.

Need to get a hold of Mark and Mel. Get everyone up here.

Gus stumbled over his own feet and almost went tumbling.

Giving his head a shake, he gripped Janelle a bit tighter and refocused his mind. He needed to get out of here. Before he planned for or attempted anything else, that was his current objective and the only one that mattered.

No Mark to put me back together this time if I go down. Going to end up relying on Janelle.

I hope… hope to whatever deities are up there… that she doesn’t slit my throat just because of what I am.

Up ahead at the gate house, Gus could see a step-truck with its doors wide open. The interior was completely empty.

He couldn’t tell from here, but Gus would bet on it being a food delivery of some sort. With so many Paras of differing diets, there was probably a never-ending need for foodstuffs.

The truck was being scoured by the guards while the driver was off to one side. Except it looked like they were just finishing up. Like they’d already been working the driver over and checking everything from front to back and top to bottom for a while.

Damn. That’s our best option.

Running out of gas here, though.

I need… fuel.

Now.

“Janelle, I need you to be afraid,” Gus said in a gasp, trying to run as fast as he could. “As much fear as you can give me. Think of whatever that’d be.”

“What?” Janelle’s voice quivered as her teeth knocked together. “Fear? I… can try… Gus.”

“Think of what I’m going to do with you once I get you alone,” Gus said. “Of what I’ll take from you, and how lovely your ears are. I like Elf ears. I keep them.”

A sudden, sharp spike of fear came from Janelle at his words. Her fingers dug into his back, and her hips tightened up on him. Like she was contemplating fighting him and kicking away from him.

And it was exactly what he needed. Her fear empowered him.

Like throwing a fuel bomb into a forest fire on its last legs, Gus was reinvigorated and ready to fight a Were with his bare hands.

“Going to leave you as little more than a puddle of flesh when I’m done with you,” Gus growled in her ear. At the same time, he smoked his words with what horror-magic he could pull together, curling his clawed fingers into her rear-end. Almost enough to penetrate the skin, but not quite.

Janelle wasn’t fighting her fear.

She wasn’t trying to rationalize what he’d said, and she’d done nothing to halt her mind from running away with it.

A woman made of terror and fright, locked in the arms of the Hunter, a Boogieman, was what she willed herself to be.

And Gus ran as if he were powered by rockets. Straight to the step-truck. Even as the doors to the back of it were starting to close, he darted between the two of them.

With a bang that made the entire truck lurch to one side, he smashed inside and blasted into the wall that separated the interior from the cab. He’d managed to tuck his shoulder just before impact and took the entirety of the blow on himself rather than Janelle.

“The fuck!?” shouted one of the prison guards.

Groaning slightly, Gus held on to Janelle even as the doors opened again.

“What was it?” asked a guard.

“Fuck if I know. Nothing in there though,” said the first. Both men stood there, staring into the interior.

“The hell did you do?” shouted the driver from just outside of view.

“Nothing! It wasn’t us,” said the first guard.

“You know what? Whatever,” said the second before he slammed the door closed. “Get the fuck out of here.”

The first guard closed the door he’d been holding. Plunging Janelle and Gus into absolute darkness.

Sighing, Gus rolled over onto his back, with Janelle perched atop him.

It felt like his shoulder was completely dislocated and he’d broken something in his arm as well.

Janelle was still more or less a frozen and naked Elven maiden who was made out of fear at the moment. Which meant he wasn’t going to get any succor from her.

Closing his eyes, Gus let out a breath.

And promptly passed out.


Chapter 19 - Poorly Scoped

 

“Gus.”

Groaning, Gus shook his head.

No. Not time to wake up. Tired.

“Gus, we stopped about an hour ago. I think it’s time for us to get out. We need to make sure to break all contact with anything relating to them, and we can’t wait any longer.”

We stopped?

We… stopped? I don’t… what—oh.

Oh.

Forcing his eyes open, Gus found he was lying on his back in the corner of the step-truck. Janelle was kneeling above him, staring down into his face.

“Yeah,” Gus muttered. “Yeah. We do.”

As he levered himself up to a sitting position with his left arm, Gus found he was panting already.

“Your arm doesn’t look good,” Janelle said. “Dislocated?”

“Think so,” Gus said, then got up to his feet.

Which was a very bad idea. He suddenly wanted to pass out, piss himself, and throw up. Though he wasn’t sure in which order.

Most of it was centered on the agony that was his right arm at the moment.

“Hey, look at me,” Janelle said.

Opening his eyes, he found the still-naked Janelle watching him. It was rather distracting.

Apparently, that was her intention. Because before he understood it, she had his arm between hers, pulling it up and away from his body as she rotated it slightly.

There was a strange pop, and Gus felt like his shoulder was now under extreme strain. But he could move it normally again.

Though it was still exceptionally painful in his upper arm.

“Pretty sure there’s a break in there.” Janelle’s thumb and forefinger squeezed at his forearm and traveled upward. “Somewhere. Not sure. And yes, I did a lot of medical training. Where you were made in the field, I was made in a classroom.”

“Ninety-day wonder, huh?” Gus said, his teeth locked together.

“More like five-year wonder, but close enough,” Janelle said. “Started at the bottom, worked my way up, did a lot of classroom to offset. Been a soldier for ten years now.”

As he rotated his shoulder gently, Gus got the impression he’d have to be careful with the muscles or the whole joint would just pop out again.

“How long I been out?” he asked.

“It’s… been a while, honestly. No idea,” Janelle said. “I mostly just huddled atop you for warmth.”

“Figures. First time with an Elf, and I’m unconscious and can’t remember it,” Gus said. “Didn’t go whiskey dick at least, right?”

“You’re deflecting through humor. This isn’t good, is it?” Janelle asked.

No. It really isn’t. This is all so much worse than I ever thought it could be. There’s so much going on that I don’t even know where to start.

Part of the government, the Fed, and the military… blew up the Fed.

“I think… I think that’s an understatement,” Gus said. “And also a conversation for another time.”

“I’ll lead then,” Janelle said. She walked over to the door and pulled on the interior release. With a soft ping, the door came away from the locking mechanisms.

Faint moonlight came in at an angle.

“Parking lot,” Janelle said. “No one around. No lights. No cameras that I can see.”

“Great,” Gus said, moving forward. “What’s the area like?”

“Commercial and residential.” Janelle’s head slowly turned as she opened more of the door. “Houses directly across the street. No one moving anywhere, though. Looks like midnight.”

“Right. Need to steal you some clothes, then get to the local PID station house,” Gus said. “Call Mark.”

“Mark? You mean Deputy Director Mark Ehrich?” Janelle asked.

“Yeah, him,” Gus said.

“I knew you were part of the Fed, but I didn’t realize you reported to him,” Janelle said, still scanning the outside. “He’s got a reputation already. Doesn’t let other people play in his sandbox and will happily bury someone in it for crossing him.”

“Sounds about right. Mark isn’t someone to cross,” Gus said.

Ever.

“Someone just left,” Janelle said, as if Gus could see what she was looking at. Then she apparently realized her mistake. “Left their house. It’s a single-floor ranch style. No lights on, no other car in the garage. Think we can break in real quick? I’d really rather not be running around in the nude.”

“I can probably pick the lock left-handed. Might take me a bit longer,” Gus said.

“Then that’s what we do.” Janelle opened the door and stepped out of the truck.

Off we go, I guess to break more laws.

 

***

 

Walking into the local PID office, Gus felt rather strange. It was a foreign office, even though many resources were shared between Canada and the US, including databases. And it still felt like a PID office.

This wouldn’t be a well-staffed location, however. The population wasn’t very heavy here and didn’t warrant much in the way of a presence.

This far north got you a lot of very irritable, private, and non-invasive Para species. They mostly just wanted to be left alone.

A location like this wasn’t the highlight of anyone’s career. Which meant the help he’d get here could be questionable at best.

Moving up to the front desk, Gus realized—and not for the first time—how thankful he was that he could see through almost all magic.

Including masks.

He was staring at an annoyed-looking woman. Gus honestly thought she might be a spirit of knowledge, but that didn’t quite feel right. Especially considering she had a physical body. Spirits didn’t typically go in for being completely manifested.

And she was very real, and very here. Gus knew instantly, simply by the magic wafting off her.

The woman herself looked rather normal from the outside. Then again, creatures and spirits of knowledge tended to be bookish and rarely dealt with others. Made for great information keepers but awful customer-facing support.

Which made it odd that she was here at the front desk. Glancing at the badge on her chest, Gus realized she was a full-fledged officer. Not someone hired to man the desk.

Her face was dominated by huge, glowing blue eyes. Her pale skin and short black hair, pulled back in a ponytail that looked tighter than a snare drum, made her eyes stand out in alienlike way.

“Yes?” she asked in a crisp, dry tone.

“Good evening, Officer Serafina. My name is Gustavus Hellström. I’m an agent with the Federal Department for Paras of the United States. I need assistance.”

The spirit blinked very slowly and tilted her head to one side, regarding him with a slightly different air now.

“I see,” she said, then turned partially to the computer next to her. “Badge number?”

“Forty-two, fifty-six, Sierra, Alpha, zero, zero, one,” Gus said. “I report to Deputy Director Mark Ehrich.”

Serafina didn’t respond to that, though her eyes flicked up to him and then back to the computer. Her fingers were going miles a minute, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for her to be behind a keyboard.

“Your picture matches you well,” Serafina said as her hand darted over to her mouse and clicked several items.

As if satisfied with what she saw, she spun around back to him.

“How can I assist you, Agent Hellström?” the spirit asked.

“I need a phone, first of all,” Gus said with a smile.

“Of course.” Serafina immediately pulled a cell phone out of her pocket. Without a pause, she held it out to him. “What else?”

“Probably some food and water, if you can spare it,” Gus said, taking the phone. “Beyond that… nothing at this moment.”

“The break room has a vending machine that requires no currency,” Serafina said, then lifted a hand to indicate a room off behind her and to the side. “Please let me know if you have any other needs.”

“Thank you, Officer. I appreciate it,” Gus said. He walked into the break room and immediately punched Mark’s number into the phone she had given him.

Looking around as the call went through, he realized he was alone in the break room. Exactly what he’d been hoping for, to be honest.

It rang several times and then went to voicemail.

The fuck are you—oh. Oh.

Got it.

Moving to the woman’s messaging system, he tapped in Mark’s number and simply wrote: “Gus.”

Ten seconds after that, the phone immediately rang.

Picking it up with a grin, Gus couldn’t help himself.

“Marco’s pizza, wha’ d’ya want?” he asked.

“Oh my shit, Gussy,” Mark said and then laughed. “Where the hell are you? Trish sent me an email that said you vanished off the face of the planet while chasing Elf pussy.

“I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m a fan—but to leave Trish high and dry?”

Glancing up from the corner of the break room, Gus found Janelle not far away. She was using the vending machine and apparently getting them both something.

All while stuffing her face with potato chips.

“Well, I found that. Although now she knows everything,” Gus said. “The problem is I’m up north. Across the border, in fact. I’m at a local PID station using an officer’s cell phone.”

“You’re… where?” Mark asked.

“Same place I found Chloe,” Gus said. He was trying to keep things “thin” just in case the line wasn’t secure.

Mark went silent. There was some slow keyboard tapping in the background, but nothing like Gus would expect if Mark were doing something.

“Okay,” he said finally. “I understand. I’m going to get you out of there. Go to the airport. I’ll have a flight that can route you home, then back to your duty station while you’re on loan to the military.

“I’ll talk to my boss before we meet. Say no more.”

“Okay,” Gus said.

“See you soon,” Mark said, then disconnected the line.

So much for investigating the prison and the assistant warden.

Walking back out to the front, Gus gave the phone back to the officer.

“Thank you for your assistance,” Gus said. Then sighed with a smile at her. “Any chance you could do me one more favor?”

Serafina stared at him, not responding.

“Could you get someone to drive me and my partner out to the airport?” Gus asked, taking her silence as waiting for information.

“Certainly.” Serafina stood up. She opened a drawer, pulled out a set of keys, and then pulled her pistol from her holster. She did a quick inspection of her chamber, safety, and magazine, then motioned to the back. “I’ll drive you myself.”

Okay… that was… unexpected. Won’t someone need to stay to man the desk?

Serafina spoke to no one, notified no one, and just left through the back door.

I can see why she’s annoyed and manning the desk. Personality of a brick to the head.

 

***

 

Walking off the flight with Janelle behind him, Gus felt beat. His arm still hurt, but he wasn’t going to mention it until he could get back to Trish.

He’d become a believer in her healing arts, and he didn’t want anyone else touching him.

That and he hadn’t been able to access much in the way of fear.

“Ah, Agent Hellström, Captain Ries.”

Looking toward the voice, Gus found Mark, a woman he didn’t know, and a military officer. The woman reeked of important official status.

Gus figured she was Mark’s boss, all things considered.

She had short, curly brown hair and steel-gray eyes, was wearing a very high-end “Fed suit,” and looked like she had the build to hold up in hand-to-hand combat for a few rounds despite being extremely pretty. She had a mind that was surprisingly human for a Siren. There apparently wasn’t a whole lot of difference, which Gus hadn’t expected.

Most Paras that fed off others, like Gus, typically had a different kind of thought pattern.

The military man had the rank of a two-star major general on his collar. Graying black hair, full uniform, going saggy in the middle, and hard brown eyes.

The woman was the person who had called out to him.

“This way, please,” said Mark before he could respond.

Nodding his head, Gus simply fell in line.

Something happened.

Something big happened.

Mark led everyone into a security-only area of the airport, through several hallways, and into a hall with some very obvious interviewing rooms.

“Agent Hellström, please take room one; Captain Ries, room two,” Mark said. “We’ll speak with Agent Hellström first.”

Fuck.

Moving into the room, Gus took the single seat on one side of the only table in the room. On the other side were three chairs.

Sighing, Gus stuck his hands in his pockets. He wasn’t about to try any mind reading now. The last thing he needed was to look non-human at the moment.

As soon as the door closed, Mark cleared his throat.

“This isn’t a formal interview; this is more the opposite,” Mark said. “We need to know what happened.”

Frowning, Gus quickly tried to figure out a way he could tell them without revealing himself.

“They’re aware of your telepathic abilities,” Mark said.

Durh… I’d actually give you the benefit of a reach-around, you beautifully stupid man you.

Keeping the details brief and the story somewhat lacking, he told them about his chase of Captain Ries. His telepathy was the base for everything he did and how he achieved it. Even opening the portal.

When he finished, Gus could only sigh and lean back in his chair. On top of his broken arm, being physically drained, and extremely tired, he was now emotionally wrung out.

Mark turned to the other two persons next to him.

“We fucked up when we let you two retire out,” said the general, looking at Mark and Gus. “Should have recruited you into the Para Forces.”

“We weren’t mentally fit, sir,” Mark said with a half-smile. “Which is to say, Gus was on the back end of crazy, Olsen couldn’t hold it together, and I hit every addiction known to man before getting back on track.”

Shaking his head at that, the general seemed to disagree.

“Would have been worth it to hold on to you two and take care of it,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” Gus said, feeling beyond at a loss. “Did something happen?”

Clearing her throat, the woman took control of the situation.

“My name’s Fin Dresch,” she said. “I’m the director of the Fed. All of the Fed.”

Mark’s boss. Yep.

“Last night, that prison you visited went dark for three hours. Right after you escaped, if I don’t miss my guess,” Fin said. “And when it came back online, a number of corpses were present. Mostly unidentified right now, but… we’ll figure that out soon enough.

“Good part of the staff was missing as well, another part was simply dead, the assistant warden was found with his throat cut in his office, and the warden is just gone.”

Gus opened his mouth but didn’t know what to say. Then he frowned and shook his head, dropping his eyes to the table.

“In other words,” the general said. “They did the same thing they did at the yard. The same thing that happened after the bombing, and the same thing that happened after the bowl incident.

“This isn’t isolated, it isn’t unconnected, and it isn’t over.”

“No, it would seem it isn’t,” Fin said, leaning back in her chair. Her fingernails lightly tapped along the table in front of her. “Except… we have to act like it is. If we tip our hand any further, it’s more likely they’ll dive deeper. We’ve been fortunate to have as many hints and glimpses as we have. Mostly seeming to be around wherever you go, Agent Hellström.”

“He—”

“I—”

Fin held up a single finger, a smile on her face. Both Gus and Mark instantly fell silent.

“I know. I actually don’t doubt Agent Hellström for an instant,” she said. “In fact, he’s probably the one person I trust in this. He’s been publicly flogged for his attempts to shut this group down.

“No, I’m not foolish enough to doubt you or your intentions. Nor will I believe for an instant that our enemy hasn’t noticed you by this point. They’ll target you. And I’ll use that to my advantage.”

Fin turned to look at the general, and then at Mark. Finally, she turned back to Gus.

“We’ll plan accordingly. For now, Agent, you’ll go work that drug ring we put you on,” Fin said. “Though I want Janelle, General McArthur.”

“She’s yours,” the general said with a sharp nod. “I’ll promote her to a full bird colonel, give her a Fed liaison role as her official duty, and assign her to Agent Hellström.”

“Dandy,” Mark said. “Now we just need more information.”

“I can reach out to the Curator,” Gus said.

Fin’s eyebrows shot up to the top of her head at that.

Mark had just the barest of winces on his face before he smoothed it out.

Damn. He was protecting me. She didn’t know.

“You know the Curator,” Fin said, her smile becoming quite predatory. “You know where he is and can reach him?”

“Ah… yes,” Gus said.

“Then yes, by all means. Please reach out to him. See if he knows anything,” Fin said.

“Okay, can I have one of your cell phones?” Gus asked.

Fin and General McArthur stared blankly at Gus.

Mark pulled his phone out and set it down in the middle of the table.

“Thanks,” Gus said. Picking up Mark’s phone, he tapped in Dave’s number and waited.

The line picked up, but no one answered on the other end.

“Hey, Dave? This is Gus,” Gus said. “Got some new information I wanted to share with you. Don’t have my cell on me, though. Using Mark’s.”

“Oh!” said Dave on the other end, then followed up immediately with a laugh. “Is everything alright?”

“Yeah, just broke into and then out of a prison.” Gus looked up at the three people across from him. “Meeting with a general, the director, and the deputy director. I owed you a favor, so I thought it’d be good to give you an info dump.”

“Oh?” the Curator asked. “Hah. That’s rather amusing, actually. Put me on speaker.”

“Sure, one second,” Gus said, then put the phone down in the middle of the table and pressed the button. “All set.”

“Hello Mark, Fin, and most likely Bennett,” Dave said.

“Hello Dave,” Mark said immediately, grinning. “How ya doing?”

“Pretty good, pretty good,” Dave said, clearly smiling on the other end of the line. “Just settling.”

Mark’s talked to Dave on the side as well. Smart man.

Probably used Mel as a channel.

“Ah,” Fin said, clearly unsure. “Good morning, Mr… I don’t…”

“Dave is fine,” Dave said. “So, information?”

“Yeah,” Gus cut in. “Prison up north I dug Chloe out of.”

“Uh huh.” Dave clearly knew which one.

“Secret prisoners there, all arranged by the same people who blew up the Fed and tried to spike the bowl,” Gus said. “Looks like they’re also behind a drug ring in the army. Everything vanishes the moment we get a hint of anything. Also… they used some type of portal to get from one location to another.”

“Oh,” Dave sounded somewhat shocked. “A planar lord or something like it.”

Planar lord. Planar lord?

Never heard of it.

“I’ll keep an ear out for you. Sounds like I was right to get out, though,” Dave said with a sigh.

“I take it you don’t know anything?” Gus asked.

“No. What I do know is that this is… I’ll put it in a different way that might make more sense. I don’t know about them,” Dave said. “I know nothing of them, about them, or what their intent is. I can’t even honestly tell you it’s a ‘they’ or a ‘them’ or a single person.

“Whatever this is, whoever this is, avoided even me and all my networks and abilities.”

In other words, we’re fucked.


Chapter 20 - Plots

 

When he walked into the hangar that’d been assigned to his department, Gus saw Hailey first. As usual, she was torso deep in a vehicle.

He knew it was her due to the rear-end of coveralls sticking out of the engine. It looked like she was working on a much older jeep.

As long as I’ve known her, that’s been her thing. Buy broken vehicles, fix ’em up.

I wonder if she was paying for college like that.

Certainly wasn’t making enough working for her parents.

Hailey came out of the vehicle as Gus and Janelle walked up to it.

“Hey there,” Gus said. “A jeep, huh? Looks like an old army surpl—”

He was cut off as Hailey slammed into him and hugged him tightly.

With far more force than he was expecting.

Groaning, he tried to keep his right arm away from her death grip but didn’t succeed.

“Oh, I’m so glad to see you.” Hailey took a step back and looked at him. “Trish said you were after Janelle.”

Her eyes darted to one side, apparently checking Janelle. “Glad to see you found her. We were all worried, though. You could have let us know you were fine.”

“No phones,” Gus said with a grimace, turning his right arm away from Hailey. “Trish has it. No idea where Janelle’s went.”

“That’s… you know I should probably start canceling my credit cards, buy a new phone, and get that all put back together.” Janelle sighed. “Not going to be fun. Bad enough without my mask. I hate wearing a cover.”

Reaching up, Janelle adjusted the military cap she was wearing. Without her mask, her ears were very visible, and very obviously not human.

“Mark said he’d take care of it—he’ll take care of it,” Gus said. “Now, I miss anything?”

“We found some very basic leads at the other location, nothing big,” Hailey said. “Mel was workin’ through some pattern stuff to see if she could figure out if she could predict the next shipment coming through. No luck so far, last I heard.”

“Great, thanks,” Gus said. Nodding at Hailey, he continued toward where he figured everyone would be. The “office” part of the hangar.

Opening the door with his left hand, he stepped inside.

Melody, Trish, Indali, and Vanessa were all there on computers. Working on one thing or another.

“Before anyone tries to hug me,” Gus said by way of greeting. “I’m pretty sure my right arm has a break in it. So take it easy until Trish can patch me up.”

Trish was out of her seat in a flash. Both her hands were on his face, and Gus lost himself in her slightly glowing eyes. By the time he could break away from her gaze, he found himself sitting on the couch.

“There,” Trish said, patting his cheek. “It was a hairline break, but it was definitely broken. Just take it easy with it and you’ll be fine. It was much easier to heal than that bullet wound from your dinner date.”

“Didn’t try to use fear to heal it,” Gus said. “Seems like if anything else is used on a wound, you have a harder time.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Trish said, smiling at him from inches away. Her eyes hadn’t lost their glow, and her fingers were lightly stroking his jawline. “I’m so glad you’re alright. When you didn’t show up for the flight, we got worried.”

“Yeah, long story,” Gus said. “The short version of it is that this drug ring, the Fed bombing, the bowl game, and Janelle’s vanishing are all connected. It’s all the same group.”

“Really?” Melody asked. Looking over to the Contractor, he could see her Orange contract was glowing.

“Yeah. I called Dave just to give him a heads up,” Gus said. “Mark’s boss agrees with that assessment. All the same group. The worst part is that prison we got Chloe out of is involved. They were using it as a recruitment center and staging ground. It’s where they tried to dump Janelle.”

“Indeed,” Janelle said, standing near the door. She pulled off her cap and set it on the coat rack nearby. “I didn’t even really ask any questions. Didn’t learn anything. They just decided to ghost me because I was there.”

“I see,” Melody said, leaning back in her chair. She reached up with one hand and lightly began to run a finger back and forth over her lower lip. “It makes sense, in a way. We’ve found they’re not just secretive, but devilishly so. To the point that even their employees have almost no information.

“And speaking of that, my niece says the hitwoman from the basement took the job offer. Her real name’s Michelle Dennis,” Melody said. “She really didn’t know anything. Not a thing. The allegory of the cave applies here pretty strongly. Her entire sense of the world is pretty screwed up.”

Trish gave Gus a firm kiss and then went back to her desk. She immediately got back into whatever she’d been working on.

Looking around the room, Gus found Indali working through a mess of papers, seemingly going through them one by one. Sitting next to her on her desk was her case. Which likely held her body in it.

Need to get her back. Glad I didn’t take her, though. Could have gone bad.

Vanessa was watching Gus quietly when his eyes found hers next.

She gave him a small smile and waved a hand at him.

“Glad you’re alright, Gus,” she said softly, more for him alone. “Was a little scared.”

“Heh, me too,” Gus said just as quietly.

“What if this drug ring is more than just a drug ring then?” Melody said, her eyes slowly turning toward the ceiling. “Last time their whole goal was to expose the Para world to the real world.”

“What?” Janelle asked sharply at that. “You’re kidding.”

“No, that’s what we figure their goal was,” Trish said, glancing up from her screen with a smile. “They really want the two worlds to be one world.”

“That’s just stupid. I thought it was just a terror attack.” Janelle shook her head. “Why would anyone want the two to meet? There are stories of massive cullings that go back to the First Elves. Never have the two worlds joined at any level.”

“And yet there it is,” Melody said, putting her hands behind her head. “So, do we assume the same? The drugs are some way of making it so the Para world becomes obvious? If so, how?”

“Could it be something like what happened with the bowl game?” Indali asked, looking up from the papers. “Are people overdosing or dying?”

“Good question,” Melody said, then turned to Vanessa. “Anything on your end, oh mistress of the streets?”

Vanessa rolled her eyes at that, but with a smile on her face.

“Not that—actually, now that I’m taking a moment to think about it, there might be something there,” Vanessa said. “Let me check a few things and I’ll get back to you.”

Gus stood up and walked over to Melody.

“Hey, Mel,” he said as the Contractor turned her eyes up toward him.

“Hello, my handsome Indigo,” she said, smiling up at him. “Did you m—”

Leaning down, Gus kissed Melody with far more passion than he’d shown her previously.

His hands locked on to the side of her face as he held her there. Kissing her. Even going so far as to tilt her head slightly and push his tongue into her mouth.

When he finally broke the kiss ten seconds later, he laid his cheek against hers.

“I love you, Mel,” he murmured softly. “I’m sure I worried you. I’m sorry.”

Melody was breathing hard and heavily, her hands hanging on to his coat.

“Yeah, sure, no worries,” she said a bit breathlessly. “Just make it up to me some more.”

Chuckling, Gus kissed the side of her head, leaned her back into her chair, and then stood up.

“Of course. What kind of Indigo contract would I be if I didn’t make sure of that?” he asked.

Melody’s contracts were all on fire right now. Each and every one of them glowed with an inner light as she gazed up at him.

“I love you, too,” she whispered. 

Grinning at that, Gus tapped her chin with a finger and then left her there. He sat down in the chair next to Indali’s desk and pulled over her case.

“Don’t leave me behind next time,” Indali said as he opened the case.

“I didn’t want to risk you,” Gus said simply.

“I think that’s my choice to make,” she said, her eyes finally looking at him instead of the paperwork. “And I’m telling you, don’t leave me behind next time.”

“Okay, got it. Message received,” Gus said. “Can’t deny I missed having you at my side. Felt weird.”

Immediately taking Indali out of her case, he thumbed open her release and checked her barrels.

She wasn’t loaded, but she was in the exact same condition he’d left her in.

Reaching into the case, Gus began to immediately pull out all the bits and pieces he’d need to get her back in working order.

Indali opened the bottom right cabinet of her desk and pulled out her holster and belt.

“Thanks, Indali,” Gus said, taking them from her. “You really are an amazing weapon, by the way.”

“Why thank you, Gus. You’re a very good partner yourself.” Indali gave him a wide smile. “Your trigger pulls always give me butterflies. We should go to the firing range soon. I’d really like to put some rounds downrange with you.”

That… sounds very different than what it sounds like.

I wonder if… no. Maybe?

Glancing over, he found Melody, Janelle, Trish, and Vanessa all gathered around one computer. Going through something together.

“Does… someone firing you make you happy?” Gus asked softly.

Indali’s cheeks took on a faint red tone, and her grin grew wider.

“Not normally. But when you fire me, it definitely does things for me,” Indali said. “I want you to take me to a range and fire me. A lot. Until I tell you to stop. That isn’t a request.”

“I… understand,” Gus said. Indali was still in his right hand. And against all reason and training, he had his finger in the trigger guard. He was stroking the trigger itself.

“And stop fingering my trigger,” Indali said, looking directly at his hand. “It’s rather nice as far as foreplay goes, but unless you’re going to fire me off, quit it.”

Gus immediately jerked his finger out of the guard. “Yeah, sorry. Got it.”

He stuffed Indali into her holster, then stood up and belted her into place. Taking up the ammo can of rounds she’d pulled out as well, he began loading up the belt and the speed loaders.

Never heard of someone bonding to a Construct. Because that’s what this feels like.

A bonding.

Like how some types of wizards have bond mates or familiars.

Gus walked over to the computer everyone was clustered around and set down the ammo can. Pulling them out one by one, he started putting them into the belt and holster.

“See? It’s an uptick, but it only started the day after the crate was found,” Vanessa said, pointing to a number on the screen. “Before that, everything looked normal. But it’s only been like two weeks since then. It’s not enough to really say it’s real. Could just be a really bad week.”

“I don’t know,” Trish said. “That seems an awful lot like something these people would do given their past record.”

“I would agree,” Melody said. “Not to mention, these are just incidents that were reported to hospitals, right? There’s no telling how many happened that weren’t diagnosed or reported.”

“I mean… yeah,” Vanessa said with a sigh. “That’s always the problem, I guess. How many of these occur that no one ever reports due to fear?”

“Quite a few,” Gus said as he stuffed rounds in their place. “Saw it when I was enlisted. They’d rather suffer it out than report it. Literally death was a preferable option for some people. They didn’t want to lose their careers.”

“Which means… this is likely the same,” Melody said. “Assuming that, it means this could just be a higher week of reports on top of that. Not that it’s an actual increase.”

“Call up your CIs,” Janelle said. “Start asking around. See what they say. Chances are they’d have a better idea if there’s some bad stuff going around.”

“Any chance of there being military CIs, Colonel?” Gus asked, glancing at the freshly minted colonel. “Kinda hard to believe all these drugs are going through and no one’s popping them open and selling around base.”

“As far as we can tell, that’s actually what’s happening. No one is stealing from the crates, selling, or distributing,” Janelle said, shaking her head.

“Which lines back up with everything else we know about this group,” Melody said. “They have an absolute control over everything.”

“Oh,” Gus said, suddenly remembering a critical piece of information. One he couldn’t really say aloud because Indali was there.

Then again, she already knows I’m a telepath. She took that conversation pretty well.

Why wouldn’t I tell her all about me? At this point, I can’t really imagine putting her away.

And if she’s coming with me forever forward, she’ll find out eventually.

Everyone was staring at him now, wondering what he was going to say. His “oh” statement having been followed by silence.

Clearing his throat, he looked at Indali, who lifted her eyes from the paper she was working on.

“Indali, I’m not human,” Gus said.

“Of course you’re not.” Indali looked confused. “That was obvious from the telepathy.”

“I’m a Boogieman,” Gus said without any buildup or warning.

The room became deathly silent.

“I… see. Okay,” Indali said. Then she licked her lips, clearly processing what he’d just told her. “Okay. I suppose we’ll be working together for a very long time then. I met a Boogieman while I was in prison. He said he was over nine hundred years old. Looked like he was only thirty.”

Suppose having met one previously makes it easier for her. We’re not ‘kill on sight’ everywhere, are we?

Maybe we are.

Too much has happened for anyone to really trust us. It’d be naive to think a government would want to give us a chance.

It’d be like trusting nuclear weapons to not explode when detonated.

“With that said,” Gus continued, looking back at the others. “There was someone watching us in the yard. That’s who I sent Janelle to look at. Another Boogieman.”

“A Boogieman,” Melody repeated, tilting her head to one side. “That’s… curious. Other than you, our friend I gave to my nephew-in-law, your mother, and your sister, I’ve never met another. Not even heard of another.”

“That’s… not everything,” Gus said. “I apparently ripped open a portal that had been left behind when I tracked Janelle. I didn’t fly out to that prison.”

“A portal,” Vanessa said.

“A portal. Apparently from a planar lord. The Curator said it sounded like a planar lord or something like it,” Gus said.

“Is that all he said?” Melody asked. “About the portal and the planar lord?”

“Yeah. Didn’t seem like it really interested him, more of a passing thing,” Gus said. “Why, is that significant?”

“Yes and no.” Melody frowned. “I can ask my nephew-in-law to check on the portal. He’s a planar lord. He could probably even tell us who made it if he gets there soon enough. I’ll give him a call. Probably not a terrible time for you to meet him and my niece anyways.”

“What’s he like?” Gus asked curiously.

“He’s an Incubus. Sex Demon,” Melody said, pulling out her cell phone. “Hottest man alive you’ll ever meet. Though I swear if he brings Jes along I’m going to beat him to death.

“The last thing I need is for you to see a Succubus. I may be confident, but I’m not that confident.”

“Never met an Incubus, Succubus, or planar lord,” Gus said. “Met Demons and demon-kind aplenty though.”

“It’s… complicated,” Melody said. “They’re Demons, but not. It’s like calling a fallen Angel a Demon. They’re really not. They’re just Angelics.”

Shaking his head, Gus didn’t bother trying to follow that. He’d never done well with the Demons, Angelics, or Devils. There was too much crossover into religious territory that made him leery of the whole thing.

“Looking at the map, it seems like all the incidents are central in one area,” Vanessa said, staring at her screen. “I’ll call that area first.”

Trish nodded, then took Gus and Janelle by the arms and led them away. Toward Indali.

“Now, how about you two, Indali, Hailey, and I all go have lunch? I think we have a lot to talk about,” Trish said, smiling at Gus. “Besides, those two will be quite busy for a while with their own tasks.”

Gus couldn’t really deny that he expected both Vanessa and Melody to be neck deep in their dealings for a little while.

“We can bring them back some food,” Trish said. “And in the meantime, we can figure out what we can do to assist. It wouldn’t do for us to sit around doing nothing.

“Even if it’s just cleaning.”

Except Gus didn’t quite believe her. He was detecting faint undertones in her voice. Something that almost always had to do with her Dryad nature.

What are you plotting, Trish, and why do I get the feeling I won’t like it?


Chapter 21 - Dinner

 

Driving onto the naval yard grounds once again, Gus really wasn’t sure how to carry himself.

Last time he’d come through it was with a captain and by invitation.

This time he was with a colonel and had a handwritten, authorized, assigned, and validated in triplicate pass from a two-star general and the only living director of the Fed, past or present.

That was more than enough clearance for most anyone who’d be on the base. There certainly wasn’t a rear admiral or above on base, or anyone who would be willing to go after the Fed and a major general who was on board.

Gus walked up to the guard and held the orders out to the man.

Who waved him away visibly, not even wanting to touch the orders.

“Just go on in, Agent,” said the gate guard. “Base commander—that’s Captain Hershey, sir—made everyone aware of your arrival.”

Captain Hershey, huh? That’d be the navy equivalent of a colonel in the army, right? Step below a rear admiral or a brigadier general.

Pretty sure it is. 

Looks like our glorious leader Fin rang someone’s bell in the Navy.

“Thank you.” Gus handed the envelope back to Melody, who was sitting in the passenger seat.

After what’d happened last time, they’d been told to drive up in a black-on-black sedan.

That and Melody had insisted on coming.

It was Gus, Melody, Vanessa, Janelle, and Trish all in the car. Minus the addition of Janelle, this felt a lot like “the team” when Gus thought about it.

The new recruits were nice, and Indali had a place at his side, but the team was the women he’d be living with for a long time.

“Goodness,” Melody said after Gus’s window rolled back up. “With that kind of response, it’s almost as if the base commander got their ass handed to them. They knew who you were without wanting to see anything of you.”

 “Not quite,” Janelle said. “I looked into it a bit. Being a full colonel granted me far more in the way of available information than I thought it would.

“The previous base commander, a captain as well, was immediately detained after what happened was reported up. They were found dead in their cell from what appears to be suicide.”

Fat chance of that.

They sent another Boogieman assassin, I bet. Using those nasty little portals, they could get one in there. Up close and personal without an issue.

“I think… that’s the base commander,” Janelle said. “On the left.”

Gus looked away from the road he was following. Off to one side was a man in a naval officer uniform. He was a bit too far away for Gus to see his ranking insignia.

“That’s him,” Janelle confirmed a few seconds later.

Where the base commander stood was next to a parking spot that had clearly been set aside for Gus.

Holy shit, Fin. Did you skull-fuck the Navy?

Remind me not to piss her off.

Pulling into the space that felt like it had been set aside for them specifically, Gus got out with some celerity. He didn’t want the base commander standing there waiting for him.

There was a certain amount of respect one had to pay to a rank, regardless of the person.

Respect the rank, not the man.

Getting out, Gus adjusted his coat, making sure Indali was there at his side.

“What is it?” she asked in her own mind. He’d taken to simply being linked to her at all times. It was easier that way, and it meant he could fine tune her shots with what he wanted her to do.

“Uh… nothing. Just… making sure you were at my side,” Gus thought back to her.

“I’m here, Gustavus. Don’t fret,” Indali’s tone had a smile in it.

“You must be Agent Hellström,” said the captain, holding out a hand to Gus. He had dark-brown hair, soft blue eyes, and a stern-looking face in his forties. “I’m Captain Hershey. Most just call me Hershey.”

“Yeah, that’s me. Thanks for greeting us, Captain Hershey,” Gus said, taking the man’s hand. It was firm. He didn’t try to pull Gus in or push him away, and he didn’t try to turn his palm toward the ground or crush his hand.

Confident, intelligent, cautious.

He’s a survivor.

“Thanks for the welcome,” Gus said.

“Mm. Isn’t every day I get an admiral calling me to give me orders who isn’t my direct superior.” The captain released Gus’s hand. “Not sure who the hell your boss is, but they’ve got half the Navy bending over and the other half begging to be bent over rather than what they think is coming.”

Gus didn’t know how to respond to that.

It sounded like Fin had way more power than Gus had even begun to suspect.

“I just work for the Fed,” Gus said as the captain turned toward Melody.

The captain shook each person’s hand and exchanged simple pleasantries.

“Well, Mr. Just Works For The Fed, my orders were simple. Give you the keys to the base, answer any questions you have, and get the fuck out of your way,” the captain said. “Anything you need?”

“Access to that building right there.” Gus pointed back to the entry gate. The same building Janelle had vanished in.

“And access to a ship that’s landing tomorrow at around noon,” Melody said. “No one can get off the boat, no item can leave it, and we need it locked down completely. But no one can know that’s the order until it’s pulled into port.

“We can’t risk something happening to the cargo or crew before it arrives.”

The captain’s eye twitched at that, but then he nodded his head.

“Consider it done,” he said. “As for the building, burn that fucker down for all I care. It seems to be the center of a great deal of woes I’m dealing with. Might actually make my life easier if it went up in an inferno.”

“Problems?” Gus asked, curious.

“Yeah, problems. Never-ending ones,” Captain Hershey said. “Missing requisition papers, missing personnel and paperwork, what one of the night guards thinks is a non-existent cat that has everyone believing the damn thing is haunted.

“Already had a damn Contractor come out and give it a clean bill of health, but that won’t change superstition.”

Whoopsie daisy. I hope they didn’t do anything to the guard.

“Nothing else?” Hershey asked, looking from person to person.

“I’d ask to see all the paperwork on that building,” Janelle said. “But I get the impression you don’t have it and would love to see it yourself.”

“Damn right I would,” Hershey said with a huff. “I’ve been here all of two days and I already hate my life.”

Gus grinned; he couldn’t help himself.

All soldiers complained. It was what they were best at. Didn’t matter what service, branch, department, affiliation—you complained.

And complained loudly.

“I’ll be sure to let my boss know you were most helpful, Captain,” Gus said sincerely. The man had definitely gone out of his way to make sure Gus and his team felt welcomed.

Hershey nodded at that. “I’ll be in my office if you need me. Still settling in.”

Without anything else said, the man turned and started heading away.

“I can only imagine what Fin did,” Melody said. “But I’m so glad… so very glad… that you called the Curator in front of her.”

In other words, if she does find something out about me, she’ll be less likely to do anything about it.

Saying nothing, the group fell in behind Janelle as she led the way. She was dressed in a service uniform and had the look of someone you didn’t want to get in the way of.

She’d already been vanished once after heading into this building.

Moving up to the front, Gus leaned in toward Janelle.

“Might want to get a hold of Navy IT and see if we can’t pull a backup of their personnel database,” Gus said. “I can’t imagine the number of people who can just delete records is large. More than likely they’d have to leave some type of trail behind one way or another.”

“I assumed the same,” Janelle said. “Was planning on having it dug into. This isn’t just some… company. This is a branch of the military. I can’t even begin to think for a moment that they’d be able to get rid of all the safeguards made specifically to track this sort of thing.”

“Me neither,” Gus said, stopping in front of the building.

Janelle reached for the door, but it was locked up tight. She couldn’t pull it open.

“Hm,” Melody said. “Maybe Captain—”

“Ah, sorry about that,” said a young man walking up to Gus’s group. There was a light sheen of perspiration on his brow, as if he’d been running. “Captain sent me over with the keys.”

In several seconds, the door was unlocked and pulled open wide by the young man.

“I’ll just wait here in case there’s anything else you’d like opened,” said the man as he held the door.

Wordlessly, Gus’s team trooped in and went through the lobby.

“Guess I spoke too soon,” Melody murmured as Janelle tapped the elevator door button. “Captain Hershey is doing exactly what he said he would. We really should tell Fin he complied completely.”

“That’d be the plan,” Gus said. 

The elevator doors slid open with a ding and everyone filed in.

Janelle tapped the top floor, and the doors shut once more.

Then Gus felt a hand on his rear end. Long fingers grazed along the curve of his bottom.

Unsurprised, Gus didn’t even need to look over his shoulder to know it was Trish. She got a bit handsy in private situations now. The shy, quiet woman was only visible in public and around others.

In private, she was something else entirely.

When the elevator dinged the top floor, her hand left his backside as if it had never been there.

“This is where I just… can’t remember anything more,” Janelle said, walking straight out of the elevator and towards the office.

Yanking the door open, Janelle stomped inside and looked around.

“They really did clear everything out. This was decorated and looked like any number of offices I’d seen before.” Janelle turned to the others. “I can’t see the portal though.”

“It’s there,” Gus said, walking over. He could still see the magic dot, though it was little bigger than an ant now. He could feel it more than see it. “It’s much smaller now.”

“The residue fades with time,” Melody said, pulling papers out of the folder she’d been holding. “Don’t touch it though. We really don’t want to alert anyone on the other side we’re here.”

“Huh.” Gus looked away from the portal. “Hadn’t planned on it. It’s rather cold over there right now.”

“Very cold,” Janelle grumbled.

“Speaking of your excursion,” Vanessa said with a frown. She hadn’t taken it very well when they’d explained Janelle had been naked and clutching Gus for their entire escape from the prison. “I got an interesting email the other day. From one Serafina.”

“Don’t know any Serafinas,” Gus said, leaning up against the desk. He was watching Melody laying the papers she’d just pulled out onto the ground.

“Yes we do,” Janelle said, walking over to Gus and tapping his hip. “Move over.”

Gus complied, moving over to the middle of the desk and looking at Janelle.

“We do?” he asked.

“The PID office. You used her cell phone.” Janelle took the spot he’d just vacated and leaned up on the desk in the same way he was. “That was her name. Serafina.”

“Well, apparently she did some digging after she met you,” Vanessa said, watching Gus with her brow slightly lowered. “She emailed me asking for info about you. Apparently whatever database they’re working with hasn’t been updated. I was still listed as PID.”

“Oh, she emailed me as well,” Trish said, coming over to sit on Gus’s other side. She pressed her hip up into his. “I forwarded it over to Mel.”

“She wants a job,” Melody said, leaning over the center paper on the ground. “She put together everything she knew about Gus, what she’d figured out about the situation, and what happened with the prison. She used it as her resume, I guess.

“She starts next week. Who am I to not hire someone that determined and intelligent? I think she and I will get along fabulously when I have to find puzzles for Reixhitz for his annual contract.”

“Who?” Gus asked.

“Oh, he’s a Torment. My nephew-in-law introduced me to him. He’s a really old spirit with a great deal of knowledge available, and he can find things,” Melody said. She was pressing the tip of a blade to her fingertip. “He’s the spirit I contracted Orange to for power.”

Ah. Extra-planar spirit.

No sooner had Melody’s blood drop hit the paper than a portal opened up right there.

A man stepped through immediately, followed by a woman.

They were both the single most attractive people Gus had ever seen in his entire life.

The man had long dark brown hair in a ponytail that looked extremely out of fashion. He was dressed in business casual and looked like he was ready to go out for dinner. His eyes were dark. Almost black.

The woman next to him was incredible. It was the only word that could describe her.

She had long, dark brown hair and dark blue eyes that were almost purple. Describing her as being easy on the eyes was putting it mildly. If he ever saw someone better looking, he’d eat his own badge.

Beyond that, she looked like she’d been built one surgery at a time and had a perfect body.

“Mel!” shouted the woman, hopping out of the portal and wrapping up Melody in a hug. “How are you?”

“Hey, Jes,” Melody said, hugging the woman back. She sounded partially annoyed, but still happy. “Fine. Good to see you. You weren’t around when I visited last time.”

“Oh, you know, business. Was a small cartel, but they were worth some money,” said the woman apparently named Jes.

“This is Jes,” Melody said as she held the woman out at her side. “Jes, this is Gus, Janelle, Trish, and Vanessa. Janelle isn’t one of my contracts. Gus is my Indigo.”

“I’m so excited you finally got your Indigo,” Jes said, patting Melody on the shoulder.

Rather… strange.

“Oh, he’s rather handsome,” said the man, walking up next to Melody and getting a hug from her as well. “And a Boogieman? Goodness. Didn’t you luck out?”

“Yes. Yes I did,” Melody said, her cheeks coloring. “Ah… this is Sam. My niece’s husband.”

Gus nodded his head at the man, trying not to look at the woman. She gave him an uncomfortable feeling he didn’t quite like.

“So. Portal?” Sam asked, looking at Melody.

“Oh, yes. Gus said it’s right over there.” Melody pointed toward the general area.

“Really? Hm. I’m afraid I can’t sense it,” Sam said as he moved over that way.

“It’s right there.” Gus pointed at it.

“Ah… I’m afraid it’s beyond my senses,” Sam said, peering at the spot Gus indicated. “Could you perhaps come over and show me more closely?”

Gus shrugged, then got up walking over. He held a finger up right next to dot.

“Here,” he said.

Sam got in close to the spot, his eyes seeming to search for anything at all.

“Can’t… see it,” he said finally. “I’m sorry.”

Frowning, Gus let his control over himself slip.

Instantly, he became the Boogieman. It was easier to do since he’d nearly died. Since his weeks of lying in bed with a touchy-feely Nymph he couldn’t do anything with.

Reaching up with a single claw tip, Gus pulled down on the portal.

It immediately ripped open and continued to do so as he pulled on it.

Till it was finally a size anyone could walk through to the other side.

“There,” Gus said, his voice sounding like a growl in his ears.

Faintly, he could scent fear from Janelle for a second, but then it faded entirely.

From both Sam and Jes though, he could smell fear.

Taste it.

It was distinctly different from anything he’d ever encountered before. Turning to look at the man next to him, Gus took in a sniff.

Sulfur and… flowers?

And the woman is more like roses and… I can’t identify it. Almost like oil.

Staring at Gus, Sam looked slightly unnerved, but he smiled nonetheless.

“Remember a long time ago when I told you I didn’t want a Boogieman for a foe?” Sam asked, looking toward Jes. “This is why.”

“I… yes. I see now,” said the woman.

“Though… this portal… I know it,” the man said with a sigh.

“Is it her?” asked Jes.

“No.” Sam shook his head. “But it’s another taught by her. Much like the last one. Though that seems odd. From everything Melody said, this organization you’re after… doesn’t seem like a plot she’d get herself into.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Jes said, shaking her head. “Not after everything we’ve seen and gone through.”

“I’m sorry, who?” Gus asked, slightly annoyed.

“Ahem, ah… someone who doesn’t need to be named or even become a concern for you. I promise you, they’re completely uninvolved, except for perhaps teaching whoever made this portal.” Sam indicated the glittering oval of magic. “I can certainly put together something that might help you track down this portal maker. Though I can’t guarantee it won’t lead you around for months in the chase.”

A hunt? Mm. I could do with a hunt right about now.

“That’ll be fine,” Gus said. “I don’t mind hunting.”

Sam nodded and then grabbed the portal on each end with one hand. Then he brought them together with a soft pat.

There was a grinding noise as he flexed his hands together. Then a crack, like someone breaking a pencil in half. 

“And there we are,” Sam said. Holding out his left hand to Gus, he opened it.

Inside his palm was a small glowing stone. It was a strange blue color.

“Merely hold on to it and, provided you’re at a location they’ve been, it will lead you ever onward toward them. Will only work if the spell or ‘scent’ as it were was there within the last day or two,” Sam said. “Obviously that means you’ll need to find a fresh trail, and then you’re off to the races, as they say.”

Grunting at that, Gus took the stone from the man.

For whatever reason Gus had a strange desire to eat the stone. To put it in his mouth and swallow as if it were nothing more than a pair of pain killers.

He couldn’t explain it, but he wanted to devour it. It was an almost overwhelming compulsion.

To eat it, right then and there.

Then suddenly he did just that, popping it into his mouth and swallowing it down with a grimace.

“I…” Sam said, clearly at a loss.

“I don’t know why, so don’t ask,” Gus said, flexing his hand. “I wanted to eat it. Really badly. It was… almost like a demand from someone else.”

Looking down at himself, Gus couldn’t feel anything different. Everything felt normal.

Nothing out of the ordinary.

Though he definitely could feel that there was magic working. It was constantly seeking out more of itself.

“I see,” Sam said, his confusion clearing up. “I guess that’s not terribly surprising. I don’t envy you for when you have to get that stone to pass later, though, once it’s removed of all its magic.

“The hunter spell should fade once you find your target in person.”

“Uh… why isn’t it surprising, Sam?” Melody asked. “Because I’m pretty surprised.”

“Because he isn’t just a normal Boogieman,” Sam said, staring at Gus. “I mean, I know he’s a telepath as well as a Boogieman, but… that’s not all.

“In fact, I think I met your mother once. You remember her, Jes?”

“She was beautiful,” said the woman.

“What about my mother?” Gus said with a hint of annoyance.

“What’s your family lineage?” Sam said, not answering the question.

“Dunno. Mom never knew her parents,” Gus said with a shrug.

“A long time ago there was a particular family of Boogiemen that were… different,” Sam said. “I don’t want to say any more till I know more, but it isn’t a bad thing. Just different. Like saying a Husky is different than a Malamute.”

Gus growled. He wanted to hit this man.

“Okay, okay! They were sanctioned and blessed. By churches and deities alike. They were used to hunt down rogue Angelics,” Sam said. “Far as I know, the line died out, but it was said they often devoured planar magic.”

“And?” Gus asked, his patience very thin.

“Planar magic is just another way to say Angelic magic. Angelic beings are just… planar beings that use planar magic. That’s simplifying a lot of complex things considerably,” Sam said. “And that spell you just ate was planar magic.”

“Whatever,” Gus said, then shook his head, pushing himself back into his human guise. “Anyways. Job to do. Nothing more you can tell us?”

“Not about this portal,” Sam said. “Other than to tell you whoever the planar magician was, they were about average strength. Slightly stronger than your Elven sorceress over there.”

Gus didn’t say anything to that, turning to Melody instead.

“Okay,” Melody said, getting the hint. “Let’s have dinner and get ready for that boat arrival.”


Chapter 22 - Bagged

 

Watching from a nearby building, Gus was rather impressed with Captain Hershey’s handling of the order he’d been given.

Not only had the base commander taken the order and run with it, he’d executed a plan that ran to the best of his ability to carry out that order.

Taking an egotistical officer’s approach, the base commander had deemed that the Merribund would be subjected to a captain’s inspection of its crew and ship.

It would be his very first such inspection, so it was being given all the proper pomp and circumstance. There was also an expectation for all the crew to be present and accounted for at this little ceremony.

Gus had no idea if it was a real thing, if Captain Hershey was pulling fluff from his ass, or if it was all just frippery.

“I like him,” Melody said. “He’s trying very hard to do everything we asked him.”

“He is. I honestly thought we were going to get about as much pull as a cat convincing a dog to hand over a bone,” Vanessa said. “Maybe less than that, actually.”

“Normally I’d agree,” Janelle offered. They were all watching through a window to see what would happen. “Army doesn’t much care for the Fed poking around in our business. I imagine the other branches are the same or worse.

“That was before I got promoted several grades and shoved into the Fed as a liaison.”

“I was going to bring that up,” Trish murmured. “It would seem either the Fed has more power than we ever imagined, or things are that much worse.”

The Dryad leaned in closer to Gus, till her hip pushed into his.

“Probably the latter,” Gus said. “I’m really starting to think maybe the Curator had the right idea. Get out of town, lie real low, let it all blow over.”

“Why don’t we?” Melody asked. “Did we ever really talk about it? I mean… just on what we’ve already earned and have in the bank, we could live quite comfortably for a long while.”

That doesn’t even take into account all the blood money I get every month.

“Probably my fault,” Gus said. “I’m sure I’m the reason we’re not leaving. And that probably goes back to the fact that Mark wouldn’t leave.

“I can’t leave him here alone. I can’t.”

“And we’re not asking you to,” Trish said as a hand laid against the middle of his back. “I think we’re all well aware of how you two feel about one another.”

“Closer than brothers,” Vanessa said. “And speaking of that… my mom wants me to come over for dinner.”

“Guessing that’s an invitation for the rest of us as well,” Melody said.

“I wouldn’t go without you all… but… my mom’s not going to like it,” Vanessa said. “Not at all. Bad enough when I just had a girlfriend.”

“Then have her come over for dinner at our house,” Trish said, turning to look at Vanessa. “She just loves you, Ness. Invite your family over for dinner, show her the house, and ease her concerns. I’m sure you and I together can whip up something magical for everyone.”

“That’s actually a great idea,” Melody said. “Then we can invite Gus’s family over.”

“I’m afraid I have no family to invite over,” Trish said, her voice catching. “That’s… something we should talk about later, I think.”

That’s right. You’re not normal.

I’m very curious about you and your family.

“I only have one person I could invite over. My father,” Melody said. “But I think… maybe… no, it’s time to talk about that, too. When we talk about Trish’s family, I’ll talk about my father. Mom died a long time ago.”

Outside there was a scuffle.

People were suddenly moving in every direction, and it looked like there was actually a fight going on.

Then there were several gunshots.

“Holy shit,” Janelle said. Everyone except Trish, who Gus practically had to yank to the ground, immediately hit the floor.

Gus and Janelle were the first to lift up their heads and take a quick peek through the windows.

There was no more gunfire, but the mad scrum of people and bodies was still ongoing.

“Seems like someone really didn’t want to go without a fight,” Gus said. “I mean… would they even have a sidearm?”

“No,” Janelle said. “Navy doesn’t carry unless you’re an officer or a muppet. Even then… it’s typically reserved for an area where conflict could occur.”

“A muppet?” Trish asked.

“Military police,” Gus said, watching what was going on.

Slowly, the mad pit fight was clearing up.

Trish lifted her head and peeked out the window next to Gus.

When everyone finally stepped away, three people were at the center.

Two were down on the ground, unmoving. The third wasn’t far away on their knees.

Several people went off running in different directions while others shouted for something Gus couldn’t make out.

“Looks like…” Gus paused, trying to figure out what he was looking at. “Looks like the one closest to us shot the other two, then himself.”

“That’s my read as well,” Melody said. “Which means we might have one to talk to.”

The one on their knees slumped forward and hit the ground, slowly sprawling out.

“Make that none,” Vanessa said with a sigh. “This is just too much. Maybe we should kidnap my family, Gus’s family, and Mark. Throw them all in a truck and leave.”

“Going to bet that boat has a lot of stuff on it they really don’t want us to see, though,” Melody said. “So that’s kinda exciting. I can’t wait to peel it apart. Can’t wait.”

Looking over at the Contractor—who was more like his wife, now that he really thought about it—he found her Orange contract glowing rather brightly.

Of course, she’s excited. Something to solve.

A big something to solve. This case only seems to get bigger and bigger.

But… that Humanity First thing still doesn’t make sense to me.

The only answer I keep coming up with is whoever was posing as the coven wanted the HF movement to see it. To know of it.

Then to act on it and kill Dunyasha.

But Dunyasha was acting more like a normal mortal and wanted to bring the coven away from the more illegal activities and stick to white-collar stuff.

So that doesn’t make sense at all.

Shaking his head, Gus looked back out at the pier. People were working on all three downed suspects, trying to get them stabilized or their bodies working again.

Gus didn’t really think that’d happen.

 

***

 

Staring into the massive wooden crate, Gus found nothing but large transparent bags. The size of sandbags.

He wasn’t a rocket scientist, the world’s greatest detective, or a basement chemist, but he was willing to bet a considerable amount that this was what they were looking for.

Drugs, drugs, and more drugs.

“I don’t even know what to say,” Janelle said, peering down into the crate next to Gus. “Is this a lot? A little?”

“It’s more than I’ve ever seen in my entire life, added up,” Melody murmured, looking in from the other side. “Here, maybe this’ll put it in perspective.

“All of this requires not just chemical agents, but a medium. Blood of a Were or something like that for Vamp drugs, something similar from a Vamp for Were drugs. Or either for anyone else, really. All of this required a living being in one way or another. I’m going to bet they’re not exactly letting people ‘heal up’ between uses. Blood is the best medium, and the body has a lot of it.”

In other words… a whole lot of people probably died to make this.

“On top of that,” Melody continued. “This is all a very new market. It isn’t something that can be produced everywhere. This is… this is a lot of money. In this crate alone.”

Melody walked away from the crate and went to one side. She had a hand on her chin and seemed to be deep in thought. Her Orange contract was burning away as she stood there.

Janelle gave Gus a smile and then left, walking over to the next crate. With her were several sailors with crowbars.

Joining Melody, Gus stuck his hands together behind his back.

“Out of curiosity, what would you put the value of that crate at?” Gus asked.

“That crate? Twenty million, easily,” Melody said. “The problem is there are another ten crates I’m pretty sure are the same. Then another twenty crates I suspect could be the same, but I’m not sure.”

“Speaking of that, how’d you figure out this was where we needed to be? I never asked,” Gus inquired.

“Oh… a guess, really,” Melody said, turning to him with a smile. Slowly, her Indigo contract began to glow. “When I started really digging through all the records we had, I couldn’t find anything that would single out the crate they’d found. It was clean, no errors, no issues. Nothing that would indicate it was wrong at all.”

Gus nodded.

“Okay, I mean… that’d make sense. If you didn’t want it flagged, you’d need to make sure it had no reason to be inspected,” he said.

“Well, that became my criteria,” Melody said with a shrug. “They were so meticulous in their attempts to make sure it’d get through, and that’s what I began to look for.

“Once I set that as my limiter, I started working through everything to see if I could identify what could be a possible shipment.”

Smirking, Gus found he understood exactly what she was talking about.

If he was in charge of pushing crates through, he wouldn’t care if one was perfect. He’d push it through and think nothing of it. In fact, the more perfect, the better.

The less work he’d have to do.

They weren’t being inspected for authenticity, just problems. The scope of the search didn’t match the problem being looked for.

“Except every time I felt like I’d found something, I’d find the cargo didn’t exist. Gone. Vanished,” Melody said. “As if it never existed and never would. Just… poof.”

“I suppose that’s a confirmation in and of itself,” Gus said with a snort.

“I mean, yes? But also, no. Needed confirmation,” Melody said. “So… I searched for any cargo like what I’d found that was out at sea when this all went down. And here we are.”

“Mm. Well thought out, a logical answer, and brilliant in a quirky sort of way,” Gus said, smiling at Melody. “Sounds like you to the millionth decimal point.”

Sticking her tongue out to one side, Melody smiled back at him.

“I love you,” she said, and her Indigo flashed brightly.

“Love you, too,” Gus said. “So… let me guess… based on this, and what you’ve been finding with the missing cargo… this drug route is toast.”

“I’d believe so, yes,” Melody said, putting her hands on her hips. Her humor vanished immediately. “Annoyingly so. Sure, we’ve probably stopped it, knocked it down and given it a good thrashing. But that doesn’t mean it’s over or gone.

“No one would give up on making as much money as this was probably pulling in. I mean… come on, Gus. That’s a lot of money.”

Gus sighed and looked at Janelle. She and her helpers were moving crate to crate. Each one with drugs was meant to be marked with a red piece of tape on the side. Of the seven crates they’d opened, seven were marked.

“Hershey’s going to need to pull a damn platoon to guard this boat, with the amount of money on it,” Gus muttered.

“Yeah, definitely going to be a problem,” Melody said. “Big one. Think Ness and Trish got a hold of Mark?”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “Probably. The bigger question, though is whether this is the end of this little case. It’s not really…”

He didn’t know how to put it, but it felt unfinished to him.

“Yeah. It’s not finished. Even if the case gets closed because the end goal was met, it isn’t… done. Or over, even.” Melody shook her head. “I’m really starting to dislike this whole ‘case is the case’ thing. I want to be working on the larger problem here. Working on it and trying to fix it.

“Their goal is probably the same—expose the Para world to the normal world and force a joining. I just don’t know how this all plays into it. It doesn’t really seem to fit. Not at all. Which means I’m missing pieces, or this isn’t connected at all.”

“And either of those answers is a scary one,” Gus said. “Yeah… I know. And I agree. But that’s how it goes. We report our findings, push it up, and let them all handle it. We’re not leading the investigation; we’re just cogs in the machine that’s working on it.”

“I hate being a cog,” Melody said. Then she grinned. “Well, I liked being a cog between you and Trish. That was heavenly.”

Rolling his eyes, but grinning nonetheless, Gus shook his head.

“You’re so stupid, but I love you,” he said. “I’m going to go check on Ness and Trish. See if they got a hold of Mark and go from there.

“You’re confident they’ve pulled out?”

“After this bust, they won’t be putting anything through the military again,” Melody said. “They’ve definitely pulled out. Exactly the opposite of what you did.”

Sighing, and feeling a weird flutter at the back of his skull at the memory of last night in the hotel room with Vanessa, Trish, and Melody, Gus waved a hand and left.

The last thing he needed right now was his mind going down that road.

When he got to the top of the ship, Gus found Vanessa and Trish off to one side. Vanessa was talking to someone on her phone while Trish looked like she was contemplating feeding the fish.

Then she did, spewing out everything in her stomach in a violent fashion.

I’ll need to remember that. Dryads don’t belong on boats.

“Oh, honey,” Vanessa said, laying a hand on Trish’s back. Then Vanessa looked up to find that Gus was right there. “Ah! Gus is here. Talk to him. I need to take care of Trish.”

Handing the phone off to Gus, Vanessa immediately started attending to Trish.

“…what? Okay. That’s not a problem. I do love me some Gussy,” Mark said on the phone as Gus put it to his ear.

“Hey,” Gus said.

“Hi sweetie, how’s work?” Mark asked.

“’S alright,” Gus said, walking away from Vanessa and Trish. “Though I get the impression this is probably the end of the road for the case. Not the problem behind it, though.”

“Yeah, that’s what I got from Vanessa,” Mark said. “What does Melody think? What do you think?”

“Melody’s positive this one is done. They won’t use the same method of transport now that we’re aware of it,” Gus said. “I mean, we wouldn’t take the same patrol route if they knew where we were coming from, ya know? Same thing. No reason to ever use this shipping method again unless they figure out a better way to disguise it.”

“Yeah,” Mark said. “Pity. I was hoping we’d actually be able to make a bust. Shutting it down is almost as good.”

“Did Vanessa mention that the value of the drugs we found is already something like a hundred million in street value?” Gus asked.

“Ah…” Mark said, then went silent.

Gus grinned, walking to the edge of the boat. Staring out at the water beneath him, he waited quietly.

He didn’t get to surprise Mark with good news as often as he’d like.

“No, she hadn’t gotten to that part yet,” Mark said finally.

“Yeah. Probably going to be somewhere between two hundred million and five hundred million,” Gus said. “All designer Were, Vamp, and Para stuff is my bet. It’s high value and easy to sell.”

“Mmm,” Mark said, the sound of his chair squeaking loud over the phone.

“You didn’t actually take your stupid chair, did you?” Gus asked, laughing.

“It’s my chair. I like my chair.” Mark sounded defensive. “They can buy a new one. Fuck them.”

Closing his eyes, Gus laid his free hand over his brow. He was surrounded by people who needed to be on a sitcom.

“So, what you’re telling me is my budget is going to get bigger, and I might get another commendation, a promotion, or something else,” Mark said.

“See if Fin will blow you,” Gus said.

“Alas, even though I know she would, I cannot allow it,” Mark said. “Kelly would never let me have another wife. It’s a pity, isn’t it? A man as handsome as I am, committed to only one woman.

“Though I can only imagine how aggressive Fin would be about it. Mm. Mm mmm. Love me some aggressive.”

“Right. Anyways, am I done here now?” Gus asked. “I get to go back and do silly easy crap around home?”

“Well, no. Actually, that’s not happening,” Mark said. “Because I can pretty much tell you what’s going to happen next. In fact, I bet you could even guess it if you tried hard enough.”

Gus didn’t bother to respond. He didn’t really want to play this game with Mark right now.

He really wanted to go home and tell his mom, dad, and sister they should be getting emergency packs ready. A planned route away from the city, go-bags, and a location they could settle into for a while to survive what might become a Para Armageddon.

All things he wouldn’t risk saying over a phone line, no matter how many times someone could swear to him it was clean and no one was listening.

“You’re going to have to play babysitter,” Mark said. “I’ve no doubt that Fin, Bennett, and probably someone in a political position will want to come bask in the glory you’ve wrought.

“Just have Melody be your point person and let her handle all the ass and ring kissing. She’ll handle it better than you could ever even attempt to.”

“Right,” Gus said, shaking his head in frustration. “Right. Because… right. I honestly should have expected that, I guess. It’s not something that can be ignored from a headlines point of view.”

“Exactly,” Mark said. “They’ll claim it was a civilian ship, not military, and that it’s cocaine, not Para drugs. One massive moment for photography, headlines, and voter trust.

“All for the low, low price of a day’s salary for a handful of agents.”

“Fine, fine. Got it,” Gus said. “It’s all stupid.”

“I know. I even agree with you, but that’s the world we’re in,” Mark said.

“Durh,” Gus said, deciding to broach the subject. “I want to leave. And I want you to leave, too. I’ve got a feeling this is going to go sideways harder than anything ever has before.”

Mark didn’t respond. He was silent and unmoving.

“Positive?” Mark asked.

“Positive,” Gus said. “Beyond positive. Need a plan.”

“I understand. I can’t leave, though,” Mark said. “But I can plan. When you get back?”

“Yeah, that’d be fine. Just start thinking about it. I really don’t think this’ll be fun for anyone,” Gus said. “And it’s going to get real bad.”

“Yeah, got it. Alright, see you when you get back in a week then, give or take,” Mark said. “Be sure you give it real good to Janelle for me. Those eyes were amazing. I bet she’d look great giving h—”

Gus disconnected the line, wondering why he even bothered with Mark sometimes.


Chapter 23 - Twists and Turns

 

Standing there like a useless pillar, Gus really didn’t know what to do with himself. In the end, there really hadn’t been anything left to do with the case.

Melody had identified a number of crates of interest. They had become exceedingly easy for her to pick out given their lack of problems.

Except that every time someone went to go check on one, they came back with nothing. Didn’t matter who they sent, in what state or at what time, every crate was gone.

As if they’d never been there.

No one knew anything. There was no paperwork, no video, no witnesses.

Nothing.

There was an ever-growing number of missing personnel, though. People who had been there one day and gone the next.

Gus didn’t feel the satisfaction of having shut down the entire ring and put its people into lockup. What he did have was the warm feeling of knowing he was causing whoever was behind this quite a bit of harm. These people would have to be picked up, moved, erased, and covered up as quickly as possible.

That was resources lost and spent, all for something his department had done.

And now that Janelle got that database backup safely secured, they can start figuring out who went where. That’ll be a lovely starting point for a wanted list.

Which means they’ll have to burn all those agents, or never let them work in a forward-facing position again.

Yeah.

Not the win I wanted, but a win I’ll take.

“Agent Hellström, another splendid outcome from you and your team,” said Fin, walking up to him. She stuck her hand out between them, and Gus reacted instinctively.

Giving her a firm handshake, he forced himself to smile at her.

“Just doing our jobs,” he said.

Let’s… take a peek into her head. It’s worth the risk. Isn’t it?

It is.

It’s just to be sure. To be absolutely certain she’s on our side.

For all I know, she’s part of this whole conspiracy. The enemy clearly has some high-ranking people working with them.

For them.

Taking a wispy bit of power, he stuck it into Fin’s mind. He imagined gravity pulling it down into her mind all on its own, rather than him putting it in there.

“If you were just doing your job at an average level, I think you’d still be on your first case,” Fin said, letting go of his hand. “Not having turned a coven leader into an asset and shut down a military-run drug ring for what seems to be a multi-billion-dollar business.”

True. This is all revenue they’ll never be able to access in such a way again.

Sinking ever deeper into her mind, Gus began to see her thoughts.

It was different this time, though. With how he had entered to how he was using his power, it was more like what his father had always described to him.

He felt like a bird soaring over a highway.

Below him were Fin’s thoughts, racing along without anyone the wiser. On each side of the freeway were parking lots.

Filled to the brim with parked cars. Some looked mundane, some were armed and armored, and a few others seemed to be on fire or burnt to nothing.

Taking a look at one hot-pink sedan as it zoomed by, Gus found it was indeed a thought.

A stray one.

Or so he guessed by the fact that she seemed to be thinking of a man. Her lover, to be exact.

And that they’d had a very wild night of passion the night she’d gotten on the flight that had taken her out here. On top of that, she was looking forward to tonight.

Except that was the extent of what he could glean from it. There were no details about the act, or the man.

Then it was gone faster than he could keep up with, zipping along the road.

Yeah.

Definitely a lot more like how dad always described it.

It’s… different.

Limited but also more useful, in a way.

“Yeah, well, just doing our job,” Gus said. “That’s really all it is.”

“Just like when you were deployed?” Fin asked.

“Yeah,” Gus said with a shrug. “You do the job and whatever you have to do to get back home. That’s the extent of it.”

“I’m not sure I completely buy that,” Fin said. “Come with me. There’s no reason for you to be standing here waiting. I know for a fact where the congresswoman will end up.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Gus said.

He’d been waiting quietly by an office door that was supposedly going to act as the reception for their guests. When no other instructions had been given to him, he’d figured that’d be the best place to wait.

Everyone else had been given other things to do. Like running down lists of names, cross-checking against inventory lists, and anything else under the sun.

Apparently only Gus was acting as their intermediary in the end.

It all felt rather odd to Gus, but he wasn’t going to question it since it had come from Mark. If it had been anyone else, he’d have been expecting a trap or worse.

Mark had said all of this had been Fin’s choice in the end. That and Mark wasn’t about to fight it. Even if it meant Gus would be uncomfortable.

Leading him along, Fin guided him toward a large office building on the other side of the naval yard. Which just happened to be right next to the warehouse where all the drugs were being held.

The hell…? Is this…? Were they testing me?

Testing my department?

When he focused in on Fin’s mind, there was a massive eighteen-wheeler parked off to one side. It looked brand new, was covered in guards, and seemed like something out of an apocalypse movie.

Easing in closer to it, Gus got his answer.

The congresswoman Fin had mentioned was the same one Gus had inadvertently saved. The one who’d been targeted by Humanity First.

Since then, there’d been multiple credible threats on her life.

Some of them originating from unexpected places and people. Several of which ended up linking back to the Fed, the military, or the PID.

Fin wanted to know just what he knew. Where his loyalties lay.

She’d tried to orchestrate for psykers to be on hand. Halfway through that process, though, she’d realized it would only push a loyal resource away if Gus was innocent, and it might risk injury to the few psykers they had working for them.

Either situation wasn’t something she really wanted to happen.

If Gus was loyal, he was one of the best agents she had on hand in the country. If he wasn’t, there was the distinct possibility of the psykers being harmed.

For the time being, she’d trust Gus, but her awareness of him was tenfold right now.

It was one of the reasons he was acting as the sole meet-and-greet functionary from his team. All the tasks Fin had assigned were just busywork to keep them away.

All of which she’d told Mark. To his face.

Because she wasn’t going to hide such a thing from him.

Which means Mark wanted to tell me but couldn’t, and he likely has a raging hard-on for Fin. An attractive woman in power, being direct with him and not pulling any punches?

Super hard-on.

“If you don’t mind me asking, ma’am,” Gus said as they got closer to their target. “Do you know where Mark will be sending me and my team after this?”

“I do indeed,” Fin said, giving him an easy smile. “I’m assigning you to this whole thing. Clearly there’s an organized group behind all this. Why not have the organized crime department handle it?

“It’s not as if I have that many agents at this point in time, and it isn’t as if you haven’t already earned your keep. After you meet the congresswoman and a few photos get taken, we can send you back home to work. After a week off, I’d say.”

“Oh. Oh, alright,” Gus said. He was rather pleased with the answer. He knew Melody would be incredibly happy about it as well. She’d been an eager little monster about everything piling up into one giant group to take on and figure out.

“The week off will give me time to have everything we have sorted and sent your way,” Fin continued, stopping in front of the door they’d been walking toward. “Admittedly, almost all of it was gathered by you in one way or another, but still… I did have a few analysts look it over. They’ll include their notes and anything they found relevant.”

“Great,” Gus said.

Fin smiled at him, then opened the door. “After you, Agent.”

Nodding his head, Gus entered ahead of the director.

Immediately inside, he found the congresswoman surrounded by men and women who were very clearly not human. They were also all armed.

The congresswoman herself looked to be in her late thirties or early forties. Young for certain to be in a government position.

Her hair was short, brown, and styled. Her eyes were a hard gray-blue that seemed to be weighing him as he walked through the door.

Beyond all that was her mask.

It didn’t just obstruct him from seeing what she truly was. In fact, it prevented him from even getting a hint about what she was. There was no magic leakage, no smells or scents, nothing that would give him a clue.

Which was strange, given what he was.

Additionally, there was a second barrier around her. One that radiated outward with what felt like a mental barrier.

Gus figured there’d be no one that could get into her head for any reason. Even his father probably couldn’t get through it.

He’d heard of such a thing before but had never experienced one. Whoever had done her mask must be beyond a master’s level.

And she would have had to get it done privately. There was no way something like that would ever be picked up by the government.

The cost would be astronomical.

“Agent Hellström!” said the congresswoman, walking over to him quickly. “I am so glad that you were able to take time out to see me.”

That’s… not quite right, is it?

Maybe Fin doesn’t trust the congresswoman, rather than the other way around. Thinking that perhaps she’d try to convert or corrupt her best agents.

She’s willing to use me because I’m a psysker but also Mark’s friend.

Is that it?

“Of course,” Gus said, shaking her outstretched hand. “Director Dresch said it was important to meet you, so I made certain to book the appropriate time to do so.”

He wasn’t above pitching a bone to his boss’s boss in a situation like this.

For her part, Fin ended up standing next to Gus, though she did look rather pleased right now.

“Glad to hear it, glad to hear it,” said the woman.

Gus still didn’t actually know her name.

If he’d heard it in the past, he didn’t remember it now.

“Of course, Congresswoman,” Gus said.

“Please, don’t ever say that again,” said the woman with a laugh. “Just call me Mrs. Newbin. That works just fine.”

“Of course, Mrs. Newbin,” Gus said. “That isn’t a problem.”

Feeling awkward at the silence, and wanting to cover it up but also get moving, Gus smiled at the congresswoman.

“I understand you’re here for some photos?” he asked. “I’d be happy to answer any questions you might have at the same time.”

“Oh, that’d be wonderful,” said Mrs. Newbin. “I really don’t know much about how it all happened. Could you explain it to me?”

“Ah, it’s honestly rather simple, ma’am,” Gus said. No one was moving to leave, and he realized that despite wanting to move things along, he wasn’t going to get his wish. Until they were ready to move or told to move, they would stay right here.

“We were working a joint operation with the army, through Colonel Ries,” Gus said, starting into the story.

 

***

 

Sighing, Gus closed the hotel room door behind him.

No one was there.

As far as he could tell, everyone was still out working. Apparently some of the “busywork” that’d been assigned had turned out to actually be useful.

Which meant Trish, Vanessa, and Melody were all still working.

Indali and Janelle were in a different room by themselves.

Walking into the hotel room, he had a moment of self-reflection. In that microcosm of a second, he felt like he used to.

Coming home to no one, nothing, and no purpose.

And he knew that it was mostly due to the fact that he’d spent the day around people he didn’t want to.

By himself.

Even Mark hadn’t been able to make it in the end, trapped doing some paperwork somewhere. Even though he’d flown out to be there for the photoshoot.

In the end, though, it’d been a rather good photo-op for the congresswoman and Fin.

Gus had done his best to stay out of everyone’s way and not be there.

The further he could remove himself, the better off he was.

Okay. Let’s do something. Find someone to talk to.

Taking a moment, he checked in on Indali through his connection to her mind.

She was working through a textbook right now on PID procedures. Most of her free time was always spent studying.

Let’s not bother her. We could always call mom instead. She’ll pick up.

Sitting here by myself is probably the worst possible thing to do.

As he pulled out his phone, Gus pulled his coat off as well.

He walked over to the couch, sat down, and adjusted Indali’s holster. After unlocking his phone, he tapped in his mother’s number and hit dial.

Holding the phone up to his ear, he heard it ring.

There was a firm knock on his door.

Gus ignored it, as anyone he gave a crap about had a keycard to get in. That meant whoever was at the door wasn’t someone he really wanted to talk to.

“Hey, Gus,” his mom said after the line picked up.

“Hey, how are ya Mom?” Gus asked, pushing his shoes off with one another.

“Pretty good. Not a whole lot going on,” she said. It sounded like she was cutting something. “Just making dinner for your father. You know how he is around this time of day. ‘I’m not hungry, I’m not hungry,’ then ten minutes after six, ‘I’m sorry dear, I’m rather famished.’”

Gus grinned. He could hear the love in his mom’s voice for his father.

“You know, honestly… I don’t know what I’m going to do once he’s gone,” his mother said with a heavy sigh. “Not something I counted on. Then again… I never thought I’d fall in love.”

There was a much firmer knock on his door this time.

“Gus?” called Janelle through the door.

“…always been there. You know?” his mom asked.

“Uh… this’ll sound weird, but I need to go,” Gus said. “There’s someone at my door that I can’t really ignore.”

“Oh, is this one of your new girlfriends?” his mom asked. “Melody and I were talking this morning and we started talking about her contracts. I think it was… Hailey, Chloe and… I forget the last two. One sounded rather foreign.”

“Mom, I love you, but I need to go,” Gus said, his lips pressing together.

“Oh, so it is. Alright,” his mom said with a laugh. “I’m so proud of you, by the way. Call me when you have time.”

Hanging up the line, he stuffed the phone into his pant pocket and went to the door.

Taking a quick glance through the peep hole, he found Janelle standing there.

He opened the door and sighed.

“What can I do for you?” Gus asked, leaning up against the door frame.

“I thought we could talk,” Janelle said. “Or… should talk. At least I think so.”

“Fine,” Gus said. A lot had happened between them, and he wasn’t surprised in the least that she wanted to talk. “Come on in. We’ll have a chat.”

Out of nowhere, Gus decided to read her mind as well. It’d help him guide the conversation. Without even having to try very hard, he picked up the thread of power he’d left inside her.

Instantly, he had a truckload of her thoughts rushing toward him.

In his hasty decision, he hadn’t taken his father’s route; he’d simply done what he’d always done.

Up front in Janelle’s mind were a few warring thoughts.

One was to kill Gus. Simply spin, raise the pistol in her hand, and shoot him in the head before he could react. Even though he was probably already reading her mind, he wouldn’t be fast enough.

Which was true.

The second thought was to seduce him and have a wild Elven sexual ritual of binding. Give away her virginity to him and settle down with him permanently. If she hit him so hard and fast with Elven attention, he couldn’t say no and would agree to her demands. He wouldn’t care that she’d ever thought about killing him.

The last but leading thought, over everything else, was to kill herself. That all she would have to do was lift the pistol in her hand, put it to her temple, and pull the trigger.

Then everything would be over.


Chapter 24 - The Ledge

 

Turning slowly, Gus found pretty much exactly what he was afraid of.

Janelle with her service pistol.

It was resting against her temple, and her finger was against the trigger.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and then her finger started to curl.

“For what?” Gus asked.

Pausing, the Elf didn’t seem to know how to respond.

“What?” she asked.

“Sorry for what?” Gus asked. He put his hands behind his back and stood there unmoving otherwise.

“I…” Janelle’s voice trailed off. Gus watched as her brain jumped tracks and rapidly spiraled through thoughts. Chiefly, the fact that he wasn’t reading her mind.

If he was reading her mind, he’d know why she was apologizing.

That she’d relayed everything about him back to her parents. That they’d in turn gone to their parents, who’d gone to their parents.

At the end of a long line of Royal Elven telephone, word had gotten back to someone who was akin to the pope, queen, prime minster, or president of the Elves. And then word had came back down to Janelle.

Kill the Hunter.

Except she couldn’t. They’d shared too much, and she knew him now.

He was of course the Hunter. A living embodiment of everything an Elf should fear.

But he was also just Gus. The PID officer turned Fed agent who had broken into prison just to get her out. For no other reason than to help her.

“I’m supposed to kill you,” Janelle said.

“Pretty sure you haven’t done that,” Gus said, walking into the hotel room. He stayed clear of Janelle; he didn’t want her to panic and do something stupid.

He moved to the desk and sat down in the chair, letting out a groan.

Para he might be, but his feet still hurt at the end of the day from standing around forever.

“Want me to order room service? I could really go in for something carbonated right now,” Gus said, looking at Janelle.

Slowly, the gun came down from her temple. The barrel pointed to the ground.

“I… no, I ate a little earlier,” she said. “I’m fine.”

“Ptff. You suck at this.” Gus grinned up at her. “Why would you eat dinner if you just planned to turn your head into a cannoli?”

Janelle opened her mouth, and her tongue came up to touch her front teeth. Then she shook her head, a strained laugh escaping her.

It sounded like something that had come up from somewhere deep and strange. Buried deep down inside her.

“What?” she asked finally, the laugh falling away.

“A drink maybe? Dessert? Somethin’?” Gus asked.

“I… sure. Whatever lemon-lime type of thing they have,” Janelle said, her pistol still in her hand.

“Great. You’ll, uh… need to put that away though.” Gus pointed a finger at her weapon. “You’ll scare the bellhop, busboy, whatever they call them.”

Janelle nodded her head, looking down at the ground. She walked several steps forward and pulled out the drawer of the desk Gus was sitting at. After setting the pistol inside, she closed the drawer and moved back over to the bed, where she sat down.

“Great,” Gus said. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He sent a quick text to Melody to not come back to the room or let anyone else come back.

That he’d explain later.

Stuffing his phone back into his pocket, he picked up the room phone.

“Tell them to come get me?” Janelle asked.

“Opposite, actually,” Gus said, tapping in the number for room service. “Told them I had an Elf in my room I was trying to seduce and I needed them to keep out.”

Janelle laughed at that, a real laugh, and sighed.

“No, really, I did,” Gus said, looking over at Janelle. “I told them not to come in.”

Her mind locked up suddenly, realizing he wasn’t kidding.

“Front desk,” said someone on the other end of the phone.

“Yeah, could you send up two sodas? Whatever lemon-lime thing you got,” Gus said.

“Certainly. Will that be all?” asked the woman on the phone.

“Yep, thanks,” Gus said and then hung up. “There we go. No idea how long that’ll be, but… off and running. So, in the meantime. Wanna talk about it?”

“I mean… you’re really not…?” Janelle reached up with her left hand and pointed to her head.

“I can if you want. Makes things quicker,” Gus said. “But there’s something to be said about talking it out.”

Janelle nodded, and her hand fell back to her side.

“I was told to kill the Hunter,” Janelle said. “That sums up the problem.”

“Pretty sure you’re not the Hunter. So… no idea why you’d put the gun to your own head,” Gus said.

Snorting at that, Janelle shrugged.

“Seemed easier than shooting you,” Janelle muttered. “Sure, you’re the Hunter. But you’re so much more than that. To me, at least.”

Gus nodded. He’d heard the same from her thoughts. And from her current thoughts.

Without wanting it, he was treated to her own point of view of their escape. Which included a lot of her clinging to him, infatuated with the idea of being naked and pressed up against him.

It was mildly disturbing to have to experience such a thought directed at him through someone else.

“To sum it up then, you—”

There was a soft knock at the door.

Before Gus could react, Janelle bounced off the bed and went straight for the door.

Opening it without saying a word, she stood in the doorway.

From her thoughts, he got the impression she was half expecting to find Fed agents waiting for her.

“Two cans of soda,” said a young man.

“Oh, thanks,” Janelle said.

The door closed several seconds after that, and Janelle came back with a can of soda in each hand.

“I… you really didn’t tell anyone to come get me?” she asked.

“Nope,” Gus said. Then he reached out and took the drink from her left hand when she came near. “So, to sum it up, you were told to kill me, and you found it easier to kill yourself rather than disobey. Leaving me with the delightful problem of cleaning up a lovely Elven corpse.”

“I guess,” Janelle said. “Figured you could add my ears to your collection.”

“Oh. They’re lovely ears. But they’d probably go bad before I’d get the chance to preserve them properly,” Gus said. “That and getting them through airport security would be tough. Was easier when it was military. Clearance was already granted.”

“Wait… You really do…?” Janelle asked, sitting down on the bed.

“Course I do,” Gus said with a laugh as he opened his soda. “Just as many Elven commandos keep eyes. Are you telling me you don’t have any trophies?”

Janelle popped the tab on her drink and studiously didn’t reply.

“Uh huh,” Gus said. “Thought so. So… what’ll happen to you for not following orders?”

“Probably… probably be disinherited. Lose my rights and titles,” Janelle said.

“In other words, you really are a noble?” Gus asked.

“Mmhmm. I’m really far removed from the throne, but I’m actually in the line of succession,” she said. “A very far-flung princess, of sorts.”

“Does any of that matter to you?” Gus asked. “Would it mean anything to you to lose it?”

Gus took a sip from his drink while he waited for a response.

“No,” Janelle admitted. “No, I wouldn’t care about any of that.”

“Would they try to kill you?” Gus asked.

“Maybe. Not on US soil though,” she said. “Too much to risk with me being on loan to the Fed.”

“Anything else they could do? Go after a house? Family members? Money?” Gus asked.

“No… my parents only had me. And they’ve mostly already disowned me because I refused to let them make an arranged marriage for me.

“I’ve more or less earned my way through my life,” Janelle said. “My enlistment, my commission from that, my money, my life. It’s all mine. The only thing I’ve gotten that I probably didn’t completely deserve was my promotion to colonel.”

“Great. You’re coming back to Saint Anthony with us anyways,” Gus said. “You’ll just buy a house there and serve out your position. If they try to move you, I’ll get Fin to hire you into the Fed, and that’ll be that. I get the impression she’d do me some favors if only to keep me happy and in line.”

Janelle looked down at the carpet, her head moving minutely back and forth in a “no” gesture.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “You’re the Hunter. You reduced two different warrior clans to less than thirty remaining of their people. You annihilated them. They had to turn over their lands to allied clans, retreat into the hearts of their land, and try to rebuild.

“You did that. By yourself. And here you are trying to keep me alive and moving. A Royal Elf.”

“Maybe I feel guilty for what I did on some level,” Gus said, repeating what almost every therapist had told him. “Maybe I don’t, and I just like you specifically as a person. Maybe I’m just trying to get into your pants.”

Janelle’s face turned a faint shade of red at that.

Gus would say whatever he had to say to keep Janelle from going out the same way Olsen had. He hadn’t been able to save Olsen, but maybe he could keep Janelle from the same fate.

His phone vibrated in his pocket. Then continued to do so as a multitude of messages seemed to flood him.

“Probably Melody.” Gus looked at Janelle in absolute defeat. “She… she’s very special.”

Gus grinned. He couldn’t help but feel a strange warmth for the woman every time he thought about her.

“You love her,” Janelle said, taking a drink from her soda.

“That I do. Her and Trish and Ness. One big, messy… thing,” Gus said.

Finally, his phone stopped vibrating. Which meant he was free to pull it out and start reading.

The first message consisted of the pointing hand straight at the okay emoji.

And nothing but that. Over and over and over and over.

Yeah, got it. Bang the Elf.

Thanks, Mel. Real communicator.

Moving to the second message, he read it.

 

Great!

Bed her! Bed her hard! Make her scream in Elvish that you’re her daddy! Break her while breaking the bed!

Then I can contract her tomorrow. Kinda changes up my plan a bit.

I think she’ll be a lovely Violet. Indali is going to be Orange, after all. I’ve already talked her halfway there. She’s been especially receptive since you started taking her to the shooting range.

Oh, this is coming together so well. You’re an amazing harem finder, my Indigo. I’m going to rock your world later and lick all the Elf off you.

I bet Janelle’s beautiful naked, by the way. I imagine she’d look great being ridden like a bicycle with you be—

 

Gus closed his eyes and swiped to the next message. He knew what the rest of that message would involve.

Opening his eyes, he checked the next one.

 

Then you could get behind her and I’d sit on her fa—

 

“And that’s enough of that,” Gus said, closing his phone and putting it in his pocket.

Her damn Red contract must need to be fulfilled again. Which means a rather nasty, messy, loud orgy for the four of us.

“She not very happy?” Janelle asked. “About me and all this?”

“On the contrary, she told me to make you scream and call me Daddy in Elvish, then make you contract as her Violet. Congratulations, a Rainbow Contractor is likely to start hunting you,” Gus said. “She’ll promise it’s non-sexual and non-romantic at first, but let’s be honest, being bound for all time tends to lend itself to a certain disposition.”

“Oh. Oh… I… see,” Janelle said. “Mm. Tell her yes. I might as well just… go all in. If I’m going to be disowned, better I get everything over with at the same time.”

Gus closed his eyes and rested his free hand over his brow.

In her mind, he could see her contemplating her options now that she’d decided not to kill him. Now that she simply couldn’t do it.

Suicide was still a ready and clear option.

Contracting to Melody didn’t seem so bad to her, either. She was moderately attracted to Melody. Heavily so towards Gus and Trish.

She wasn’t that interested in Vanessa. Wasn’t her type.

But she wasn’t against the idea of trying to make something work there.

Fuck.

“Whatever,” Gus said, letting his hand drop. He looked back at Janelle then. “Let’s talk about something else. Tell me all about your Elven world. Maybe we can figure out a way for me to intercede and tell them to fuck off.”

Janelle smiled at him and shrugged.

“Sure, why not?” she said.

Then she proceeded to reveal the secrets of the Elves to him.

 

***

 

It’d been a rather interesting evening for Gus.

He’d spent almost the entire time just talking with Janelle. About Elves, the Elven nations, her, and everything that’d happened because of him.

The Hunter.

After his terrifying presence had been revealed to the Elven world, many things had changed. Entire organizations had been created simply to watch for him and be on the lookout.

There had been a massive expectation for him to go on a rampage through the Elven nations. Decimate clans and families that’d been around since the dawn of time.

And none of that had happened.

In that interim, the royal family had reasserted itself and grown in power. They’d been the ones to put together the peace treaty with the Hunter.

Gus couldn’t really remember much of all that, though he did remember signing a document. After that, a helicopter had come to whisk him away, along with Olsen, Mark, Old Glory, and the corpses of their comrades.

Now the Royal Elves were moving to take more and more power wherever they could.

Which ended with them deciding to have the Hunter removed. Despite all the agreements to the contrary, massive clans, nations, and groups were all working to ensure that the treaty was upheld so the Hunter would never come back.

In the end, Gus’s team had agreed that taking advantage of that sounded like a great way to get Janelle into a position of power.

Except he’d decided to leave all that plotting to people with more aptitude for it. Like Melody and Chloe.

After that’d been agreed to, Janelle had promptly passed out on the couch next to Gus. They’d been watching some awful documentary about the world’s most talked about unsolved mystery.

It was mostly awful because it didn’t offer anything new on any level.

The Elven royal was pitched to one side against the couch, drool running down from the corner of her mouth as she snored.

Must’ve been emotionally wiped out.

I can’t imagine her day was easy. That any of this was easy.

Especially if she considered suicide as the only viable way out.

Gus’s phone vibrated in his pocket, except it wasn’t a text-incoming type of vibration. It was the repetitive vibration of a phone call.

Pulling his phone out, Gus glanced at the screen and saw it was Mark.

Good timing.

Tapping the accept button, Gus pressed the phone up to his ear and slowly got up off the couch.

“Hey,” Gus said, walking to the farthest corner of the room.

“Hey, hey. Sorry I couldn’t make it today,” Mark said. “I was tied up.”

“Uh huh. No worries,” Gus said. “Fin doesn’t seem that bad, and the congresswoman really was just there for photos.”

“I take it everything went well then?” Mark asked.

“Yep. That all went peachy keen,” Gus said. “Got other problems though.”

“Let me guess. Janelle?” Mark asked.

“Right on the first try. Any reason you knew it would be her?” Gus leaned up against the wall in the corner.

“I watched your Fed profile get pinged a bunch of times, as well as your military profile. With that many people interested in you, it could really only be one group,” Mark said. “Especially since they were all overseas pings.”

“Let me guess—Scotland, Isle of Man, and France,” Gus said with a chuckle. Those were all heavy-hitting Elven clans. Ones that’d been around for longer than anyone cared to admit or talk about.

Those fighting in the Middle East and beyond were typically much younger, and warrior caste clans.

All new information from Janelle.

“Oh yeah. Whole lot of that,” Mark said. “So, I need to get a body dumped?”

“No,” Gus said. “She’s sleeping right now.”

“Holy… Gus… did you… bang her?” Mark asked, sounding excited and surprised. “Did you go out and hump a royal till she passed out?”

“What?! No,” Gus said, shaking his head. “We talked about everything till she passed out.”

“Oh my god, you’re so stupid,” Mark said, sighing. “If I was you… if only I was you… so deep… so deep in a harem. My Contractor would be begging me to stop. Telling me a Blue contract isn’t supposed to have forty-two women in it.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not you,” Gus said. “But I do need you.”

“Oh baby. I love it when you talk dirty to me,” Mark said. “Say it some more, Gussy.”

“You’re such an idiot, Durh. No, this is simpler. Need you to start working on how we hire Janelle into the Fed. She’s going to go against orders, her family, clan, caste, whatever you want to call it. Going to need a safe place to drop her once she cuts ties.”

“That it? Hmph. Simple,” Mark said. “My budget is so massive, I make generals want to bend over and grab their ankles just for the tip.

“You have no idea how much of that is simply due to what you and your department keep putting out.”

“Let me guess,” Gus said, knowing it was true before he even asked, “someone is going to sell all the drugs I found after making sure they’re safe, and the Fed gets a cut.”

“Yep. Going to sell it overseas though,” Mark admitted immediately. “Drop it in a foreign market and let them deal with the repercussions. Not our problem.”

Gus sighed at that. He knew it was the way of the world and that this was a fairly normal thing, especially with hostile nations, but it still didn’t quite feel right.

“I’ll get a contract drawn up,” Mark said. “Fin’ll sign. I’ve got her on the hook. She’s hungry for Gussy work. We can just hand it over to her when she’s ready to cut and run.”

“Yeah, right,” Gus said. “Anyways. Going to crash. See you when I get back in town. We’re leaving tomorrow.”

“Yep. Be sure you call Melody first before you hit the sack. She’ll want to know,” Mark said.

Yeah. She does need to know.

I just… really… don’t want to talk to her because she’ll bring up adding contracts. Her Red contract must be blazing.

Looking at his phone, Gus realized he’d missed a message from Melody.

When he flicked it open, he regretted looking.

It was a nude selfie of Melody, staring very hungrily into the camera in her phone. The Red contract looked like a smoldering brand between her eyes.

There was a message attached to the photo.

 

Can I come play with you two now?

I’m hungry.


Chapter 25 - Sing for Me

 

“It doesn’t… really add up,” Melody said, standing in front of a cork board. Given her ability to analyze a situation and sum it up, everyone had decided she’d be best at handling the overview meeting. “But it’s obvious it’s all connected.”

“I mean, if it added up, we wouldn’t have the case, right?” Hailey asked.

“Knock it off,” Chloe grumbled, turning to look at the younger woman.

Hailey turned to Chloe with her brows drawn down.

Sighing, Gus looked around the room.

Everyone was here.

Hailey, Chloe, Indali, Janelle, Trish, Vanessa, Melody, and Gus.

They’d finally gotten back to Saint Anthony and settled back into their own department. The problem was they were now officially on the case as a whole. That covered the bombing, the game, the assassination plot, the SA debacle, the drug ring, and Janelle’s kidnapping.

The “week off” was ignored by everyone.

The door at the back of the room clicked open.

“Uh… I have one Agent Serafina?” asked the receptionist.

With Indali more or less working as an agent, Trish had hired a replacement for her to tend the front desk. It was a young man trying to pay his way through college.

“Oh? Send her in,” Melody said, smiling.

Serafina…?

Why do I—oh! Oh, the creature of knowledge.

Wow, that… happened much faster than I expected.

Walking into the room was the PID officer Gus remembered.

Except her black hair hung loose around her face, and she was wearing clothes that matched Melody and Vanessa’s. Flattering and very professional.

“Good morning,” said the spirit, her glowing eyes moving from person to person. Her face was a flat mask of absolutely nothing.

“Agent Xelnas, you made it,” Melody said, smiling at the other woman.

“Yes,” Serafina said simply. Walking over, she took a seat at the table with Gus and folded her hands into one another in front of her. Then she looked at Melody and waited.

Melody tilted her head to one side, watching Serafina.

“Well, everyone, this is Serafina Xelnas. Recently of the PID from the deep, frozen north. She helped Gus and Janelle with their escape from the prison,” Melody said.

“Yes,” Serafina said, looking around the room. “Agents Flores, Ash, Jaya, Acero, Hellström.”

Acero? Oh, Hailey.

Everyone politely nodded back to Serafina. She was a very odd bird, Gus figured. This was probably as sociable as she would ever manage to be.

He took it as a compliment.

“Thanks for coming, Serafina. Or Agent Xelnas, if you prefer,” Gus said with a grin. Turning in his chair, he held out a hand to her. “I appreciate your help back there. Not sure where we would have ended up without you.”

“Given your record, military or private, I’m sure you would have managed,” Serafina said, shaking his hand and giving him her wide-eyed glowing stare.

“Hm. Glad I didn’t have to find out.” Gus turned back to Melody.

“Likewise,” Melody said, taking the cue from Gus. “So, as you can see, we’ve got what appears to be a cross-borders organization that’s working to reveal the Para world to the world at large.

“From the assistant warden and the prison…”

Melody paused to touch the marker, along with several notes listing files associated with that piece.

“To the military and the fact that they were able to vanish over three hundred people from databases thought to be untouchable,” Melody said, drawing a finger along a red line of yarn from one point to another. “It’s pretty obvious we’re dealing with a group of someones that have been at this game longer than we’ve even thought of their existence.”

“Could this be tied to the Invasion Event?” Chloe asked. “I mean, if we’re talking about people who seem to vanish, that’s the only group that springs to mind for me.”

“I… no, I don’t think so,” Melody said, shaking her head. “I briefly considered it, but I couldn’t find anything that would have tied it together. None of that fits at all.

“I mean… let’s call it for what it is. The city was completely paralyzed. The nation was, in fact. They didn’t just knock down local broadcasts, they put down everything and everyone.”

Gus hadn’t known that part, but it didn’t surprise him. That single event had changed the world.

“If they wanted to force the Para world on the rest of the world, they could have done it without a concern,” Melody said.

“Yes,” Serafina said. “From everything that I’ve read since getting Fed clearance, the organization that instigated the Invasion Event had only one goal in mind. Locking down the city, and nothing else. Beyond that, nothing was discovered. There were reported kills of individuals, but no bodies of the invading soldiers were recovered. No shell casings or weaponry found either.”

“Back to the problem,” Melody said. “From everything we can piece together, their goal remains the same. Although some of it doesn’t really line up or make sense.”

“The drug running might have just been for money,” Hailey said. She looked annoyed, as she always did when it came to Melody, but she seemed to be trying to help. “Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve heard about shadowy groups slingin’ for cash.”

“To be fair,” Gus said before anyone could respond. “I know for a fact that our own government has done that.”

“True,” Melody said. “I’ve actually had the misfortune of running up against a few cartels that had that kind of support. It can become… quite a problem if they know who you are after that.”

“So the drugs could have been money generation,” Vanessa said. “Add to that the prison and the recruitment from there, and you can see where they hired their pushers.”

“Does that fit back in with the coven then?” Chloe asked, leaning back in her chair. “Maybe they were trying to get Dunyasha killed so they could take it over and use it as a drug haven for the city. I mean… the SA was pretty deep in entertainment. Maybe they targeted similar organizations in every state?

“The SA became pretty non-violent by the end and were really pushing the drugs. The Fed didn’t really bother them that much, since people weren’t showing up dead.”

That’s… true. It’s possible.

“Maybe,” Gus said. “Maybe. Then this all becomes a massive money-making operation. But to what end? That’s… a lot of money to be funneling somewhere. A lot of money.

“Best we could tell before this and even now, they’re very small, very close knit, and very secretive.”

Everyone looked confused for several seconds as they considered that.

“What was the value of the drugs?” Serafina asked, looking around.

“Close to half a billion when it was all counted up,” Indali said. “Street value, that is.”

“And how long have they been moving drugs? How long would they have been selling?” Serafina asked.

Everyone turned toward Melody with that question. She’d been the one to really dig through all the shipping records.

“Not that long. A month or two. But the number of crates like the ones we found were… Well…” Melody paused, shaking her head. “Doing a bit of math, I suppose you could say they made well over ten billion. Assuming they sold everything at the current value.”

“I can’t even think about ten thousand dollars,” Trish said. “Let alone two billion. What does ten billion buy?”

“A lot,” Gus said, frowning. “The more frightening question, though, is who it buys. Not what.”

Everyone got very quiet at that. More than likely, they all immediately thought of the assistant warden, generals, admirals, and hundreds and hundreds of people who had all been willing to do what was asked of them.

Without a question, because of their pay.

“How do we go forward?” Janelle asked. “Where do we even begin? This seems almost too big of a case for us.”

“That’s part of the problem and the case itself,” Melody said. “As Gus likes to say, the Fed got ‘blowed up’ and isn’t really an organization anymore. Not like it used to be. We might just be the best qualified for the case because there isn’t anyone else.

“As to how we go forward or start… I don’t know.”

“We should reach out to organizations who are lobbying for the Para world exposure, or hiding it,” Trish said. “They’d know who has money and who doesn’t. Wouldn’t they? I’d say they’re the most likely to know who’s throwing money around.”

“Good idea,” Serafina said, nodding her head sharply.

“I’ll contact C&C,” Gus said, leaning to one side. “They owe me a favor. I’m pretty sure I could get in to see what they can tell me. I’m sure they’re at least ankle deep in those waters. Could probably point me in the right direction.”

“Take Trish, Indali, and Chloe with you,” Melody said immediately. “Vanessa, Janelle, and I will start hitting the phones and calling around.

“Serafina, I’m going to give you the lovely task of digging through all those missing people from the databases, see if you can’t find anything further. Probably should give a copy over to our local IT guy. He’s a bit of a cretin, but he does his job very well.”

Nodding his head, Gus stood up. He needed to go talk to Mark for a minute or two in person. He hadn’t seen him yet, but knew he needed to make time for him.

Last Gus had heard, Mark had gotten in early this morning and gone straight to his office.

Leaving the department quickly, Gus made his way to the main lobby. Up the elevator to the top floor and straight to Mark’s assistant.

The woman seemed slightly dazed, sitting there with a funny smile on her face.

“Uh, can I go in?” Gus asked her, standing in front of her desk. She seemed like a nice enough woman and Gus didn’t want to impose.

But right now she didn’t seem much like her normal self.

“Nobody can go in,” said the woman, and then she laughed softly. “You can go in, though, Gus. Director Ehrich always says you can go right in.”

Gus stood there unsure how to proceed. He got a strange feeling from the woman.

“You alright?” Gus asked her.

“Yes. Nobody can go in,” said the woman, nodding her head. “Not even me. But you’re Gus, and you’re different.”

Gus nodded his head slowly, no idea what to say to the woman.

Ask Mark about it.

He walked over to the door of Mark’s office and pushed it open.

Then he froze.

Mark was standing over his desk, pounding away at Fin’s hips with his own. She was laid out on her back on his desk, her arms dangling around his neck. Her legs were draped around his hips, and she was moaning loudly. In a very oddly melodic type of way. The cracking of Mark’s lap against Fin’s rear end sounded like gunshots in Gus’s ears, hard against the musical quality of Fin’s voice.

Gus closed the door immediately, before either of them noticed him, then went to the elevator and immediately took it down to the lobby.

He now understood why Mark’s assistant looked dazed. She’d been Siren sung into a delirious state.

What the fuck, Mark?

Is it Fin? Did she Siren him into oblivion?

Maybe.

Maybe. I need to talk to him as soon as she leaves.

Walking out into the lobby on the main floor, Gus paused. He wasn’t sure how to continue.

He stood there thinking for a full five minutes before finally coming to a decision.

Pulling out his phone, he tapped Mark’s contact name and then put it up to his ear.

It picked up on the second ring.

“Hey Gussy, what’s up?” Mark asked. He sounded just slightly out of breath, but nothing that would trigger suspicion to Gus. Nothing like the assistant just outside his office.

“Nothin’. Just finished up a meeting about our case. Wondering if I should swing by your office or just head out with the team,” Gus said. “You in your office and got time to chat?”

“Yeah! Yeah, I got time. Head on up,” Mark said. “Just finished my one-on-one with Fin. You’ll probably pass her in the lobby.”

Looking around, Gus didn’t see Fin anywhere. Which meant she was probably still there with Mark and he was giving her an exit cue.

“Great,” Gus said. “See you in a minute.”

Looking down at his feet, Gus locked his phone and dropped it in his pocket.

He really didn’t know how to handle this one. He’d known Kelly and Megan for quite a while now. Everything in him was screaming at the fact that Kelly needed to know, but that it was Mark, and Mark was Mark.

Mark was the only person Gus had ever trusted his life to until recently.

And that meant Mark trusted him in the same way. Even if he was flushing his life away.

I’ll tell him I know. That I’m not going to do anything about it, but that I know and I’m not happy with it.

Just to make sure he hasn’t been Siren sung until his asshole fell out.

Firming up his choice, Gus turned around and started toward the elevators.

With a ding, they opened up, and the beautiful Fin Dresch walked out.

“Hello Agent Hellström,” Fin said, smiling at him and walking by.

“Director Dresch,” Gus said, nodding his head at her and moving into the elevator.

Thankfully, that was the extent of the conversation. Then the elevator doors swung shut and carried Gus upwards.

Reeks of sex in here. Fuck.

Sighing, Gus put his hand behind his head and walked out of the elevator when it stopped.

Mark’s assistant looked much more normal now, smiling at him the moment he went in.

“Hello Agent Hellström,” she said. “Director Ehrich said to go right in.”

Gus didn’t reply. Instead he went straight to the door, opened it, walked in, and closed it behind him.

Mark was sitting behind his desk as if nothing had just happened atop it.

Walking over to Mark, Gus wondered how to get to the topic he needed to get to.

He frowned, unable to lift his eyes from the ground.

“What’s up, Gussy?” Mark asked.

Gus blinked several times, then sighed and looked at Mark.

“How long have you been sleeping with Fin?” Gus asked. Then he threw a thumb back toward the door. “Walked in on it just now. Left before either of you noticed.”

Mark didn’t move. He didn’t breathe, blink, shift, or even twitch.

Then he let out a slow sigh, putting his elbow on the table and propping up his chin in his hand.

“Week after she hired me,” Mark said. “We’d been working late, went out for drinks, got really, really drunk, and then we just… jumped at one another.

“Ever since then, it’s been a daily, nightly, all-the-time thing. It’s… not like anything I’ve ever experienced.”

“Mark… you’re… cheating on Kelly,” Gus said.

“I know. I know and I regret that… but I can’t stop.” Mark looked determined. “And before you go worrying over it, Fin has never sung to me. I’ve seen her sing to others, but she said she would never sing to me so I’d never worry whether she’d done it to me.”

Well, at least that’s a plus.

“I’m not going to say anything to anyone, obviously,” Gus said, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “I don’t like it, though. Don’t like it and wish I didn’t know.”

“I know.” Mark’s eyes moved back to the desk rather than to Gus. “I know. I’m disappointed in myself, but… I can’t stop. The idea of not being with Fin seems ludicrous. I spend almost all my time with her at this point. Kelly never really understood. Never did.

“And after I got shot… it just… made it worse for her. Made the arguments worse.”

“Wanted you to quit?” Gus asked.

“Yeah. Quit and get some idiot job.” Mark sounded annoyed and angry. “Like I can quit. No… I can’t. Fin gets it, though. Gets me.”

“And… she feels the same way about you?” Gus asked.

“Pretty certain of that, actually,” Mark said, sounding a bit bewildered. “She put me on her bank account, gave me keys to her house, access to everything of hers. I… don’t… we’re apparently trying for a baby?”

Gus didn’t know what to say to that. It felt like a whirlwind romance, and that never ended well.

At least it never had in Gus’s experience.

“And she wants me to meet her parents,” Mark said. “Tonight, actually. We were going over dinner plans.”

“I don’t even…” Gus let his words trail off. He had no idea what to say or do.

“Not your problem,” Mark said with a chuckle. “My problem. That I’ve made all on my own. Guess I actually need to do something about it. Can’t handle my Gussy being disappointed in me.

“Suppose I should talk to Kelly about it, get the divorce papers together. Go from there.”

“I mean… I don’t—yeah, at the least, start talking to Kelly about it,” Gus said. He was torn. He felt like Kelly deserved more than that, but he had no idea how to go that route.

She didn’t deserve to get cheated on and then told about it after it was all pretty much done.

“I just don’t even know what to say,” Gus said.

“Me neither,” Mark said.

Thinking back to when Mark had found Gus the first time, after they’d gotten back to the states, Gus found himself smirking.

He’d been at the lowest of the low. When there was little left of the man who’d brought the Elves to their knees except a whole lot of drunk and stupid.

Mark had picked him up, not judged him, and helped get him back on track.

“S’ok,” Gus said. “Come on. Let’s go get lunch. We can talk more about it. Maybe figure out what happened here and make sure we prevent it from happening again down the road with Fin.

“I’m still going to be Megan’s godfather, even if you managed to fuck it up with her. Not sure if Fin wants me to be the godfather to your next child, though.”

“Ptff, course you will,” Mark said. “You’ll be the godfather of all my children; that way they never have anything to worry about from anyone. Ever.

“If they’re ever afraid of something under the bed, I’ll just tell them to call you and make your relatives fuck off.”

Mark got up and sighed, looking rather defeated, and went to get his coat from the corner of the room.

Gus imagined Mark didn’t want to have this talk. It was probably the last thing he wanted to do, in fact.

Nevertheless, Gus was flattered that Mark was willing to have it with him.

“My treat, and my choice,” Gus said. “I know this nice place Ness took me to. The waitresses there are Para and not afraid of me in the least. Very laid back.”

“Kay,” Mark said, looking like a child being told he was going to the dentist.

“As for you,” Gus said, pushing his thoughts toward Indali, who was ever at his side. He knew she was well aware of everything that had happened. She’d just said nothing about it.

She was completely silent more often than not.

“I know,” she said. “I know nothing about this or what happened.”

“Exactly,” Gus said to her. “And thank you.”

“Of course. You’re my partner. My holder. My bearer,” Indali said.

That… sounds not good.


Chapter 26 - Politics and Deals

 

Walking into the lobby of the C&C marketing building, Gus looked at the front desk. There was a young man sitting behind it, typing away at his keyboard.

“Good morning,” Gus said as he walked over.

“Ah, you must be Agent Hellström,” said the young man. “Kat and Leanne told me you’d be arriving.”

Standing up from behind the desk with a smile, the young man walked over to the door that led into the office.

“Let me walk you back to their offices,” said the man.

Okay… much… warmer reception this time.

Considerably warmer.

Gus nodded and then glanced back at Chloe, Indali, and Trish.

“He’s really handsome, but I’m not interested,” Chloe said quietly, shaking her head. “If I start sleeping around, you won’t let me partner-feed anymore. Not risking it. You’re too damn delicious.”

“I…” Gus stood there. He had no idea how to respond to that. He didn’t even know where it came from.

“I’m not interested either,” Indali said.

“Ah… I don’t think he was insinuating anything,” Trish said to the other two women. “I think he was just surprised at how easily they let us in.”

I don’t even understand what happened.

I mean, he was handsome, but… errr… I really don’t get it.

“Mel told them you flirted with the last front desk assistant,” Trish said softly as they followed the young man down the hall. 

What the actual fuck?

“He lets you partner-feed?” Indali asked.

“Five times so far,” Chloe said. “We usually just hang out and watch a movie or something on the couch. I just sip on him and we talk. He’s really potent. I don’t have to feed for a really long time after.”

Groaning, Gus put a hand to his head. He regretted so many things now.

Especially going over to check on Chloe the other day and ending up watching several gameshows with her while she fed on him.

“Right in here,” said the man, gesturing to a door and then knocking twice on it. “I have Agent Hellström and three others here.”

“Oh! Come on in,” said a voice from inside.

The young man pushed the door open and stepped to one side.

“Is there anything I could offer you? Water? Coffee? Blood?” he asked as Gus and his people walked in.

Everyone declined the offer.

Sitting in the room behind two different desks were Kat and Leanne. The co-owners of Campbell and Campbell Marketing.

Or C&C Marketing, as they were called.

The woman on the left was Leanne.

She looked to be in her mid-to-late twenties and was dressed quite stylishly. Her long black hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she had an ever-present aura of power and confidence around her. Her eyes were as black as her hair, and her skin was practically porcelain in color.

Sharp and elegant, she looked like she’d be more at home on a catwalk than as a successful businesswoman.

Standing behind a desk to her right was Kat. She was wearing much more ordinary business clothes, though she was just as pretty as her partner.

Long, dark brown curls hung about her head and shoulders, unbound.

Brown eyes and a smile made her pretty and gave her an easy-to-talk-to vibe.

Much like the last time he’d met this woman, Gus felt like she was staring right through his head. Like she’d figure out all his secrets without having to ask for a single one.

The general glow of their masks, clearly privately made, hid anything away that might have singled them out. To Gus, they appeared to be perfectly human.

Each of them wore a ring on her wedding finger. He got a closer look this time, and each appeared to be a signet ring with a helmet on it. They were identical.

“Gus!” said Leanne, grinning at him and walking around her desk. “It’s good to see you.”

She met him where he stood and held out a hand to him.

“Ah, yeah. You look well.” Gus shook her hand. Then Kat was there, offering him her hand as well.

“Glad to see you’re well,” Kat said. “We’d planned on reaching out to offer you a job. Then you were recruited by the Fed before we could put a contract together.”

“Oh. I… had no idea. I appreciate the thought and consideration,” Gus said. “This is Agent Wain, Agent Ash, and Agent Jaya. Vampire, Dryad, and Construct, respectively.”

“How delightful,” Kat said, staring at Trish now. “I haven’t met a Dryad in a very long time. But you’re… oh.”

“I… ah…” Trish said, staring back at Kat with a furrowed brow as she stopped talking. Then she slowly turned her head and looked at Leanne. “I’m… that is… Lily?”

Leanne stood there as if she’d been struck by a lightning bolt.

Unmoving.

“I… yes?” Leanne said after remaining silent for several seconds.

“You’re Lily,” Trish said. “Lilian Lux.”

“Not in a long time,” Leanne said. “And certainly not here. Have we met previously?”

“My name’s Patricia Ash. I was supposed to be your apprentice. I’m Meliae’s sister. She’s Vince’s wife,” Trish said. “I’ve been here for twenty-five years.”

Gus now officially had no idea what was going on.

Leanne nodded slowly.

“The portal accident,” she said instead. “This is where you went. I read the report. But… twenty-five years? I suddenly fear that for us it’s been perhaps five times as long as it has for Felix.”

“The what?” Gus asked. “Five times as what now? What’s going on?”

Leanne, Kat, and Trish all turned to look at Gus. They regarded him with varying levels of confusion and fear.

“Twenty years ago, Leanne, or Lily, and I came here through a portal opened by an enemy of my… of our… husband,” Kat said. “We came through and blocked this side of it with another portal. Effectively trapping the enemy here and… us. Trish is… Trish is from a similar… world. She’s more or less an extended in-law.”

“You’re the Invasion Event,” Indali said. “That was you.”

“Well, sort of,” Leanne said. “It was our enemy who did that. He had an entire army. It was… it was surprising. Anyways.

“I suppose we were the event. Yes. It’s also why that particular intersection is now a memorial. The portals are unstable and tend to… eat… people. Or parts of people.”

“That was true?” Chloe asked with a laugh. “I thought it was just urban legends. I had a friend who swore up and down she watched someone get torn in half there.”

“No, that’s… true,” Leanne said. “It can become quite unstable at times and rip things apart around it. Especially living things. We keep an eye on it. Hoping… hoping that Felix will show up.”

Gus shook his head. This was all too much for him, and it had nothing at all to do with him.

Or at least, he thought it didn’t.

“Is this enemy of your husband the same thing that’s trying to fuck up the Para world?” Gus asked.

“Goodness, no,” Kat said with a dismissive hand wave. “As far as we can tell, he just uses this world for resources. Though I did encounter one of his people some years ago.”

Kat suddenly had a rather evil smile on her face, and her eyes unfocused slightly, as if remembering something.

“Anyways,” Leanne said. “Uhm… good to see you, Trish. We can start that apprenticeship if you want.”

“I… mostly figured everything out,” Trish said, shaking her head. “Had to.”

“Good, good. So… ah… what… can we do for you?” Leanne asked, looking at Gus.

He felt like this wasn’t the end of this conversation. That there was a whole lot more that should be discussed. More to be talked about.

But he had no idea what it was.

He didn’t know what he didn’t know.

Fine. Fine. Just… just keep on track with what we were here for.

“We got assigned the Fed bombing and bowl attack case,” Gus said. “It’s one very secretive group behind the scenes. Manipulating everything and everyone.

“Even using Boogiemen as hitmen to complete their goals.”

“Oh? That’s curious.” Leanne tilted her head to one side. She was looking at him in a strange way. “Isn’t it, Gus?”

They know what I am.

They know exactly what I am.

Cautiously, Gus reached out with his gift to try and sink a thread into both women.

With Leanne, his attempt just slid off her. Like she wasn’t there.

Kat was a different matter altogether.

It was like running into a wall.

Then the wall scooped him up and began inspecting him.

Gus had several flashbacks to when he was a toddler and his mother was checking him over after a fall.

“That was incredibly well done,” said Kat’s voice in Gus’s mind. “It was very subtle, and extremely delicate. I don’t think anyone else would have noticed. You have a real talent for this. Maybe Trish doesn’t need an apprenticeship anymore, but I’d be willing to take you on. I think I have a lot to teach you.

“And yes. I’ve been reading your mind, memories, and thoughts since the first time we met. It’s a bad habit, sorry. Yes, we know you’re a Boogieman, but that’s neither here nor there.

“Now… act normal. Or do you want everyone to know you were trying to take a peek?”

As gentle as a breeze, Gus felt his mind set back down as if it were made of glass.

Coughing once, Gus turned his head to the side.

“Sorry,” he said, trying to cover up his shock at what’d just happened. “Anyways, yeah. They’re all working to expose the Para world to the normal world. They want equality and recognition, and they want it now. They’re not going to wait.

“They’re just going to force it all into the open and let the world deal with it.”

“Idiocy,” Leanne said with a shake of her head. “How can we help?”

“Uh, I’m really just wondering if you’ve seen any groups splashing around a lot of money lately,” Gus said. He wasn’t entirely over the fact that Kat had just manhandled him as if he were little better than a baby. She would make even his dad look like a kitten. “Buying people, favors, whatever they can with a lot of money. Anything at all out of the ordinary in the last two years.”

“Mmm,” Leanne said, turning to look at Kat.

Immediately, the telepath—because that was obviously what she was—shook her head. It made a lot more sense now why Kat didn’t talk much. She was busy reading everyone’s minds and trying to keep a hold on everything.

Leanne looked back at Gus and shrugged.

“Nothing that stands out to us at least,” she said. “And don’t get me wrong, I’m all for the Para world and real world existing together. We’re part of that group and make considerable donations to it. We’re also part of a number of different associations with that goal.”

“And you haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary?” Gus asked.

“No, not really,” Leanne said, shaking her head.

Frowning, Gus looked down and to the side.

He’d really been hoping there’d been a new player making moves. It would’ve given him a place to start.

Right now, he really didn’t have much of anything to work with.

At all.

“We’ll ask around,” Kat said. “Maybe we’re not seeing something because of how low a profile we keep.

“Oh, and before you ask… yes, Michael Fitz was working on a way to separate the two portals. He really was just an innocent bystander in all of this. He had a brilliant mind.”

Fitz. The Troll.

Guess that closes up that little loose thread and explains a whole lot, too.

“We should leave,” Indali said, her thoughts coming across to Gus. He was always listening to her now. Day, night, morning, evening—they were always in contact. “They’ve told us all they can. It would be rude to remain.”

“Alright.” Gus nodded his head at the two women. “Thank you for your time. If you happen to hear anything, let me know.”

“Of course, of course,” Leanne said with a grin. “Technically you’re sort of family now. You’re married to Trish, right? It’s all distant in-law relationships, but it’s still family, isn’t it?”

Gus chuckled at that, shaking Leanne’s extended hand.

“Yeah, it is,” he said. Leanne surprised him then by pulling him in and hugging him with one arm.

“Good. Good,” she said, patting him on the shoulder before moving over to talk to Trish.

“Offer’s open,” Kat said as she shook Gus’s hand. “Feel free to drop by whenever.”

“I look forward to training you,” she added inside his mind.

Uh, yeah. Sure. I imagine it’d be beneficial.

…

You’re still listening, aren’t you?

“Of course I am,” Kat said, and then she laughed inside his head even as she moved over to shake Trish’s hand, not even looking at him anymore. “I always am.”

Holy fuck.

Gus now had an inkling of how Chloe must feel at all times.

And probably Indali.

Five minutes of goodbyes found Gus on the street, wondering what to do next.

Sighing, he put his hands in his pockets and shook his head.

The sun was starting to move just past noon now.

“You know,” Chloe said, covering her eyes. “It’s nice to be in the sun again and all that, but I’m still pretty freaked out by it. I know the lotion works, but what if it doesn’t? What if it’s defective?

“What if I suddenly just burst into flame?”

To be fair, it was rather odd that Vampires could walk around during the day providing they had enough cash to buy the appropriate lotions.

“I’d have to find a new orphan Vampire to take care of and feed,” Gus said.

“Har har, just for that you can come feed me before my shift starts. I’m suddenly feeling petty and peckish,” Chloe said.

“That sounds fun,” Trish said. “Let’s get lunch and head over to your place.”

“I think I’ll head back to the building—work to do,” Indali said.

Gus got the impression Indali and Chloe would probably never see eye to eye. For one reason or another, he felt a strange coldness from the Construct when it came to Chloe.

“Great,” Chloe said. “Lunch at my place, and then I’ll take a nap. This is way later than I’m normally up. We’ll go in Trish’s car, and Indali can take Gus’s car. You trust her with it, don’t you Gus?”

“Course I do. Trust her with my life,” Gus said immediately, pulling his keys out of his pocket.

Turning toward his car, Gus found a young man standing next to it. With him were several young women.

They all looked to be between the ages of seventeen and nineteen. The young man was staring at Gus with a smile.

It gave Gus the impression the young man was waiting for Gus specifically.

As he walked over, Gus had the distinct impression that he wasn’t in danger, but he wasn’t safe either. Which was a very strange feeling to get from a kid who couldn’t even buy alcohol.

“Good afternoon, Agent,” said the young man.

He was a good-looking young man. A green-eyed and brown-haired youth that seemed far too self-confident. He had a good physique even if he didn’t look muscular.

Standing to his right was a woman who looked extremely mature and incredibly well put together, looking closer to twenty-one than a teenager. She had long brown curls that tumbled over her shoulders. Her clear brown eyes had a look Gus had seen often enough. They were the eyes of someone who didn’t value anyone for anything.

On the man’s left was another young woman.

Perhaps only seventeen years old, she was clearly still growing. Gus got the impression she was going to be tall. Tall and muscular.

Very tall, in fact, given that she was already as tall as Gus. She had sharp crystal-blue eyes and blond hair cut short in a pixie style. A silver pendant hung around her neck with a center that looked like a locket.

The last woman looked pregnant, with both hands on her belly. She was probably in her late teens or very early twenties.

She was a pretty brunette with calm brown eyes. There was a smugness to the look on her face, which was reflected in the self-satisfied way she was caressing her stomach.

“Help you, kid?” Gus asked.

“Alex,” said the young man.

“What?” Gus asked.

“The name’s Alex,” said the young man. Then he gestured to the large girl. “And this is… well, her name is Five. Like the number.”

Then he indicated the pretty woman next to him that seemed to look at Gus like he was a sack of meat.

“This is my wife, Anna,” Alex said. “And lastly, my… well, she’s mine, and her name is Nine.”

Bobbing her head, the pretty pregnant woman smiled at Gus.

“Uh huh,” Gus said. None of them had masks on, and he didn’t get the impression any of them were Paras.

On top of that, the one called Anna had no fear about her. Not in any way, shape, or form.

It was disconcerting to the point that Gus idly wondered if she was even alive. Everyone had fear on them in small amounts. Always.

This woman had none at all.

Gus met her eyes and immediately regretted it. It felt like he was staring into the face of one of the serial killers he’d met.

“I wanted to make you an offer,” Alex said.

“What kind of offer?” Gus asked. Then he tried to slip a thread of power into the young man’s mind.

Only to find it missing. Just as Leanne’s had been. As if he didn’t exist.

Anna, Nine, and Five all felt the same. His power simply slid off them. Their minds locked away and unreachable by him.

“Well,” Alex said, holding his hands up in a neutral gesture. Then he held out a small plastic card he had in his palm. “An offer you probably won’t want to hear and that will make you very suspicious of me. One that’ll send you scurrying to a database to put my name into it and see what there is to know about me.

“I’ll make it very easy for you. Here’s my driver’s license, though it’s technically out of state. Feel free to write it down or check it, whatever you want. May I pitch my deal now?”

Gus took the license and gave it a quick once-over. It had a mask attached to it as well. A very powerful one.

Alexander Winters.

Home address is in… Larimer?

He’s… sixteen. Sixteen? Moving fast for a sixteen-year-old.

Whatever. Age of consent is sixteen in his home state.

“Go ahead. I’m listening, kid,” Gus said.

“His name is Alex,” growled the woman who was named Five. It made Gus’s skin prickle. Her tone had a threat of violence in it that many killers likely couldn’t match.

Gus looked at the big young woman.

“Right,” he said, then looked at Alex.

“She’s just very protective of me,” Alex said, laying a hand on Five’s hip. “Now, my offer. I’ll tell you who you should look into about your case. It’ll put you in the right direction at least.”

“What?” Gus felt like the floor had been pulled out from under him.

“I’ll give you a name to look into. It’ll help your case,” Alex said, smiling at Gus. “Though I have a price for this name.”

“And what’s that price?” Gus said. Nothing about this situation made sense to him. Not at all.

Today fucking sucks.

“In the future, I’m going to need a favor from you,” Alex said. “I don’t know how simple it’ll be, but it’ll be a favor, that’s for sure. I’d also need you to swear it on the name of a goddess that’ll hold you to your side of the deal.”

The fuck?

Like some damned Faustian deal.

“Nothing too onerous, I assure you,” Alex said. “Nothing that would directly cause anyone harm or ill. I swear to that.”

“Fine,” Gus said.

“Grand, you’re a peach,” Alex said with a grin and then held up a hand. “I swear on the goddess Leah that the information I’m about to provide, for the assurance of a favor in the future, is accurate and actionable. On pain of death and forfeiture of my soul.”

Alex let the hand he’d been holding up drop.

“Your turn, Agent,” Alex said.

WHAT THE FUCK!?

“I… swear on the goddess Leah to provide a non-harming, non-fatal, non-damaging to other parties favor in exchange for the information,” Gus said. He really didn’t have any other leads right now. And right now, he’d believe anything from anyone.

He’d been told the truth behind the biggest mystery the world had ever known, met people from other planets, one being his contract wife, discovered that an urban myth was real, and found a psyker who was leagues ahead of him in power.

Nothing made sense right now.

A sudden and unrelenting pressure pushed down on Gus’s shoulders. It felt like the weight of the world was suddenly his to hold up.

Witnessed.

The voice was heavy, female, and demanding.

Godly.

“You should look into the company T2,” Alex said. “Or Test and Trial, as they’re commonly known. Though I strongly recommend you do it with as little pressure as you can manage.

“Until next time, Agent.”

Alex bowed his head partially to Gus, then left. He headed straight into the C&C marketing building and vanished inside. The women followed him inside. Anna paused at the door, however.

She gave Gus a flat stare, her eyes boring through him.

“Don’t fail my Alex,” she said with a sweet face and dead-eyed smile. Then she went inside as well.

“What… the fuck was that?” Chloe asked.

“Dunno,” Gus said. “But… today has been really messed up.”

“I’ll run the company name. You three have lunch,” Indali said.

“Sounds like a plan,” Gus said. “I’ll call Mark and—”

Gus’s phone suddenly started vibrating in his pocket.

Pulling it out, he looked at the screen. It was a message from Melody.

I swear to god, I really can’t handle this right now, Mel.

I swear it better—

Gus froze as he read the message.

 

Hey! I just found an interesting link while going through all the records that were sent over. Eric Mill, the convenience store, the crates that the drug ring got through the military, and even the damn DMV all used a company to do some of their quality testing.

A company by the name of Test and Trial.

I’ve already started looking into them, and it definitely doesn’t look quite right. There are just a few things that don’t really add up and make me rather suspicious.

I’ve contacted their office and set up an interview for you and two others.

Love you, baby! My sweet Indigo.

We’re contracting Janelle tonight. She’s not part of our marriage, just a contract, so she won’t be joining us in our contracting festivities. I decided to make her Blue in the end. I think that’s where she’d best benefit me.

We’ll probably have to reset the contracts afterward, so bring your A game. Trish is going to work her special orgy magic, and she always hyper-focuses on you.

I hope you destroy her again like you did the first time. It was amazing to watch you th—

 

Gus thumbed the message closed and put his phone in his pocket.

“Melody is looking into Test and Trial. She just found them,” Gus said, feeling like he’d been swindled. He’d gotten more or less nothing from Alex.

Actually… I’m not even mad.

In fact, I’d say I’m impressed.


Chapter 27 - Small Gains

 

Gus felt oddly great.

He’d expected to feel tired, emotionally drained, and run down from their “contract celebration,” must as he had the first time.

Except he didn’t.

He felt refreshed, free of stress, and ready to take on everything.

Maybe I’m getting used to being in a four-person orgy. I mean, that wasn’t even the fifth time we’ve done that. It’s… easier every time.

The elevator doors swung open, and Gus found himself looking at Mark’s secretary.

“Ah! Agent. Director Ehrich is waiting for you,” said the secretary, looking back at her computer.

Gus nodded and walked straight into Mark’s office.

Thankfully, when he opened the door this time, he didn’t find Fin on Mark’s desk with her feet in the air.

Instead he found Mark working away at his desk. He didn’t look that great, either.

“Hey Gussy,” Mark said without looking up. He was typing away at his keyboard.

“Hey Durh.” Gus closed the door behind him. As he walked into Mark’s office, Gus glanced off to the side. The couch there had several blankets draped over the arm that hadn’t been there the other day. There were also several suitcases next to the couch.

“I left,” Mark said. “I told Kelly everything. Everything. Apologized, told her everything, then said I’d sleep here for a while, while she figured things out. She took it rather well, honestly. Kinda… kinda strange.

“That or our marriage was far rockier than I thought. Maybe she was considering divorce herself.”

Gus only nodded as he walked over and took a seat in front of Mark’s desk.

He didn’t know what to say, but he was glad Mark had manned up. Kelly deserved to know the truth rather than have Mark sneaking around behind her back.

It was odd to think that they were having a rough go of it. He’d never even considered that angle until he’d found Mark trying to split Fin in half.

“I mean… we hadn’t had sex since I got shot,” Mark said, no longer typing. He was staring at his desktop. “Hadn’t had sex, didn’t really talk anymore, mostly just argued.”

“Uh huh. Don’t they usually send you to therapy when you get shot?” Gus asked.

Mark laughed at that and looked at Gus.

“You mean like going to therapy for having your back broken or what we did out there in the sand?” Mark asked.

Yeah… not much room for me to comment there. Not like I did it right either.

“So… you’re just going to hang out here? You could come stay at my place,” Gus said.

“I… appreciate it, but no,” Mark said. “I’ll stay here for now. Fin’s trying to get me to move into her place, but I think I just want a week or two here. In the office.

“Suffer a little while Kelly decides what she wants to do. And yeah, I know… it doesn’t justify it. But it’ll make me feel a bit better.”

“And what does Fin think about this, other than wanting you to move in with her?” Gus asked.

“She’s really excited,” Mark said, and a slow smile curled his lips. “I get the impression she’s actually been single a really long time. Sirens age incredibly slowly.”

Nodding his head, Gus leaned back in his seat. This felt like a good time to change the subject to him.

“Mel dug up some stuff,” he said. “Sounds like we might have a coincidence or a lead. Test and Trial systems was apparently a vendor for… well, everyone. They did quality assurance. Going to go talk to them today. Mel got an interview with some people for me. Going to see them and what I can peel away.”

“In other words,” Mark said, his tone shifting immediately. “You’re going to take someone with you and let them ask questions while you do your thing.”

“Pretty much. It’s the easiest way to do it.” Gus shrugged. “Other than that… I got nothing.”

“Kay,” Mark said, shaking his head and looking down at his desk again. “I fucked up.”

“Yeah. You did,” Gus said. “Doesn’t make you evil, though. Just stupid. And thankfully for you, this is mostly fixable.

“I mean… you probably can’t save your marriage, but it sounds like neither of you want to. You just have to make sure Megan doesn’t get screwed up because of it.”

“I know,” Mark said. “I had a very long and serious talk with her. As an adult.”

“That’s good,” Gus said. “Glad to hear it. She alright?”

“Kinda? Not really,” Mark said. “She doesn’t understand, but she knows it’s not her fault. Knows it has nothing to do with her at all. Better than it could be, I guess.”

“Yeah. Pretty much the best you could hope for, for now. Alright. Well, I’m going to get going,” Gus said, standing up. He felt pretty awkward about all of this but was doing his best. “You wanna come over for dinner this weekend? Mel seems hell-bent on doing a barbecue and having the entire department over.

“Oh, and Janelle officially contracted with Mel. She’s our Blue.”

Mark laughed softly and shook his head. Then he leaned sideways into his chair with a sigh.

“Yeah, I’ll come over for dinner. Mind if I bring Fin?” he asked.

“Don’t mind at all. As long as she doesn’t care that we know you’re making her sing on your desk,” Gus said.

Mark grimaced at that and closed his eyes tightly.

“Not gonna lie, I’m not super thrilled you saw that,” Mark said.

“I mean, her toes were curled up and everything, so clearly—”

“Oh, fuck off. Fuck you,” Mark said.

“I mean, I guess?” Gus said with a chuckle. “But then you’d be ruining your relationship with Fin. And by the way, wow. Her moans were pretty damn musical.”

“I’m so going to—” Mark stopped talking, then started to laugh. “They really are. Fuck off, go to work.”

 

***

 

Clearing his throat, Gus turned to look at his passenger and back-seat passenger.

Serafina and Indali stared back at him.

No one had said anything the entire drive over. The two women seemed perfectly content to not speak or have anything said. They were much more similar to one another than normal people, he imagined.

“You two have any questions or concerns?” Gus asked.

“No,” Serafina said.

“Not at all,” Indali added.

“Okay,” Gus said. “I… okay.”

“Don’t fret, Gustavus,” Indali said, giving him a small smile. “I believe we understand your needs of us quite well. Just because we’re not talkative doesn’t mean we’re not going to do what you need us to. Don’t worry. We’re both much older than you and know how to handle ourselves. I’m sure I can take care of your needs.”

Fucking teasing me again.

Serafina nodded at that, but she didn’t actually say anything. She just stared at Gus with her large glowing eyes.

“Truly. Don’t worry, my bearer. It’ll be handled well,” Indali said, the thought practically forced into Gus’s mind. He never left Indali’s mind anymore. They were more or less joined. If one pushed a thought at the other, they got it.

It was like talking.

“Really?” Gus asked. He hadn’t really wanted to take these two with him. But everyone else was working on something. That and Mel had asked him to take Serafina with him.

“Yes, really,” Indali said.

“If you’re wrong, we’re not going to the shooting range today,” Gus said. He’d developed a fondness for shooting as of late and had been trying to stop by the shooting range in the basement for at least thirty minutes a day.

“If I’m right, you’re loading me with the blue-box rounds today. I loaded those a while back,” Indali said. “They’re going to feel great when you fire me off.”

Gus looked back at his steering wheel and, not for the first time, deeply considered what the hell was wrong with Indali.

There was no mistaking that she got off in an almost sexual way from his handling of her. To Gus it felt like he was slowly sinking deeper and deeper into quicksand.

“It’s normal,” Serafina said, her voice calm and clipped. “You’re her carrier. Shall we go?”

Frowning, Gus looked at her.

“What? I’m aware of what you are,” Serafina said. “I know what she is. It’s obvious you two have formed a bond. It’s normal for her to act the way she does with you.”

“I… didn’t say anything, though,” Gus said, staring at the woman. He wondered if she was a mind reader.

“No, but your hand moved toward her handle. Your breathing rate went up slightly. Your heartbeat sped up as well. Her changes were quite similar,” Serafina said. “She made a comment that stimulated you, and it also stimulated her.

“I would assume she is your weapon, and you two are quite close. Now, shall we go?”

I’m fucked.

Opening his door, Gus got out quickly.

Only to find Indali staring at him with a smile, her eyebrows raised.

“It excited you? I excite you? Maybe I misjudged all of this,” Indali said.

“Shut up or I’m going to make underloaded rounds and only use those for a month,” Gus said.

Indali didn’t respond. But he got the impression that what he’d said hadn’t affected her in any way. In fact, he already knew what was going to happen next.

Indali was going to go talk to Melody about contracting.

Shutting his door with a bit more force than was necessary, Gus stomped off toward the Test and Trial building.

Three hours later, after an endless number of questions aimed at anyone they could talk to, Gus felt like they were spinning their wheels.

No one knew anything of value to them and had nothing to offer them that would help.

As far as Test and Trial went, they were innocent and blameless.

So far, at least.

Standing outside by himself, Gus pulled up his phone and typed in Michael’s number. Gus was fairly certain Michael was their IT correspondent, so this call wouldn’t be improper.

Even if he wasn’t in the Fed, Gus wouldn’t care. Michael was who he needed to talk to right now.

While hunting through the minds of everyone he spoke to, the single problem he kept coming back to was that no one knew anything of the programming.

No one knew about the program Test and Trial used to help do quality checks. Didn’t know how it worked, how it operated, or how it interfaced with other systems.

That was a pretty big gap to Gus, and he wasn’t about to let it go dormant.

“Gustavus,” Michael said after he picked up on the first ring.

“Hey, Michael,” Gus said. “How are ya?”

“Fine,” Michael said. “Imaging a laptop. Someone decided to not listen to me and tried to download non-approved programs. My security suite kicked in and bricked the device.”

“That… doesn’t surprise me at all,” Gus said. The fact that Michael had his own security suite installed seemed about right for the man.

“Nor me. No one listens to me when I tell them not to do something. I’m glad you get it,” Michael said. “Most people just don’t understand when I tell them it’s for their own good.”

“Mm. So, I need someone to look into something for me, Michael,” Gus said. “But I’m not sure who to talk to or who to tap in.”

“Okay,” Michael said. That was probably about all Gus was going to get until he explained more of the problem. It was just how Michael was.

“I’m digging into a company that I think isn’t above board,” Gus said, looking around. No one was nearby.

Serafina and Indali were in what looked like a deep discussion off to the side. Sitting on a bench and in a bubble of their own devising.

“Everyone I talk to doesn’t know a damn thing about the software,” Gus said.

“Course not. You’re probably meeting with all the talking heads,” Michael said with some disdain. “People who don’t know a damn thing except what the programmer fills out in a ‘bullet format’ for them to parrot off to customers.”

“Right, uh… yeah,” Gus said, not sure how to respond to that. “But yeah, so that’s where I’m at. If I got the software, is there any way I could get someone to look it over and tell me what they think?”

“Sure,” Michael said. “I’m actually rather bored otherwise. Mark approved everything I wanted to buy, so my job is pretty easy now. Just have them install it in your laptop. I’ll disable the security brick-out so I can get a look at it. It’ll be gated off so it can’t reach out, but I’ll be able to look in.”

“Oh, yeah, sure. Thanks, Michael,” Gus said. He’d actually hoped for something like this. Hoped for it and had planned on it.

Pulling a thumb drive out of his pocket, Gus went over to the trunk of his car.

“I asked the sales rep to put an installer for their software on my thumb drive so I could take it back and look it over,” Gus said. “Pretty sure he took it as a possible sale and jumped at the chance.”

“I’m sure,” Michael said. “I get countless requests from software companies to use their software.”

Sounds like Michael is a bit higher up than I thought he was. He sounds more like the head of IT rather than someone working in IT.

Gus opened the trunk, then pulled over his laptop bag, which he rarely used, and opened it.

He pulled out his laptop, then set it down and tapped the power button. It powered up rather quickly.

“Do you need me to connect to a network or anything?” Gus asked.

“No,” Michael said. “The laptop will tie into your cell phone and use its connection. It’s secure and automatically set up to do so.”

Huh. Alright.

That’s actually kinda neat.

Gus pushed the thumb drive into place, then navigated down to the drive selector and picked it. There was only one file on it.

After double tapping the pad with the mouse pointer on the icon, Gus waited.

“Huh,” Michael said on the other end. “Doesn’t seem to be hitting the normal authorization limitations.”

“Are you… watching it or something?” Gus asked.

“I mean, I’m watching the processes it’s attempting to utilize and activate,” Michael said. “It seems like a fairly standard program.”

“Okay… does that mean… I’ve got nothing? Because if this doesn’t give me a direction, I’m kinda going to be looking at a blank wall here,” Gus said.

“I didn’t say that. All I’m saying so far is the installation looks pretty mundane,” Michael said. “And besides, this isn’t where you’d drop in something. It’d be too obvious and the first thing any good security system would prevent.

“No… that’d come later, after it’s installed and you start agreeing to prompts and setting changes.”

“Uh… okay,” Gus said. He wasn’t computer illiterate, but he wasn’t savvy either.

“Just leave it running and drop it by the tech-bar when you come back to the office,” Michael said. “I’ll keep an eye on it. It’ll give me something interesting to do and a chance to test out my security. I mean, I personally think it’s better than anything they had before, but… there’s really no telling since it no longer exists.”

Gus blinked at that, frowning.

A whole lot of information had been lost with the bombings. It was predominantly the Fed and the PID affected by it, but it was bad.

And there was something much worse there, too.

If someone had been messing around with the databases, or downloading them, before the bombs went off and no one noticed, there was the very real potential of a data breach.

“Uh, Michael?” Gus asked.

“What is it?”

“There’s no way to tell if the data was breached or stolen before the bombing, is there?” Gus said. It wasn’t really a question, as he was fairly certain of the answer.

Except Michael didn’t say anything.

In fact, he was deathly quiet.

Gus heard a slow and soft exhalation.

“No,” Michael said. “But there were a number of connections I refused from external sources when I got hired on. I just blocked them and figured I’d get the right programs back online one at a time before getting the connections back in place.

“I never went back to compare the refused connections to the ones I eventually let in.”

“I think maybe you should do that,” Gus said, staring at his laptop as it continued to load.

Then a screen popped up asking him if it could install.

Reaching out, Gus tapped the agreement key.

Several seconds later, a form popped up that had been prefilled. It had the old Fed address listed, a rep name, and a license number.

“Well, that answers that,” Gus murmured.

“Yes,” Michael said. “We already contracted with them at some point, on some level. And they already had access to the system.

“Though… I’m a little concerned about how it auto-populated that, since I have it completely locked out of any outside system. Very concerned.

“Head back and drop this off with me. I’ll make it my number one priority.”

“Right, thanks Michael. I’ll just close it up for now so you can handle it,” Gus said. “See ya later.”

“Bye.”

Gus hung up and then closed the laptop.

Sighing, he ran a hand through his hair. Things weren’t working out for him, and it felt like everything was getting worse all the time.

He picked up the laptop and stuffed it back into his laptop bag, then closed the trunk.

Dropping his phone in his pocket, Gus began walking over to where Serafina and Indali were still chatting.

Both women turned at his approach and considered him quietly.

“Michael, our IT guy, is going to look at it when we get back,” Gus said. “He couldn’t tell anything about it from the outset. But, uh… but it looks like maybe it’s a foregone conclusion. Somehow their little installer filled out a form with Fed information for the old building, without being given it.

“Yes,” Serafina said. “That would indicate a living entity in the program, or that it collected data you weren’t aware existed on the laptop.”

“Living… entity?” Gus asked.

“Indeed. There are new Para surfacing every day.” Serafina’s glowing eyes bored right through Gus. “While old nightmare Para come back into the light of the world, new life emerges at the same time.

“There are Para out there that are far more part of this modern world than even humans can be. Para that travel through computers, data, and the internet as if they were little more than highways, roads, and tunnels.”

Oh.

That explains a few things.

You’re not a creature of knowledge.

You’re exactly what you’re describing. A new Para from an older species. A creature of knowledge become… become a creature of the internet?

“You sound pretty interesting,” Gus said, not breaking the stare-down he was sharing with Serafina. “I’d love to learn more later.”

Serafina smiled at him after he stopped talking, revealing bright white teeth in a pretty mouth. Even the corners of her eyes crinkled up slightly.

“I’m flattered at your interest, Mr. Boogieman,” she said. “Provide me with the USB drive and I’ll take a look at the programming myself.

“The IT analyst can work on the laptop.”

Gus raised his eyebrows at that. He wanted to know how she’d gotten to the Boogieman thing.

Needed to know, in fact.

“Before you ask, it was a guess,” Serafina said. “I read your file. A large number of Elven clans had been looking into it, so I broke into several Elven society databases to see where it matched. Then I checked into your family and everything around and about you.

“The only thing that fit was Boogieman. Don’t worry, though. I covered my trail, and I made it much harder for anyone else to do what I did in the future.”

Hmph. Don’t much care for that.

“Right, let’s get going,” Gus said, turning around.

“Time to go shooting,” Indali said with some excitement. “Those blue-box rounds are really going to make my barrel sing and heat up my cylinder.”


Chapter 28 - Cooked

 

As he stepped away from the counter in the tech-bar, Gus felt his phone start to vibrate. It was a very unique buzzing sensation, and he knew exactly who it was before he even looked.

“I’ll catch up with you,” Gus said to Indali. Serafina had already gone off to the department by herself to work on the thumb drive he had given her.

“Okay. That’ll give me some time to cool off,” Indali said. She looked calm and quite normal now. But he’d also put as many rounds through her as he could in his thirty-minute break. He’d fired significantly more this time than he had previously, the time between his trigger pulls very quick. He’d even gone so far as trying to speed-load and fire off as many as he could.

He knew for a fact that Indali needed a few minutes to herself. Or so he surmised given that she’d started to practically moan inside her mind halfway through.

Even as the Construct walked off, Gus pulled out his phone and held it up to his ear.

“Hey Mom,” he said.

“Hi dear,” his mom said on the line. “I just wanted to touch base with you real quick about tonight.”

“Tonight?” Gus asked, not really sure what she was talking about.

“Oh… oh, that’s… drat.” His mom sounded rather annoyed. “I suppose I’ve gone and gotten Mel in trouble then. The other day when we were talking, she invited your father, your sister, and I over for dinner tonight.

“I honestly thought she’d have talked to you about it by now. I swear… that girl.”

Gus shook his head, not surprised.

Nor was he mad.

“That’s fine. Tonight, that is.” Gus chuckled to himself as he walked toward the back of the building. He’d rather take this call outside in the garden. It wasn’t as good as the one at PID, but it wasn’t bad either.

“Really? Good!” his mom said. “I’ve really been looking forward to seeing all your little wives. I’ve only met a few of them. Mel was telling me about the newer ones. Ah… Sera? Sera and Janelle, right?”

“You’ve met them all, Mom,” Gus said. “I’ve only got three.”

“That’s not how Mel tells it, sweetie,” his mom said. It sounded like she was in her kitchen, baking something. “You have seven, including her.

“Let’s see. Patricia, Vanessa, Melody, Chloe, Indali, Janelle, and Sera. I think that’s all of them.”

Walking outside, Gus pressed his free hand to his brow.

“No. Just Trish, Ness, and Mel. Chloe is… she’s a murderer I have on loan. Indali is my partner. Janelle just works here, same as Serafina. That’s her name, by the way. Serafina. Not Sera.”

“Serafina? Mel just calls her Sera. And I swore Mel said Janelle was contracted to her now. Blue, she said.” His mom sounded somewhat annoyed.

“Uh… well, actually yeah. Janelle is Blue,” Gus said. He was starting to get the impression that Mel talked to his mom maybe more than he did.

“See? There it is. She’s your wife too, then,” his mom said with a soft laugh. “And by the way, I’m so glad to hear you’re married to an Elf now. That really shows how far you’ve come, dear.”

Gus opened his mouth and then just closed it. There really wasn’t any point arguing it with her. She had opinions on the situation and that was just how it would remain for her.

Not to mention… Janelle is our Blue… which means she’ll be with us until we die.

Essentially, we’re married, just not in a relationship.

“Paris is bringing Stewart, of course,” his mom said.

“That’s fine. I actually like the guy,” Gus said. “He knows… right?”

“Knows? Oh! Yes. Yes, he does,” his mom said with a laugh. “Your father was being paranoid about it and stuck around in his head until he went to sleep the day she told him.”

Gus’s father wasn’t just a telepath, but a frightening monster of one. He could do things Gus didn’t even want to consider as possible.

 I wonder if Dad or Kat is stronger.

Whatever.

Dinner should be fairly normal.

Hopefully.

 

***

 

Opening the door and expecting his mom, Gus was surprised to find Serafina there.

“Hello Gus,” Serafina said, staring at him with her owl-like glowing eyes.

“Uh… hey… Sera,” Gus said.

“I brought the potato salad.” She held up a glass bowl. “But I forgot the container Mel told me to bring.”

I… alright. I guess—

“I brought extra. Don’t worry about it,” Chloe said from beyond the doorway.

Gus peered out from inside to see Chloe, Indali, and Janelle. They all had various items with them in containers, bowls, and bags.

I… should have known, I guess.

“Yep.” Gus pulled the door open wide and stepped up next to the wall. “Just head on through toward the back. The kitchen is back there.”

“I understand,” Serafina said, walking past him and into his home.

Janelle and Indali followed quickly behind her.

Chloe stepped inside and then took the door from Gus and closed it, smiling at him.

“Gus? My ever-so-kind benefactor?” she asked.

He already knew what she wanted. She’d somehow managed to talk him into feeding her every single day as of late. They typically used the “lactation room” HR had put in on the second floor for mothers. It never lasted more than five or ten minutes, thankfully. Usually while watching some type of show on her cell phone or his.

“Really, Chloe?” Gus asked, giving her a flat stare.

“I won’t take long,” she said, patting his shoulder and still smiling at him. The gaps where her fangs should be always drew his eye. “Come on. I didn’t bother you at work because I figured you’d feed me here.”

That was true. She hadn’t bothered him at work at all today.

“I’m always gentle, aren’t I? I never take too much,” she said. “I thought maybe you could just… take me to your room and we could settle in for a few minutes and pick up where we left off the other day. We were almost done with the episode.”

“You have a nearly infinite amount of blood you can request because you’re working for the Fed,” Gus said with some frustration. “You don’t need mine.”

“Your blood makes me feel better,” Chloe said. There was a strange undertone in her words.

“Fine. Fine, okay? Fine. But later.” Gus held his hand out toward the kitchen. “My mom’s gonna be here any minute, and I want to greet her.”

“Oh, ok. I’ll just go settle in for now then,” Chloe said as she started walking away from him.

Before he could even think about doing anything else, the doorbell rang again.

Hoping this was his family and no other surprises, Gus opened the door once again.

Paris and Stewart were standing there.

His sister looked almost identical to his mother; she just dressed and acted younger.

Her long, dark-red hair was swept back, and her light-brown eyes looked amused. On her arm was Stewart.

He looked exactly as Gus remembered him. Brown hair in a corporate haircut, soft blue eyes, and looking like he’d be more at home in a recliner than on his feet.

“Paris, Stewart, glad you could make it,” Gus said.

“Brother,” Paris said, walking in and hugging him tightly.

Then she turned to the hallway and shouted down it.

“Mel!? I brought the cooler. Do you want me to drag it around the back?”

“Paris?! Yes, please!” Melody shouted from the kitchen.

Paris turned and vanished back outside.

“Hey Gus,” Stewart said, holding his hand out to him.

Grinning, Gus took the man’s hand and shook it firmly. He liked Stewart. He treated Paris well and loved her genuinely. Especially if he knew about what they were and was still here.

“Howdy Stewart, how goes the making-people-unconscious business?” Gus asked, gesturing inside.

Stewart grinned at that and then entered the house.

“You know, same as ever,” he said. “Hired Paris as the office’s administrative assistant. She comes with me on jobs.”

“I bet she loves that. She always had a real taste for medical fear,” Gus said.

“Right?” Stewart said with a laugh. “Seems like she can’t ever stop. Yesterday she—”

There was yet another ring of the doorbell.

“Sorry, one second,” Gus said, and he pulled the door open. His mother and father were there.

Looking like a sister to Paris was his mother. Her hair was pulled back, and she was wearing her glasses.

Gus’s father looked like a much older and heavier version of Gus himself.

“Oooh! There you are,” Jennifer said, darting forward and hugging Gus tightly. “And Stewart! Perfect!”

After hugging Gus, his mom moved on to hug Stewart tightly.

Then, in a never-ending torrent of conversation, she led Stewart straight toward the back of the house without having to be directed.

“Hey bud,” Gus’s dad Wilhelm said, stepping up to his son.

“Hey dad,” Gus said with a grin. Then he hugged him.

“Oof, easy there, kid. Not as young as I used to be,” Wilhelm said, patting Gus on the back. “Though I hear I’m a father-in-law several times over now.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Gus said, letting go of his dad. “Was a bit of a surprise to me, too.”

“Well, not to immediately change the subject, but I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” his dad said. “I didn’t want to do it over the phone. I get the impression there’s more than just the Fed listening in these days.”

“Oh?” Gus asked, suddenly nervous.

“Yeah,” his father said with a nod. “There are a lot of utility workers around the house lately. I didn’t say anything to your mom because… well, she’d probably kill them, and I’m tired of having to help her get rid of the bodies. Do you know how hard it is to actually dig up six feet of dirt?”

Gus blinked slowly at that.

“Suffice it to say, I read a few of their minds,” Wilhelm said. “They were hired specifically to watch the house. I don’t have a landline, so there was nothing to tap into, but I do know they’re monitoring my internet traffic.”

There wasn’t a single thought floating through Gus’s mind right now.

“Unfortunately, there’s more to it as well,” Wilhelm said with a grimace. “The one that came by the other day tried to offer me free solar. They wanted to put listening devices in the house while they worked. He was a Boogieman.”

What?

“Really?” Gus asked.

“Yeah,” Wilhelm said, grimacing. “This is all because of what’s been happening and that you stopped them, isn’t it?”

Fuck.

“Yeah… probably. I’m sorry, Dad,” Gus said.

“Don’t worry about it, bud,” Wilhelm said with a grin. “I’m proud of you and what you did. I’d tell you to do it again. But I did want to tell you about what’s going on at the house.”

Gus nodded. “Thanks… Dad. I appreciate it. I’ll check into it.”

“I figured you would,” Wilhelm said with a grin. “Now, how about you introduce me to all my daughters-in-law. I hear I have seven of them.”

Rolling his eyes, Gus led his dad back into the kitchen.

 

***

 

Melody pulled on Gus’s arm, pressing her breast into his bicep.

“This is kinda nice, in a weird way,” she said as she held tightly to him.

She was dressed casually, as he was, and they were walking along the sidewalk toward his parents’ house.

They’d parked a bit away and were “out on a walk” to see what they could pick up.

If there wasn’t anyone nearby, the plan was for Melody to see what she could with her contract magic. She had several limited spells and abilities that focused on nothing other than figuring things out.

Which was her driving motivation in life.

“We should just… quit when this is all over. Retire,” she said. “I bet we could live off my investments and your military money for a really long time.

“Then just turn that around and reinvest it all into something else.”

“Know what… I agree,” Gus said. He was tired of this. Tired of it all.

Doubly so now that his actions had brought someone sniffing around his family.

It was something he’d always known was a possibility, but he’d never thought it would actually happen.

“Wait, really? Okay! I’ll start planning it out for us,” Melody said. “I’ll just call my dad up and get him working on it.”

“Never met your dad,” Gus said.

“Well… that’s not really true,” Melody said, her voice dipping substantially. “And maybe this isn’t the right time or place, but… well—”

“Well?” Gus asked after Melody’s voice died away.

“My dad’s the Curator,” Melody said with a shrug. “His real name’s Miles. Miles Campbell. My mother’s last name was Lark.”

“Wait, what?” Gus asked, feeling shocked to his core. “He is?”

“Uh-huh!” Melody patted his forearm. “He likes you. A lot.”

“Okay,” Gus said. Once again, he felt like the world had been pulled out from under him, and very little was making sense.

“It’s okay, really,” Melody said. “He likes you; everything is fine. He didn’t move that far away. He’s just a couple hours outside the city. He just didn’t want to be here for the ‘inevitable’ as he calls it. I think we can prevent it, though. And I’ll be giving him an ‘I told you so’ until the end of his days.”

“Yeah. Yeah,” Gus said. Then he sighed. Up ahead, he could see his parents’ house. “Miles Campbell. So… like… C&C Marketing Campbell?” Gus asked.

“Exactly!” Melody said. “But we’re not related to them. Dad says I’m the only family he has. ‘Not a single other living soul on the planet,’ as he says.”

“Not… really what I wanted to be hearing right now,” Gus said. “Kinda distracted, and I don’t think that’s something you just drop in a casual conversation.”

“Sure it is!” Melody said, leaning over to kiss his cheek. “Now if I told you I was pregnant, that’d be far worse to drop into a casual conversation.”

“I… what?” Gus asked, now looking at Melody with absolute panic. “You’re pregnant?”

“No, why? Do you want me to be?” Melody smiled at him. “I thought we should wait a few years, or until we get the full Rainbow assembled. That way it can go much easier.”

Closing his eyes, gritting his teeth, and not responding, Gus turned his face forward again. He really didn’t want to look at Melody right now.

There were times when she aggravated him to the point that he wanted to smash his own head in a door until he couldn’t think anymore.

“Awww, honey, I’m sorry. I was only teasing you a bit,” she said. “Daddy really does like you, I’m not pregnant, and everything is great.”

Gus shook his head. He was still annoyed.

“Don’t be that way,” Melody said with a laugh. “I’ll have Trish make it up to you for me. She owes me a favor or two anyways.”

That strange and almost insane-sounding response got Gus to open his eyes and look at Melody. 

“Really,” she said, smiling at him. “Promise.”

“Do you have any idea how cr—”

Gus froze in mid-sentence, staring at the lamp post that wasn’t far away.

There, floating in midair, was a strange blue smoke. It hovered there and only moved a small amount.

“Goodness,” Melody said. “I’ll have to start buying stock in Trish so I can get my way out of anything stupid. I mean, I knew you enjoyed her from what happened last night, but wow.”

“I can see something. It looks like a blue smo—oh. Oh no,” Gus said, realizing what it was he was looking at. “I can see what looks like a blue smoke. It’s the same color as that stone Sam gave me.”

Melody turned her head and looked toward the spot where Gus was looking. Which was just beyond her shoulder.

“Hm. I think I’d rather prefer the idea of you being that enamored with our lovely Dryad,” Melody said. Pulling on Gus’s arm, she guided him over to the spot where the smoke was.

Walking straight into it, Melody reached into her purse and pulled out her phone. She made a show of looking at the screen, all while he could see her Blue, Green, and Orange contracts glowing ever so faintly.

“I can’t sense it,” she said after ten seconds of standing there. “Whatever it is you see, it’s not something I can pick up.”

“Sam said planar magic, right?” Gus asked. “Is that something you’d be able to sense?”

“No. No it isn’t. Planar magic is restricted to a very small subset of people or things,” Melody said. “Sam is one such person. But I know for a fact this isn’t something he’d be working on anyone with. His job is… very different.”

“I guess then our worst fear is correct,” Gus said. “The same person who opened the portal that took Janelle away is now lurking around outside my parents’ house.”

“Yes, that’s… that’s what I’d say is going on,” Melody said. “Can you follow it?”

“Yeah. It’s a pretty obvious trail. The problem is I think they got in a car,” Gus said. He’d already followed the trail with his eyes. It seemed to originate in the street, came to this lamp post, and went back to the street. Then it went right down the middle of the street leading away from his parents’ house.

“Well, I’ll drive, and you can be my loyal bloodhound,” Melody said. “Then when we get home tonight after taking care of this problem, I’ll have Trish make up for me, and everything will be right.”

Gus sincerely hoped that was the case. He really didn’t like the fact that someone had been lurking around his parents’ place.

Especially someone who could open portals to other parts of the planet.


Chapter 29 - Hunting We Will Go

 

Driving along, Gus couldn’t help but remember when they’d had Trish do something very similar.

Though it was a little different having someone as good looking as Trish hanging halfway out the window, compared to Gus staring out the front windshield like a psycho. A psycho glaring at the car in front of them.

Given that a number of cars had gotten out of their way, he imagined people had noticed.

“Left up ahead, I think,” Gus said.

“Left it is, my beloved Indigo,” Melody said.

She’d been enjoying this adventure far too much.

It’s not that surprising. Is it? She hates the paperwork and normal, everyday police activities. She just likes the action bits.

Making the turn, Gus was surprised by the trail. It turned almost immediately into a parking lot they drove by.

“Uh, fuck, ah… We need to make a U-turn. They went in that parking lot,” Gus said. “We can just—eeeeeuuhhh!”

Melody gassed the car, flung the wheel to the left, and fishtailed them hard right through the middle of the road. Coming back into a lane going the other way now, Melody got the car back under control.

Gus groaned and leaned back in his chair.

“Sorry, sorry, I had to. I wish we could get in another high-speed chase; that was really fun,” Melody said. “And before you worry about me not being happy, I’m very happy. I have my Indigo, my Red, my Yellow, and even my Blue. I’ve already talked Chloe into being my Green, and Indali my Orange.

“Serafina will probably be my Violet. At first I thought it’d be Hailey, but… she just doesn’t get along with me very well. I think she’d be too much of a distraction.

“That and I really don’t… I know it sounds terrible, but Weres always try to bring in their pack. I really don’t want Hailey and her pack. You know?”

“No. No I don’t. Because I already said—”

“I know, I know. I’m contracting them only as colors, not wives. Promise,” Melody said. “Doesn’t mean I won’t keep trying to talk you into it, though. I have all the time in the world to convince you.

“I mean, come on. We all know there’s some really great chemistry between you, Chloe, and Janelle.”

Melody hit the wheel hard to the right and bounced them up a curb, over a parking stop, and into the lot.

“For fuck’s sake, Mel, really?” Gus complained.

“Sorry, not sorry,” Melody said with a soft laugh. Then she turned to face him for a moment with a blazing smile. “You love me for it.”

“I do love you, you stupid nitwit,” Gus said with a smile. 

There were times when he wanted to punch her in the face. But those were few and far between. All the rest of the while, he just loved her.

Melody made a squealing noise while wrinkling her nose, and she whipped the car into a parking space in a sideways slide.

Slamming the gear into park, she launched herself at Gus and began to sloppily ravage his mouth with hers. Her tongue darted between his lips.

Melody simply overpowered him, pinning him into the seat itself.

A minute later, she finally let up and eased herself away from him.

“Let’s get in the back,” she said breathlessly.

Gus started laughing against his will. Grinning like an idiot, he reached up and laid a hand on her cheek, then kissed her tenderly.

“I love you. Next time I won’t say no,” Gus said. “But I really need to follow this trail. Okay?”

Melody watched him from a foot away, her eyes searching him.

“Yeah?” she asked.

“Yeah. Now get up. I need to follow this, remember?” Gus asked.

“Yes. I remember. Okay,” Melody said, getting back in her own seat.

Sitting up, Gus thankfully found no one nearby.

He unbuckled his seatbelt and got out of the vehicle to look around. 

With only a cursory inspection, he quickly found where the trail led. Swinging out around behind the shops, it vanished into what was likely the shipping and receiving area.

He unzipped the windbreaker he’d been wearing and adjusted Indali in her holster at the same time.

“I’m ready,” she said. “If we must travel through a plane, I’ll be fine. I locked the door to my office, turned the lights off, and crawled under my desk.”

Oh. That’s good to know.

“Thanks,” Gus said.

Moving off toward the turn in the road, Gus had Melody immediately fall in next to him.

“This is so exciting,” she said. “I’m so glad my pistol fit in my purse.”

Looking over, he found she had her hand resting over the top of her purse that was on the opposite arm. It almost looked casual.

He imagined she could probably draw it on someone pretty quickly without it being a problem.

The trail Gus was following went straight up to a work van with only two doors. It was parked in a shaded spot that was pressed up to a wall. To Gus it looked more like a parking space someone would take when they didn’t want anyone to bother them. This was exactly the sort of thing he tended to look for when he went looking around in an area.

Reaching into his wind breaker, Gus pulled Indali out of her leather holster and thumbed her hammer back.

He wasn’t going to take any risks now. He didn’t have the time or the luxury for such a thing.

As he walked up to the van, Gus could see right through the front and passenger-side windows. They were completely clear.

“You watch the front,” Gus murmured softly as Melody pulled her weapon out. “I’m going to… break some more laws. Seems like I’m really good at that these days.”

Moving to the back of the van, Gus tried the handle.

The rear was locked up tight.

Frowning, he contemplated how to proceed. Then he realized who he was with. He moved back over to Melody, who was leaning up against the wall and watching the front of the van. Her gun was tucked up under a breast.

“Hey, you got anything you can pop a car lock with? Magic wise, that is?” Gus asked.

“Course—want to switch?” Melody asked.

“Yeah, it’s still daylight out, and I really don’t want to be futzing with a lock and pick set. Not to mention I’m not as good with car locks as I am with door locks,” Gus said.

“You were pretty handy with my lock,” Melody said, moving away from Gus. “Feel free to pick me anytime.”

Sighing and grinning, Gus took up the same position as Melody. He held Indali under his arm and watched the front.

“She’s very loving toward you. Hard to believe she’s also the Lark. The number of murders attributed to her is quite high,” Indali said. “Then again. It’s hard to be in her line of work without criminal charges.”

Gus nodded at that. He’d heard more than his fair share of Lark tales.

There was a screech of metal and the sound of something popping.

Fuck.

Moving away from the wall, Gus walked over to the back of the van.

Melody threw a hunk of twisted metal off to one side and then looked at him with a smile. Part of the rear door had been removed right around the lock. As if someone had reached into the metal and just scooped it out.

“See? I told you I know my own strength. I’d never squeeze you too hard,” Melody said with a satisfied smile.

Inside the van was a massive glowing blue orb. It had the same coloring as the trail Gus had been following.

There was also a strange humming and buzzing coming from it. Stepping up into the van, Gus reached out and ran his hand through the ball.

Instantly, it started to split apart and become larger.

“Looks like I’ll be hunting again,” Gus said. Even as he said it, he could feel a rush of strength and energy flood through him. Hunting was what he’d been born to do.

“I’d like to join you, but I don’t think I’d be very helpful.” Melody gestured at him. “Time for you to go do what you do, Indigo. Make sure you turn your cell phone to absolutely silent but bring it with you.”

Looking down at himself, Gus realized he’d already shifted out of the visible spectrum. His fingers were long claws, and the world had changed. The dark spaces were brighter, and everything else was considerably darker.

Reaching into his pocket, he turned his phone’s sound and vibration off completely. Then he lowered Indali’s hammer gently and re-holstered her.

“Com’ere and give me a kiss, you big bad scary man,” Melody said with a smile. She reached out and grabbed him by his windbreaker, then drew him close and kissed him.

She had no fear of him at all, despite how he looked.

When he stepped out of the portal twenty seconds later, Gus was definitely somewhere else. Except he didn’t know where.

It felt a lot like an office building. Though he seemed to have come out in a receiving area. All around him were slim glass booths. Inside of each one were spinning, glowing balls of planar energy.

“…hell was that? It was like it opened up all on its own,” someone said from a desk nearby.

Moving slowly but smoothly, Gus fled the area. He moved over to the desk quickly and then got down in the corner.

Watching the man at the desk, who was dressed in some type of security uniform, Gus realized he was talking through an intercom.

“…anything there? Anyone?” asked the person on the other line.

“No. Nothing,” said the man at the desk. He seemed to be reviewing all his screens and going from one to the other to the next. “It’s all… clear. Nothing at all.”

“Huh,” said the person on the other end. “Is… there any council due today?”

“No! No… not at all,” said the man at the desk. “Not in the last two weeks.”

“Okay… that… whatever. Flag it as an error and let IT check it,” said the voice on the other end. “Nothing else we can do if nothing’s showing up.”

Council. Council?

That… lines up with the hitman. Doesn’t it? She only ever got her orders by letter, but she knew it was from a group of people.

So… they have the resources to raise someone specifically to be their hired killer while also keeping them in secrecy and wealth.

“Alright. Fine,” said the man at the desk. Then he moused over a button on his screen and clicked it.

Never mind. Not an intercom. Some kind of chat software.

Looking at the man in front of him, who had no idea Gus was there, Gus slowly pushed a filament of power into his mind.

And found absolutely nothing in his surface thoughts. Other than that he hated his job but was overpaid to not care and be absolutely silent.

It was exactly like the jail and the guards who’d been assigned to the deep cells.

Which meant they were one and the same, as far as Gus was concerned.

That or they’re working for military black-ops or a mercenary unit or something.

Pushing a little harder, Gus tried to find out what the man knew about the “council.”

All he knew was that they came and went with little more than twenty-four hours warning. They always arrived or left with people known as “planars.” They looked human, rarely spoke to anyone, and spoke English when they did.

If they told you to do something, you did it immediately. If you failed or simply didn’t do what they’d asked, you’d get fired awfully quick.

Though there were several rumors that it wasn’t just getting fired. Anyone who was fired in such a way quickly fell out of contact with any friends they’d made.

Best practice was to simply stay out of the way of the council.

Looking back to all the glass booths, Gus realized that whoever he was chasing had left through yet another portal.

Pulling out his phone, and making sure he was completely behind the security guard, Gus checked his reception. There was a very low signal, but no service at all. So something was reaching this location, but it wasn’t his provider.

Flipping it to the Wi-Fi setting, he saw a number of names. Most were generic and corporate looking. Though it did reinforce that this was like a business setup.

Pushing his phone back into his pocket, Gus contemplated what to do next.

Deciding that it would be better to risk it than let the opportunity go, Gus hooked back into the man’s mind. Sliding through as gently as he could, Gus tried to go back to the man’s morning. Or his previous evening. Anything that would give him an idea of where this facility was.

Slowly, he got the address as he sifted through the days.

It was in Lamar, Nebraska.

Somewhere Gus had never heard of, and he doubted it would be much more than a name on a map. From what he could piece together from the man’s mind, Lamar was the definition of a small town, though he tended to use the term “backwater” when he described it to anyone.

I have a name and a general location. We can come back here later.

For now… let’s… follow the target. They were the ones who were outside my parent’s house.

Frowning, Gus sank a very low-grade fear into the man. A feeling that he needed to go check the door outside the room. Just to make sure it wasn’t locked and he wasn’t trapped in here.

The man stood up immediately and practically ran to the door.

Apparently, the fear Gus had given him was a very real one. Or at least, real enough that it needed to be checked immediately.

Here we go!

Moving away from the desk quickly, Gus ripped at the portal with his fingers as soon as it was within reach.

He slipped through without even a thought or a concern and moved to the other side.

And found himself in a very different location.

Or at least, the back alley of a very different location.

All around him were men and women in clothes that looked distinctly three hundred years out of date. All walking around as if it were a normal, everyday scene.

To Gus it felt like he’d been dropped into a show he’d been watching with Chloe.

All it needs is people running around with single-shot muskets.

Pulling out his phone, he glanced at it quickly to confirm his thoughts.

It wasn’t just a low signal like in the previous location—it was no signal. There wasn’t even a hint of anything his phone could connect to.

Flipping it over to the Wi-Fi signal selector, he found nothing at all.

The fuck.

Okay… so… portals can go… very different… places.

Very different.

Maybe even a different time?

Let’s just… concentrate on what we need to do.

Follow the trail.

Ghosting out of the alley and into the street, Gus continued to follow along the smoky blue essence that hung in the air.

All around him was the stink of unwashed bodies, the mud and filth of the streets, and the reek of animals.

This is awful.

“I don’t think even my time in prison smelled as foul as this,” Indali said.

“Yeah… we’re not… on… our own planet… or something, anymore,” Gus said. “I think I really need to talk to Melody’s nephew-in-law. This is too much.”

“It is certainly pushing the boundaries of what I’m able to accept,” Indali said.

Gus understood nothing of what was being said around him. It all sounded like a foreign tongue without even a single word like something he could identify.

Glancing up at the sky he noticed there were two very distinct moons hanging there.

Fuck.

Does that mean… the reason we know so little of our enemy is because they’re not from Earth?

Holy crap, is it an alien invasion?

Up ahead, Gus could see the trail curve around a bend in the road and vanish out behind a low squat home.

Turning with the trail, Gus found himself standing in what was likely someone’s backyard. Out behind a tree was yet another large ball of blue.

Another portal. Except… where will this one take me? Hopefully at least back home. If I get trapped on this planet, there’s really not a lot I can do to get help.

Pulling at the portal with his claws, Gus went through again.

And appeared on the other side in what looked to be outside of a house. A modern house, in a modern backyard, with a very modern-looking satellite on the side of it. It was daytime, and it seemed to be almost the exact same time frame he’d left Melody.

Glancing around, Gus realized he was alone and somewhat safe.

He bent over to pull out his phone and check it.

He had a signal and service.

Flipping open the Wi-Fi settings, he found there were several very clearly private Wi-Fi signals nearby.

No corporation would ever name their Wi-Fi “pretty fly for a Wi-Fi.”

Gus looked for the trail again.

It led straight up to the back door of the house and went inside.

In we go, I guess. Let’s… flip Mel a text message and we can ping our location real quick.

Keeping his phone hidden as best he could, because he had no idea if the screen would show up through his camouflage ability, Gus typed in a quick message to Melody.

Then he sent her his location, partially to show her where he was, but also so he could see where he was.

His location surprised him.

He was in Saint Anthony. Just on the far northern outskirts.

Such a bizarre way to travel, if they were just going from one side of the city to the other. Would have been just as easy to drive here.

Sliding his phone back into a pocket, Gus looked at the house.

Time to break in.

Starting to feel like I’m committing almost as many crimes as the people I used to put away while on the PID.


Chapter 30 - Empty Handed

 

Getting down on one knee, Gus reached into his pocket and pulled out his lockpick set.

Probably a pretty cheap lock. Bet it’s not even an ANSI grade. The rake can be kinda loud, though.

Checking a sigh, Gus settled into individually pin-picking a lock he could probably rake in two passes. He didn’t want to spook his quarry. He’d followed them across a different planet and wasn’t about to let up now.

Gus was thrilled. He could practically feel the end of the hunt.

His heart quivered in excitement, and his blood raced through his veins.

He couldn’t wait to tear out the planar being’s heart and devour it as the being watched. Feeding on the last vestiges of their fear as the life faded from their eyes and—

Gus frowned as he looked down and to the side, trying to get control over himself with a single breath. He needed to keep his head clear.

Even with all the force he could put down on his own thoughts, he had a hard time curbing them. He truly wanted to devour his prey at the end of the hunt.

Finally, after what was probably a minute, he felt like his thoughts were in order once again.

Looking back at the lock Gus realized he’d let go of the torque wrench at some point. The pins he’d set were back to their original position.

Fine… just… fine.

Fine.

Pushing his pick back into its pouch, Gus pulled out his city rake and just ran it through the pins three times. There was a soft click as the lock slid open.

Grasping the handle with one hand, he put his tools away with the other. Once everything was secure, he pulled the door open and then stepped into the house.

He found himself standing inside a kitchen.

The trail led straight out of the kitchen and into the attached hallway.

Moving with as much speed as he could while remaining silent, Gus kept on the trail. As he moved his eyes from the trail to his surroundings while struggling to listen for anything, Gus felt like he was closing in on his prey.

He’d find them any second.

Turning into another room, Gus entered what looked like a study. All around were maps, diagrams, and papers filled with handwritten notes.

Gus had seen the like before. He’d had a study of his own with Mark for a few cases in their years. This was where plans were made.

Plans that really shouldn’t see the light of day.

Across the room, sitting at a desk and staring into a monitor, was his target. It was a woman that had magic bleeding off her in every direction. A large amount of magic that Gus knew was planar only because of what he’d learned from Sam.

The spell that’d led him here faded and fizzled out. Just as Sam had said, it lasted up until the moment he found his target.

The woman at the desk froze up, and her shoulders slowly inched inward.

Shit, did she feel that?

Gus moved off to one side and slunk down low into the corner. He desperately wanted to catch this person alive and read her thoughts.

To tear her mind apart, to be honest.

Reaching out with his thoughts, Gus started to push into the woman’s mind.

And that was apparently the wrong thing to do.

The woman smashed her right hand into the top of the computer beneath the desk and tore the front of it off.

Standing up, Gus drew Indali.

Before he could draw her completely, the woman had ripped something out of the computer.

“Freeze!” Gus shouted, leveling Indali at the woman.

Moving even as Gus considered pulling the trigger, the woman literally dove over the desk and right through a glass window.

Rushing over, Gus lifted Indali up and scanned the area.

The woman was gone and had left no trace of herself. Nor could Gus see any portals, which he knew from his past experience he could see even without the tracking spell.

It meant the woman had bolted on foot.

Grabbing his cell phone, Gus went to dial Melody.

“Already telling Melody what’s happening,” Indali said. “There’s a helicopter and a squad of PID en route to your position.

“Melody wants you to secure whatever you can in the house.”

Gus grimaced at the idea of letting his prey get away, but he couldn’t fault the logic. If the woman was determined enough to protect whatever was on the computer that she’d smash it, then whatever was left in the room and the computer was worthwhile.

More so than chasing a planar being alone through a suburb without backup immediately available.

Boogieman or not, Gus wasn’t immortal.

“Right,” Gus sent back to Indali.

“I don’t like it either, Bearer. I wanted to let loose and end her as well. To feel your finger stroke my trigger and end her life. But that’s not how this one is to play out, it would seem,” Indali said.

Sighing, Gus moved to the corner of the room.

He’d sit here and wait while camouflaged.

Maybe the planar will return if she thinks I left.

He didn’t actually believe that for a moment, but it was better than just writing her off as escaped.

 

***

 

“Gus?” called a muffled female voice from the front of the house.

Melody.

Standing up, Gus sighed and holstered Indali. He really did hope the planar being would return, but she hadn’t.

Giving himself a physical shake, he reverted back into his human-looking self. The hunt was over, and it’d ended in failure.

He’d tracked his prey back to her den only to lose her at the last second.

Next time I need to somehow break the spell before I get within a certain distance. Didn’t think she’d feel it.

Walking over to the front door, Gus opened it.

Standing there was Melody. She was wearing a Fed vest and had her weapon out. It was an odd look, considering she was still wearing a dress.

Behind her was a squad of Fed agents. Trish, Vanessa, and Janelle were all with her as well.

“Hello there,” Gus said, holding the door open. “Come on in. I followed a suspect in through the back door in an active chase. I—”

“Got a warrant,” Janelle said, holding up a piece of paper. “Mark and Miss Dresch both signed off on it and got a judge for it.”

Well. That makes it easy then.

Some of the agents began filing in and trooping past him while others started back to their cars to collect items from them.

The rest of Gus’s household, however, remained outside with him.

Joining them, Gus stepped down off the porch and onto the grass.

Trish came over and gave him a tight hug, her Fed vest making her feel like an armored post rather than a person.

“I was worried,” she said, pushing her face into his neck.

Uh.

Feeling awkward about this obvious display of affection in front of both people who were in the know and people who weren’t, Gus patted her on the back.

Then Trish pulled away and gave him a bright smile. He couldn’t help but admire the Elven Dryad and the way she made even the Fed vest look good on her.

Forcing his eyes off her and to the others, he gave them a sad smile.

“I lost her. Was a woman. Was a bit of a trip, too,” Gus said. “They travel from… portal to portal. It makes more sense we have such a hard time tracking them. Figuring out where they’re going. On top of all that, I’m pretty sure these portals can go to other worlds.”

“They can,” Melody said. “My mother’s family is from a different plane.”

“That’s what it was?” Gus asked. “A different plane? It was like something out of a documentary. It was literally like being in the past.”

“Yes… there are some planes that are… very behind, I guess you could say. Not every plane developed in the same way. There’s one that’s beyond our technology, you know,” Melody said.

“Oh, we should go get some of it and bring it back,” Trish said, looking at the others. “Though I’d suggest we use it only for ourselves. No sense in letting others benefit.”

There were times when Gus forgot that Trish wasn’t from this world. She’d explained a bit more to him that the place she’d come from was far more violent. A world where it was kill or be killed and eat or be eaten. That there was very little in the way of sympathy or empathy for anyone or anything.

“Don’t worry, I’ve already gotten us a deal with Sam,” Melody said with a wave of her hand. “He just wanted a few files on people from the Fed database, so I handed them over in exchange. We get a free round trip to any plane we want in the future. I was thinking we’d hit up that plane I was talking about and come back with truckloads of stuff.

“They have this really neat device that—”

Gus cleared his throat and then smiled when everyone turned to look at him.

“Not the best time or place, is it?” Gus asked. “We should probably be looking at what we found here. This is the best lead we’ve gotten so far. And one of those rooms back there really looks interesting.”

“Yes, that’s right. Indali mentioned that,” Melody said. Then she walked by Gus and gave him a quick kiss before vanishing into the house.

Trish was a step behind her, also collecting a kiss from Gus.

“So far,” Janelle said, stepping up to Gus, “I find this line of work far more… safe… than my previous line of work.”

“I imagine,” Gus said with a grin.

“Though, I did hear news from my family while you were out this morning,” Janelle said, turning her eyes to look at the house. “I’ve officially been disowned by them. Then I did as everyone suggested and released all the information I had. My agreements with ‘the Hunter’ and several deals you signed with me personally. Thank you for those, by the way.

“The noble house of the Elves has been devastated by the fallout from all of that. Apparently no one wanted the Hunter to come back, and the royal family risked that. Disowning me was probably the best thing for me, since it gave me the leverage to strike back.”

With a frown threatening to break free, Gus did his best to keep his emotions in check. He could only imagine what Janelle was going through. If his family had cut him out of their lives, he wouldn’t know how to handle it.

“And so, I am without family,” Janelle said, turning her eyes back to Gus. “Though… to be fair, what they asked me to do was simply criminal.”

“It was, and I disagree,” Gus said, realizing what he needed to say. What he wanted to say.

“You disagree,” Janelle repeated, not sounding very sure.

“You have a family. Me, Trish, Vanessa, Melody. We’re your family now. Your contract is for the rest of your life, you know,” Gus said. “Blue.”

Janelle snorted at that, half of her mouth lifting in a what looked like a smirk.

“Thanks for reminding me, Indigo,” Janelle said. Then she leaned in and left a soft kiss on his lips. Reaching up as she pulled away, she patted his cheek gently. “I’m going inside now.”

Her fingers lingered on his cheek for a second before she turned and went inside as well. Gus’s mind went straight back to the thoughts she’d had about him and certain Elven rituals she wanted him to partake in with her.

Suddenly he knew for a fact where this was going, and he had no way to really pump the brakes anymore.

And on some level, he didn’t want to.

“You’ll need to include me in that family description next time,” Indali said. “I officially accepted the Orange contract. I’m to be brought in later this week or next week. Though not as a wife. Contract only. Serafina is close to accepting the Violet contract.”

Sighing, Gus put a hand on his brow.

“Ah… and… Chloe is taking Green,” Indali finished. “Mel was discussing it with me while we were on the phone earlier. The contracting will be spaced out, one every week or two. Mel said having too many orgies too close together would wear you out.”

“Yeah. That’s… one way to put it,” Gus said, then shook his head.

It didn’t matter.

He didn’t want more women in his life, but Melody wanted her contracts filled. One way or another, that was going to happen.

He could at least be thankful that she’d picked people who were friendly and workable.

Still, though… Chloe is a criminal. She’s destined to end up back in jail.

How do we even approach that one?

Giving up on the whole thing because it was a pointless worry right now, Gus went back into the house and straight for the study. He wanted to know more about what they’d found.

When he walked in, he found Melody standing in the middle of the room. Her Orange and Violet contracts were burning on her face like LEDs. Her head was slowly turning as she surveyed the room.

“Nothing magical in the house that we were able to detect,” Trish said, coming up beside him. “Mel and I both did a quick sweep.”

“Okay,” Gus said, shrugging his shoulders. He was feeling a bit drained. He’d gone on a hunt that had gotten him nowhere, and with almost no fear involved at all.

It was like going to the grocery store and coming back with nothing but cleaning supplies.

“Don’t you worry,” Trish said, laying a hand on Gus’s back. “I’ll get you lunch in just a bit. You look a little pale. Does this help at all for now?”

Fear began to faintly ooze out of Trish.

It smelt of the fear one would feel for a loved one in danger.

Gus smiled and nodded his head, feeling flattered and annoyed with himself. He said nothing further, just ate up her fear as it escaped from her.

With each minute they stood there as Melody did her crazy Contractor shtick, Gus felt better and better.

“Oh…” Melody said, now standing in front of the desk. She was gazing down into one of the drawers. “Apparently all I needed to do was come check the desk.”

She reached into the drawer she’d opened and fished something out of it.

When she held it up, it looked to be a piece of paper. She unfolded it for everyone to see.

“Look familiar?” she asked.

It was the same set of propaganda slogans they’d seen back at the convenience store. That congresswoman Newbin needed to be killed.

“In other words… the group behind the scenes isn’t just taking the first attempt on her life in stride,” said Janelle. “They’re actively working to drum up a second attack. The Humanity First group is… actually working for our target?”

“But why?” Gus asked, shaking his head. He really didn’t get it. “She’s working for Para rights, isn’t she?”

“Well, yes,” Melody said, folding the paper back up. “But what if we’re looking at it from the wrong angle? What if they don’t care that she’s working for Para rights? What if they just wanted to buy her and she refused to be bought?”

Gus shrugged at that.

“Congress doesn’t seem like it would be that difficult to purchase to me,” Gus said. “Or maybe I’m disenfranchised with our government.”

“No… Gus,” Melody said, holding up the folded paper in one hand. “They’re not just trying to kill congresswoman Newbin, they’re trying to kill presidential forerunner Newbin.

“And don’t act like you don’t know. We’ve talked about her. In fact, I know you and Chloe talked about her back at the convenience store.”

“I… yeah. You’re right. I just… forgot. Even though I met her,” Gus said. That didn’t quite feel right, though. There was something he was missing with those thoughts. “I just… didn’t really think about it, I guess.”

“That’d make sense though,” Janelle said, looking at the others. “Last I heard, she was actually the lead candidate. First woman ever to get so close. Election is… next month, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Melody said, lowering her hand. “Everything in this room is mostly about things that already happened. I mean, all those newspaper clippings over there are just straight-up victory trophies.

“There’s nothing here at all to tell me what they’re doing next. But this… this ties back in to the other cell we found. It’s the only thing that makes sense to me. They tried to buy her, failed, and have been working to kill her ever since.”

Gus didn’t quite believe that, but he couldn’t think of an alternate theory. It actually made the most sense when you considered it as a whole.

The only piece that still didn’t fit was the SA coven. But as previously stated, that could have been simply looking for a way to push the drugs faster and through a cleaner market.

“Then I guess our next course of action is to find the owner of this home,” Gus said. “Figure out what they’re doing, find them, stop it, and if possible, bring them in for questioning. See if we can’t get them to explain how this whole thing is connected to our ‘council’ working behind the scenes.”

“Right,” Janelle said, nodding her head.

“Go ahead and call it in to Mark, Indigo,” Melody said as she turned back to the desk. “I’m going to keep looking. This is a good direction, but I want to see if I can’t confirm it.”

Pulling out his phone, Gus called up Mark immediately.

He picked up on the second ring.

“Hello Gussy-poo,” Mark said. “All things good?”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “Though it looks like another planned assassination of our favorite congresswoman.”

“Seriously?” Mark asked, sounding flabbergasted. “Damnit. I’m going to have to give Fin the fucking of her life before I tell her about this. She’s going to lose her shit. Newbin has been the only thing supporting the Fed lately. We really can’t afford to not keep her in our pocket, or to lose her.”

“Uh,” Gus said brilliantly. He still didn’t feel great about Mark and Kelly’s separation. Gus really liked Kelly as a person. She’d been a good friend to him.

Hearing Mark talking about banging Fin was still really weird to him.

“Yeah, sorry,” Mark said, clearly realizing the problem. “I’ll get Fin on board. What else you need?”

“Information on this house we’re in. So I’ll probably need to get some low-level agents digging around for information,” Gus said.

“Done,” Mark said. “I’ll have a few people assigned to your department as juniors.”

“Thanks,” Gus said. “I’m also going to text you an address we need to have hit with the Para special forces, more or less, followed by the Para national guard. As soon as possible.”

“What? Shit, alright,” Mark said. “That’s… different. Okay. Why?”

“Lovely little building they’re working something that felt a lot like a waystation out of.”

“Waystation,” Mark repeated.

“Yeah, they were traveling portal to portal from there,” Gus said. “Got the impression it was a really large outpost and fallback point for them.”

“Got it,” Mark said. “In other words, I need to not send in the Para special forces until I get in contact with McArthur and have him send in real spooks. People like Mel.”

“Yeah, probably,” Gus said, shaking his head. “They’ll start hitting the portals as soon as they think they’re made.”

“Alright. I can take care of all that. I need to go butter up Fin first. I’ll get back to you once I have more. That it?”

“Yeah, that’s it,” Gus said. “Sorry. Not trying to just ruin your day.”

“You’re not ruining it. Just giving me a reason to get into Fin’s pants. Oh, and speaking of getting into pants. I had to deny your entry into the best couple competition. It’s not meant to have four people as a couple, just two. Wouldn’t be fair.”

“Ha, thanks. If anything, I appreciate it,” Gus said.

“Of course, of course,” Mark said. “So I just entered you and every woman in your department as separate couples. You and Chloe. You and Janelle. You and Melody. You get the picture.

“Anyways. Looks like you and Chloe are in the lead for some reason. I think it’s because of the photo she took of herself. The one with her in that lovely little dress. I think it was right before she went to the club. You were in the background of the mirror, so it worked as the ‘couple photo.’ Chloe gave it to me to submit for you two.

“Man… I bet a Vampire can really give some amazing head, with so much practice sucking. Be sure to tell me about it later. See ya,” Mark said, then hung up.

Fucking ass-hat.


Chapter 31 - Perspective

 

As he walked into the large open room directly before the department offices, Gus was surprised.

A good number of the desks were filled now, and people were hammering away at keyboards, working through stacks of paper, or on the phone.

Several people looked up at him as he walked in, but in general most people ignored him.

Okay. Mark said a few people.

Not an entire department.

Whatever.

Walking through the clearly designated path that went around the whole area, Gus headed for his office. He needed to see if there’d been any updates from Michael. Then it was checking in to see if they’d gotten the information on who owned the home and where they were.

With so many databases having been destroyed, data and information would take a bit longer to get a hold of.

Walking past the first two offices in the hallway, he found Serafina staring into her computer on one side and Janelle on the other.

She was in her service uniform, which was rather common for her. Didn’t hurt that she looked really good in it.

Great even.

Gus moved down the hallway and found Indali and Melody working at their computers. After that was Trish and himself.

Which meant Vanessa and Chloe were at the end.

As he walked into his office, Gus felt strange. Things were moving far too fast for him. Changing much too quickly.

But trying to drag his feet wouldn’t change anything. It’d just prolong the limbo period in the middle.

Come on, Gus. You’re a grown-ass man. You’re married on top of that. Thrice over.

Kids are a valid conversation topic.

You can handle change.

“Hey,” Indali said. “Someone dropped something off in your office and then left. Looked like one of the analysts.”

“Thanks,” Gus said, pulling his coat off and putting it on the hook behind his door.

He saw a manila folder on his desk that looked rather thick.

Walking over to it, he flipped it open and looked at the first page.

It was a rather standard-looking cover page. It listed what one could find inside the report, who had requested it, who it had been made for, and who had done the work.

Raising his eyebrows, Gus got the feeling he’d greatly underestimated his position in the Fed. The title listed the report had been written for Senior Agent Gustavus Hellström.

In the end, it’s pretty much what Melody said would happen.

Picking the report up with both hands, Gus sat down in his seat and started to read it over.

He moved quickly through the first chapter and found it was mostly everything Melody had already told him. Everything they’d found in the home was documented.

Each and every item was given a quick analysis with any links that could be made to it, then given a summary.

Flipping into the next chapter, Gus found what he was looking for.

The house is primarily owned by one Patrick Jay. Two other names on the mortgage but they’re both… dead.

That’s not very helpful.

Moving past the title for the home, Gus read on to the information about the owner.

Male, Asian, fifty-four years old, no living family, lots and lots of aliases and accomplices. A few other known hideouts.

Shit.

Going to need to do some legwork to start talking to people.

Frowning, Gus kept moving through the profile and into the criminal history portion of the report.

Aggravated assault with a modifier as a hate crime and a weapon. Simple assault. Disturbing the peace.

The list went on with a list of minor offenses and plea deals. It read exactly like what Gus would expect for someone doing low-level goon work for what was basically a terrorist organization.

And you’re moving up to assassination, huh?

Gus reached the end of the report and then flipped the whole thing closed. With a flick of his hand, he tossed it back onto his desk.

Turning to his computer, Gus grabbed the mouse and gave it a spin.

The monitor turned on.

Taking a moment, he quickly typed in his credentials and watched the lock screen cycle for a second before it went to the home screen.

His background image had been changed.

Instead of the Fed logo and motto, it was now Chloe. Standing in front of a mirror, taking a picture of herself, wearing the dress she’d put on for the club.

Gus stared at it for several seconds and then let out a sigh. He was indeed in the background, looking like a bored boyfriend waiting for his date.

He couldn’t remember her taking the picture; he must have missed it.

She did look really good in that dress, though.

Right-clicking the desktop of his screen, Gus went to change the background. Only to find he couldn’t. His ability to modify his computer was restricted.

Really? Mark? Really?

You fucking asshole.

You’re just pissed off because you fucked up and you’re taking it out on me.

Growling, Gus smacked his mouse and then locked his computer. He didn’t want to work on it anymore.

He picked up the report and tucked it under his arm. If he was being completely honest with himself, he didn’t need to do anything on the computer anyways.

Everything had already been put together for him. He just had to do the legwork now.

He looked into Trish’s office at found it was empty.

“I’m afraid I’m occupied,” Indali said before he could even think to ask her to join him. “Going over some pre-academy coursework. I’m sorry, Bearer.”

Gus nodded. He couldn’t fault her for that. He knew her goal was to become an official Fed agent. Not someone just working on the sidelines, which was what she was doing now.

Turning to the left, Gus stuck his head into Melody’s office.

“Hey babe,” Melody said, not looking up. “What’s up?”

“Going to do some legwork,” Gus said. “Need a partner. You busy?”

“My beloved Indigo, if you asked me for a quickie, to get under your desk, or for you to get under my desk, I’d say yes in a flash,” Melody said, looking up from her computer to give him a beautiful smile. “But anything lasting longer than ten minutes and I’m afraid I can’t. I’m digging through the T2 stuff with Serafina.”

“Ah, okay. Thanks Mel. Love you,” Gus said, moving away.

“I love you too!” Melody shouted from inside her office. “So much! I love hearing you say it!”

Wincing at the volume of her shout, Gus considered who to ask.

Vanessa would go, wouldn’t she?

Moving to the end of the hallway, he glanced through Chloe’s door, finding that she was out. Then he turned and moved into Vanessa’s office.

“Hello Indigo,” Vanessa said, leaning back in her chair with a grin.

“Morning Yellow,” Gus said, grinning back at her.

Melody’s way of addressing them all by their contract colors was clearly starting to rub off on them.

It didn’t help that their orgies were always led by Trish. And she always addressed everyone by contract color as she orchestrated the debauchery.

“I heard Mel,” Vanessa said. “She turn you down for a quickie? You could probably talk me into one. Just promise to be as tender with me on the desk as you were last night.”

As he coughed into his hand, Gus suddenly realized he wasn’t the only one whose sex drive was rapidly changing.

Trish is messing with us, isn’t she? She’s changing how we all feel.

“Mind doing some legwork with me? I need a partner,” Gus said. “Running down known haunts of our primary person of interest. After that, probably accomplices.”

“Oh, that’s considerably more boring than I thought,” Vanessa said, standing up. “Of course I’ll join you.”

“Thanks, Ness,” Gus said.

“Of course,” she said, pulling her weapon out of her desk drawer. “Though I was kinda hoping you’d ask me for that quickie.”

Gus made a snap decision and closed Vanessa’s office door after stepping completely inside.

When Vanessa looked up at him, Gus made sure to deliberately lock her door, and then he smiled at her.

Why not?

 

***

 

Walking up to the door, Gus sighed and then knocked hard on it. Three solid thumps that no one could ignore.

A policeman’s knock.

“Ever notice you can’t knock any other way now?” Vanessa asked.

“Huh?” Gus asked, looking at his partner.

“Went to my cousin’s the other day. Just to say hi, see how she was doing,” Vanessa said. “I knocked on her door like I was a cop. Freaked her out.”

“You are a cop,” Gus said, grinning at her. “How’s your cousin, by the way?”

“She’s fine. Kinda annoyed I’m a Fed now, but… it’s actually kind of nice. We can talk again. I think the fact that I know she’s a Were now opened some doors.”

“Ah, that makes sense,” Gus said. Then he pounded on the door again three more times. “We should invite her over for dinner when we invite your mom and dad.”

“Definitely,” Vanessa said, then cleared her throat. “Hello? Could the homeowner please come to the door? My name’s Vanessa Flores, and I’m with the federal government!”

There was no response from inside.

“Mm, let’s see if we can’t see anyone from a window,” Gus said.

Legally, the homeowner wasn’t required to come to the door. They didn’t have a warrant nor a summons.

Lot harder to not talk to me if I see them, though. Never had someone say no once I see them.

“It’s so weird,” Vanessa said, following Gus as he started to walk off the porch. “The more it changes, the more it’s the same. PID and Fed seems just like the normal job.”

“I mean, yeah?” Gus said. Walking along the side of the house, he peered in a window. “PID, Fed, and norms all do the same job, just different aspects. TVs on and the volume is pretty loud. Can almost hear it.”

Gus moved away from the window and walked up to the next one on the side of the house.

“Oh, well, I guess that means this one’s a dead end,” he said, staring through the window. Sprawled out in the center of the floor was a man in a pool of blood around his head. It looked like he’d been executed, but Gus wasn’t sure.

“Why’s that?” Vanessa asked.

“Cause I’m pretty sure that’s a dead body in there.” Gus pulled Indali out of her holster. He hoped she wouldn’t mind being used like this, but he needed to attempt to reach the person on the ground. He tapped the barrel against the window twice. “Sir? Are you okay?”

“Really?” Vanessa asked, coming over to him. “Yeah. That looks like a corpse. I’ll move around to the back of the house in case someone is still inside and tries to make a break for it.”

Gus sighed and tapped the window once more.

“I’m not averse to you banging me around a little or roughing me up a touch, but I expect you to care for me later. You’ll need to make amends until I’m satisfied,” Indali said.

“Yeah, sorry. I will,” Gus said. He’d been doing his best to absolutely take care of Indali’s needs. She was the single best firearm he’d ever had the pleasure of carrying.

He’d even gotten used to her trigger pull.

“Don’t bother calling it in. I’m already working on it,” Indali said.

“Thanks. You’re a great partner. Even when you can’t be here in person,” Gus said.

He got the distinct impression Indali was rather flattered at that comment.

Gus wasn’t going to wait, though. He knew he could enter without permission to save a life. He wasn’t completely sure this man was dead, and if he could save him, Gus would do what he could.

Pulling back his hand, he brought the butt of Indali down onto the glass. Right where the fastener was for a lanyard to go through her handle’s bottom.

With a crash, the glass shattered and sprayed out into the house.

Pushing a few larger pieces out of the way with his left hand, he reached up and unlocked the window. He grabbed the frame with one hand and shoved it upward. He didn’t want to crawl through the broken window glass if he could avoid it.

Once it was fully raised, Gus went through the window and over to the man.

Not holstering Indali, as there was no way to know whether he was alone, Gus immediately pressed his left hand to the man’s neck.

Once he saw him up close, Gus didn’t really think for an instant the man was alive.

At first glance, Gus had thought it was just blood covering the man’s face. This close, he could see now it wasn’t just blood—the man’s face had been bashed in. Then he’d been shot in the forehead once he was down on the ground.

“He’s dead,” Gus said aloud, then got to his feet. “Hello? Is there anyone else in here?”

He didn’t hear anything. There was no noise anywhere in the home.

Not really wanting to go through a house by himself, Gus slowly began backing up to the window again. There was no point in doing something stupid.

He’d learned a long time ago that it was stupid to do anything indoors by yourself with someone who had a gun. Even if he was a Boogieman.

A bullet to the back of his head behind his ear would be just as lethal to him as to any human.

“If someone’s in here, you need to call out now,” Gus yelled. “I’ve got a dead body here. If someone is in the house and not answering, you’re probably gonna be the one who catches the charge!”

Once again, there was no response to his challenge.

Gus didn’t like that. Didn’t like it at all. It meant the culprit was either long gone or hiding and wouldn’t be coming out until a team came in to rip the place apart.

Chewing at the inside of his cheek, Gus kept Indali leveled at the doorway. He wasn’t about to drop her after having made his location so obvious to anyone in the house.

Outside he heard a car try to start.

Looking over his shoulder, Gus frowned. He’d seen a small shed but hadn’t thought much of it.

Is it a single-car garage for a teeny tiny car?

No fucking way.

Before he could respond, Vanessa came running by the window headed straight for the shed.

Okay, damn.

Looking back at the doorway, Gus wasn’t sure how to proceed.

Then he decided and exited the house through the window.

When he hit the grass, he immediately chased after Vanessa. She was standing on the far side, aiming toward where he heard a car trying to turn over. She was shouting something Gus couldn’t understand.

Sliding up alongside Vanessa, Gus lifted Indali up without even seeing what it was.

Inside the shed, which really was a very small single-car garage, was a car. Though it was a very old car. One that looked like it belonged in a different century.

It fit the garage with just barely enough room on one side for a driver to get in and out.

“Driver, stop!” Gus shouted at the top of his lungs, more than likely repeating what Vanessa had been calling out.

There was a man in the car, one who looked distinctly Asian.

Gus couldn’t be positive, but he was fairly sure it was Patrick.

Then the engine turned over and roared to life. Lowering his pistol toward where the engine should be, Gus did something he knew he wasn’t supposed to. He fired several times through the hood.

The car lurched forward as soon as it got into gear and then sped out of the garage.

Then there was a massive clang as something went very wrong inside the engine compartment. Slowing down momentarily, the car made a strange hiccupping motion before it started forward again.

Then it made another hideous bang and stalled out completely.

The man got out of the car as it rolled onward, and he went running away with his hands in the air.

Fuck. He’s unarmed and there’s no way to actually know if he killed whoever that was.

I can’t shoot. I just can’t. I can’t.

Gritting his teeth, Gus began chasing after the man. There was only a faint trace of fear coming from him. Not enough to indicate he really cared whether he was shot, or going to jail for that matter.

It was very abnormal. And something that usually didn’t bode well for a peaceful end to a chase.

The man took off through the neighborhood, moving rapidly down the hill beside the road. Far faster than Gus would have expected.

“Foot chase, need backup,” Gus said to Indali.

“I’m aware, and working with Melody and Mark,” Indali said. “There are some problems though. Both helicopters on site are disabled, and most of the vehicles aren’t running.

“Hailey loaded up the stryker and is driving it to your location now.”

“The shit?” Gus said.

That’s not good. That’s very bad, in fact.

There’s no way that could happen. No way at all. Not for all of it to go wrong at the same time.

They don’t want me to catch him. They’re trying to protect him and prevent me from running him down. Which means maybe he isn’t human? Not completely?

Shit!

Gus moved down the hillside, sprinting as fast as he could to keep up with his target.

The hunt was on.


Chapter 32 - Not Right

 

Faster than Gus wanted to believe, his target was outpacing him.

Outpacing him while giving off almost no fear at all. There was nothing for Gus to latch on to or boost himself up with. There was nothing for his horror-magic to hold on to.

Pushing himself on, Gus continued to chase.

Up ahead of them was a long stretch of green without anything in between to slow the man down. Beyond that, the next intersection led back into a more commercial area of the city.

The best Gus could hope for at this point was to keep him in viewing distance, and then for something to slow him down. If Gus could clear whatever the obstacle was faster than the other man, he’d start to catch up.

He was confident in his strength, agility, and stamina. But his speed was only that of a fairly fast human.

Patrick is a damn world-record sprinter, or he’s not a damn human!

Especially for his age.

Struggling with himself, Gus tried the only thing left to him.

Telepathy.

He snapped out with force and tried to smash at the man’s mind. It wasn’t something he liked to do, but he knew he could do it.

The man stumbled for only a single step and then kept running. Though he did turn around and look back at Gus for a second.

A slow and steady fear began eking out of him now. Fear that Gus was more than just a human. That his secrets would be laid bare for any and all to read.

Latching on to that fear, Gus immediately began to draw it in. To feast on it.

He felt a rising power with each step. His legs pumped harder as he slowly began to speed up with each sweet breath of fear.

Except fear worked both ways. Fear could give even the slowest criminal wings.

Pouring on the speed, the man began to distance further from Gus.

Then he ran out of grass. There was a wall in front of him. He could go up and over it, left, or right. No matter which way he went, though, it was an opportunity for Gus to close some distance.

Since the man hadn’t deviated at all, it was obvious he was going to vault the wall.

He hit it at full speed and leapt, putting one foot on the wall as he did so.

Getting himself up and over it, he swung himself to the other side and vanished from sight.

This shouldn’t be too bad. It’s nothing. Easy as a hop.

I can do this.

Judging his angle, and how far he could normally jump without getting into his Boogieman self, Gus tried to plan his approach.

When he got close enough, he jumped. He hadn’t done it perfectly, but it was more than enough to make up a few seconds on his target.

His hips hit the top with a thump, and Gus rolled over the top to land on his knees on the other side. The pavement made for an unforgiving landing, however.

Scrambling to his feet, Gus shot off again. He lifted his eyes up and tried to pick out his target. He was in between several buildings. It wasn’t quite an alley, but more like a back street.

Gus couldn’t see the man he believed to be Patrick, but he could taste his fear.

Grinning, Gus followed on at a sprint, dodging to one side of the street.

Then the fear whipped around a corner, which forced Gus to lose a step as he took the turn without slowing down.

When he moved down a much narrower gap between a building and a wall, Gus could see his suspect up ahead again. He didn’t seem to be able to move as fast now that he wasn’t on a flat open field.

Briefly, Gus contemplated lifting Indali and shooting at him. Except he had no reason to do so. He hadn’t seen a weapon on the man, nor had he made any threatening gestures. He’d only run away.

And Gus couldn’t link him to the murder definitively.

Actually, I could probably make it work. Couldn’t I?

He was in the vicinity of a murder and fled from police. He was even behind a vehicle.

Then again, I didn’t stand in front of it, so I can’t claim attempted assault.

Damnit.

Deciding not to shoot, Gus ran on. 

The man checked over his shoulder again and found Gus. And his fear started to dump out of him in a hurry.

Gus smiled as he felt the power of it running through him. Charging him up and demanding he get closer. To taste more.

Eat more.

Pushing harder, Gus started to really close the gap now.

Looking ahead once more, the man ducked his head and seemed to be running for all he was worth.

Up ahead of him, a door swung open, and a woman with a kid walked out. It looked like they were going to the dumpster that wasn’t far away, given she had a massive trash bag in her hands.

Skidding across the pavement, the man turned and flew through the still-open door, leaving the woman and the child stunned.

Before the door could close, Gus managed to catch up and jerk it wide open.

Inside was a stairwell that went up and a lobby that led out to the street. The lobby, however, was full of people, and it didn’t look like they’d be easily moved.

Taking a moment to sniff the air, Gus found his prey. He was moving up the stairs now.

Running up the stairs at full steam, Gus didn’t feel the least bit tired. The fear coming from Patrick was growing by the second. He undoubtedly could hear Gus pounding up the stairs behind him.

“Stop!” Gus called out. “Stop or I will shoot!”

He’d decided enough was enough. A verbal warning was more than enough for Gus at this point, and it was likely people in the lobby would hear the shout as well.

“If you don’t stop, I really will shoot!” Gus yelled with as much volume as he could.

There was a bang from above that sounded like a door slamming open. The sound was loud enough and sharp enough to make the hairs on the back of Gus’s neck rise up. He had the distinct feeling that Patrick had a gun, and he couldn’t shake it.

When he reached the door that’d been slammed open, Gus kept going. Patrick’s trail led upward still, even though he’d clearly opened the door on this floor.

Patrick had moved much more quietly after that, it seemed to Gus, and he’d gone into the door on the next floor.

At least, that was the way Gus was reading the trail of fear.

Grabbing the handle, Gus took in a breath and then let it out. From below he could hear the sound of feet pounding up the stairs.

Frowning, he glanced down and wondered if it was Vanessa.

Should I wait? I should wait.

I can do more with her than without. She’s here to help cover me.

After waiting for a moment, Gus was overjoyed when Vanessa appeared on the stairs, coming straight toward him.

“Went in here,” Gus said softly, meeting her eyes.

Sweat was dripping down her brow, her cheeks were red, and she was panting.

Nodding her head, she lifted her weapon and fell in behind Gus, clearly trying to regulate her breathing.

Gus opened the door and peered inside. It was a very dark room. So dark he couldn’t see for a second, until his latent Boogieman eyesight took over for him.

“Can’t see,” Vanessa said in a pant. “I’ll hold the door. Keep him from circling back on you or getting out.”

“Sounds good,” Gus said, then slipped inside. The door closed behind him. Just knowing Vanessa was there was enough to help prick up his courage.

They’d been through a lot together. Vanessa was far and away deserving of his complete trust and faith.

Stopping just inside the door, Gus felt around with his mind, his senses, and the trail of fear Patrick had left behind.

It was overwhelming here. Clearly the man had lost his nerve. The fact that Gus had stayed on him had shaken his confidence.

Crouching down low, so as to not make himself an easy target, Gus looked up at the ceiling. Cupping his mouth with both hands, he spoke toward the tiles above.

“Give it up, Patrick,” Gus said aloud. “Building’s going to be surrounded any second, and I’ve got a whole lot of people coming for you. If you surrender, this goes a lot easier.”

As soon as he was done talking, Gus began to relocate. There was no reason to remain in the same position. Especially with Patrick likely able to figure out around where it’d come from, if not exactly.

“I can’t,” said the man. “I can’t let you… no. I can’t.”

Shit. That’s… no, no. Can’t let that happen.

Gus knew that tone. Knew the sudden change in the flavor of his fear.

He was considering killing himself.

“Can’t what, Patrick? Talk to me,” Gus said, changing his approach. He needed to take this man into custody. Needed him desperately.

Every time they got close enough to catch or corner someone involved, they vanished. Vanished or died. The council simply had pockets that were too deep. They bought whatever they needed and whoever they wanted.

“I can’t,” Patrick said. “I just can’t. You wouldn’t even understand. You’ve never… dealt… with them. Never seen it.”

Patrick was clearly at the far side of the room. It sounded like he was squatting down near a wall or something, with the way his voice was echoing.

Reaching out with a thought, Gus entered the man’s mind.

Or tried to at least.

He was prevented from entering as completely as if he’d run into the congresswoman’s mask and shield.

Damn. Whoever’s handing out the private enchantments has got to stop. This is becoming a problem. Need to shut that all down before everyone gets one.

“You’re right. I haven’t,” Gus said. “So maybe you could help me out. Maybe if you come in with me, we can talk about it. You can explain it to me, and we can figure out how to fix it.”

“That’s just it, though,” Patrick said. “That’s just it. You can’t fix it because you’re part of it. Don’t you see? You’re not human.”

“Sure I am. My partner, though? Definitely not,” Gus said. “Sometimes I feel like maybe she’s more like a badger.”

“Hahaha,” laughed Patrick. “Hahahahahaha. That’s… that’s actually kinda funny. And not your terrible joke. You think I don’t know what you are?”

Gus was quiet. He didn’t know how to react at first. He was hoping Patrick was just talking about the fact that he was an agent for the Fed.

“A federal agent who’s looking to hear your side of things,” Gus said. “That’s what I am. And to do that, I have to get you out of here safely. Out of here safely and back to the Fed building to talk.”

“Uh huh, sure, sure,” Patrick said, then started to laugh again. “That’s true, though. That’s exactly what you are.”

“What, you think I don’t want to talk with you?” Gus asked. “If I didn’t want to talk, we wouldn’t be talking right now. Now would we? There are many other options I could have taken. I’m here, trying to talk to you.”

“I… that’s… that’s fair,” said Patrick, his voice lowering in volume. “But it doesn’t really change the problem. Doesn’t change the truth of it all. The reality of the world.

“It’s all… all being run from the top. All of it. We don’t even have a choice in it anymore. Just do what we’re told. What we’re lied to about. Demands upon demands.”

He knows who’s actually running it?

I really… really need to get him in to talk. Desperately.

“All the more reason to come in and talk with me and my boss. I promise you we’ll listen. We’ll talk to you. Work something out for all of us,” Gus said, and he meant it. Truly and completely meant it. “I’d guarantee your safety.”

“Of course you would,” Patrick said, his voice trailing off to a mutter. Then he laughed again. “Of course you would. But that just makes it all the worse. You know? All the worse.”

“No it doesn’t. I can guarantee you we’d be there for you, protect you, and make sure you got a good deal out of this. You could help us figure out the missing pieces,” Gus said. “Give us a way out of this and how to figure it all out.”

“Ooooh, I bet you’d like that,” Patrick said. “Bet you’d like exactly that. Tell you where all the cells are, where my friends are, where they’re all hiding. So you can exterminate them.”

“That’s not it at all,” Gus said, shaking his head. “I just want to go after the people at the top. Just like you.”

“Ha, no. No… you don’t,” Patrick said. “You’re an exterminaret. Don’t think I don’t know about you. We’ve been watching for a little while.”

Gus grimaced, not wanting to answer that. He didn’t know what an “exterminaret” was, but he got the gist of it just based on how close it was to “exterminate.”

In other words, you know I’m a Boogieman.

Damnit. I kinda… need to kill him then, don’t I?

I can’t let him go blabbing away to everyone about what I am.

“Don’t worry too much about it,” Patrick said. “Only figured it out today, but didn’t have a chance to report it up. I had visitors I didn’t want tromping all over the place.”

That’s a blessing in a way then, isn’t it? But that doesn’t solve anything. It doesn’t… but… I need to bring him in, don’t I?

Things could get so much worse if I don’t. So much worse.

If the Para world were to be revealed, it’d be a riot the likes of which Necromancers would drool over.

“Well. I think that’s about all for me,” said Patrick. “There really isn’t much left to be said, is there?”

“Sure there is. Like telling me your name, about your family,” Gus said. “What you want to get done and how we can go about that?”

“Heh. Right. Right. I’m afraid that’s already all done and over with,” Patrick said. “I can only hope I’ll be forgiven.”

“Come on, let’s just get out of here and go talk. We can—”

The explosion of a round going off was like a lightning bolt.

There was a brief flash of light and the boom of the round firing, followed immediately by the clatter of what sounded like a gun hitting the floor.

“Shit,” Gus cursed, getting up and hustling over to where he was sure Patrick was.

“Gus!?” Vanessa shouted, opening the door.

“Over here. I think he shot himself,” Gus said, coming up to Patrick.

He was sprawled out behind a crate. Apparently the room was some type of storage area. Everywhere was furniture covered in sheets, crates, and dusty wooden pallets. All cluttered brown wood and white cloth mess.

Except for Patrick, who had a single gunshot wound at his temple.

One of his eyes was looking to the right while the other looked down. Blood was fountaining out of his head in spurts, squirting up onto the box behind him and rapidly making a pool beneath him.

Gus was instantly reminded of stumbling across Olsen after he’d shot himself in the head. The way his eyes weren’t facing in the right direction and even how his hands had pulled up in front of him.

A pose Gus had seen far too often when he’d been destroying Elves.

“Fuck,” he said, holstering Indali and shaking his head.

What Patrick had shot himself with was a nasty looking pistol that looked more like a cannon.

“Fuck, fuck,” Gus said, holding his hands out for a second before bringing them back. He didn’t know what to do for this situation, but he knew beyond a doubt that Patrick was well and truly gone.

Nothing could be done for him.

Patrick’s lungs had already shifted to agonal breathing, as his body didn’t believe his brain that it was dead.

“Oh my—” Vanessa’s voice broke off from behind him. “He really did shoot himself.”

“Yeah,” Gus said, shaking his head. “He was that terrified of the council. So absolutely frightened of them that he’d rather just kill himself than run the risk of them finding out.

“I mean… what’s worse than death? I don’t even… that makes no sense at all.”

“Did he kill himself to protect his secrets then?” Vanessa asked.

“That… seems like it? Maybe? It just doesn’t make sense. He was talking like a man driven beyond normal limits.

“And did you see how fast he was? Like the damn wind,” Gus said. “I had to really push to catch up to him. I mean, I actually lost him twice, but I caught up with him.”

“Yeah… he was really fast,” Vanessa said, then sighed. “Damn. I really thought… I really thought we finally got a break. Like we made some progress. Even just a little bit.”

“I mean… technically we did,” Gus said, watching as Patrick’s agonal breathing finally ceased. “We stopped who they tapped with killing Newbin, didn’t we?”

“I suppose,” Vanessa said. “Doesn’t feel over, though.”

“No, it doesn’t, Ness,” Gus said.

Nothing felt over at all. It felt like this was when things would get worse.


Chapter 33 - Debrief

 

The door behind Gus opened and then closed. The soft tread of work shoes on carpet told Gus who it was before he’d even spoken.

“Given the size of the round he used to make his exit,” Mark said, coming into the room. “There wasn’t a damn thing you could do about it once he pulled the trigger. There wasn’t anything anyone could’ve done, even if he did it on an operating table with surgeons all around him.”

“Small comfort,” Gus said, not looking up. He had his face in his hands and was hunched over his knees. “Doesn’t change anything or what I couldn’t do.”

“I mean… yeah,” Mark said with a sigh. The desk in front of Gus creaked, making him lift his head and look up.

Mark was perched on the end of his desk.

“Hey. You did what you could. This is really different than Olsen,” Mark said. “A lot different. Olsen… Olsen wasn’t the same. You know that. We all knew that. He changed out there and… he did what he felt he had to do.”

Gus winced at that. He didn’t want to talk about Olsen right now. In fact, it was one of the furthest things from what he actually wanted to talk about.

Olsen’s face was overlapping with Patrick’s right now, and he really didn’t need anything else to fuel that mental fire.

“Though I do think this is a victory in its own way,” Mark said, holding his hands up. “At least as far as I’m concerned.”

“Yeah? How’s that,” Gus said.

“You pulled out the key person who was likely to take the shot. That house, the dead man, and everything else was all that remained of Patrick’s cell. He was a man alone, with a task all his own. Whatever happened to the rest of his cell, we don’t know, but it’s gone,” Mark said. “I mean, come on, based on what we found in the car and that house, matching it to what we found in Patrick’s home, we can accurately say the shot was going to happen three days from now at the debate. Everything for that one is buttoned up.”

“Great,” Gus said, putting his face back into his hands. “Glad I solved one part of a larger problem. Really would have rather sacrificed Newbin to get to the council if we could have gotten Patrick in alive. Newbin is a small fish compared to how bad I really think this council is.”

“You know… Fin and I said the same thing when we talked about it,” Mark said. “So you’re in good company there. But the reality is… that wasn’t really an available option. It wasn’t something that could happen, given everything that was going on and the situation you were in.”

“Easy for you to say—you weren’t there,” Gus said. “I felt like I could have… talked him down… I guess.

“I felt like he was willing to come with me, but he also didn’t want to. That he didn’t trust me personally because of what I am.”

“Speaking of that,” Mark said, patting Gus on the shoulder. It sounded like he had walked around to the other side of his desk and sat down. The sound of rapid keyclicks as Mark entered his login information confirmed that thought. “I looked around a bit on my own for that word he called you. You’re sure it was ‘exterminaret,’ right? He wasn’t mispronouncing exterminate?”

“Yeah, why?” Gus asked, lifting his face up again and looking at Mark.

“Because I actually found where that word comes from,” Mark said, leaning back in his chair. “Comes from the church.”

“Which… church? There’s lots of them,” Gus said.

“Oh, uh, the One and All. Sorry,” Mark said. “Considering they’re what really anybody means when they say ‘church,’ I thought it’d be self-evident.”

“Hell if I know. Never really got into religion. I’m not exactly welcome,” Gus said.

“That’s the point, actually,” Mark said with a chuckle. “That word really does mean ‘kill on sight’ for them. There’s no question about what to do if someone runs across something on the exterminaret list. You kill it.”

“So… Patrick… worked for the church?” Gus asked.

“Pretty sure, yeah,” Mark said. “Or just a really devout believer. I mean… you read the databases as much as I did back in the PID.

“It isn’t like there weren’t organizations made simply to fight the Para horde and try and wipe them off the face of the earth. We both know World War Two was just an excuse to go after Paras.”

“Yeah,” Gus said. He didn’t really feel like talking that much.

“He wasn’t a Paladin or a Knight. Nor a Witch Hunter,” Mark said. “Church said they’d disavowed him in every way when I talked to the local bishop. He even condemned Patrick to life eternal in suffering. Suicide isn’t the answer after all.”

“How convenient for them,” Gus said. “They get to cut ties with someone and skate away like it’s not their problem at all.”

“So they would like it to be,” Mark said. “Too bad Fin isn’t a nice woman with anyone but me. Last I heard from her, she’d already called her way up the church chain and was talking to their head, whatever he is.

“So far it really does seem like they’re completely uninvolved with the council. This really might have been a lone cell made to benefit the council using whatever means necessary. For all we know, Patrick didn’t even know who he was working for. Maybe they wound him up and set him loose.

“Like you said. It’s quite possible the council bought one presidential candidate and is simply looking to remove the other. Wouldn’t be the first time someone’s been killed for political ambition.”

Gus let his eyes fall back to the desk between them.

It didn’t surprise him that one of the largest religions in the world had a special place just for what Gus was.

And that they’d go out of their way to make sure he died if they found him.

“You really believe that, Durh?” Gus asked. “I mean, it fits. It lines up. There’s no reason to not believe we got it. But did we? Won’t they just try again?”

“I’m counting on it,” Mark said with a shrug. “But that goes without saying. I mean, it’s not like we’d just let it lie, ya know?”

“True,” Gus said.

“This time people are at least listening. Working on the very loud and scary billboard you hung around their necks,” Mark said. “Given just… how many people died last time. How badly it went when no one listened to the lone PID officer screaming his head off… well… people are certainly more willing to listen to threats now.

“And the idea of someone shooting a presidential candidate isn’t a new concern. It’s just not one anyone would expect a concerted effort to get behind.”

“I guess,” Gus said. Finally, he leaned back into his chair and tried to bring his mind back on track. “It’s just so… crazy. Crazy.”

“I mean… yeah? But that’s politics. And the moment we signed on to the Fed, we signed up for politics,” Mark said. “PID was dealing with the politics from above. Fed, mayor, governor, chief of police, whatever. We got pissed on from above. You know how it is.”

“Shit rolls downhill, officers push it along to make it leave their part of the hill faster,” Gus said.

“Exactly. The problem is we’re the officers now, but we’re not the top officers. We got people above us,” Mark said. “And it’s not limited to Fin. She’s just our own top officer.”

“I think I kinda miss the PID,” Gus said.

“You know… so do I,” Mark said and then laughed. “But that’s neither here nor there. We’re in the Fed now. There’s really no going back now.”

“No. There isn’t, is there?” Gus said, then hit his palms to his knees. “So what’s up? You asked me to be here. I’m here. What’s going on, Durh?”

“I actually didn’t ask you here. Fin did. She’ll probably be up any minute,” Mark said. “She wanted to give me a few minutes to wind you down first.”

“Nice of her,” Gus said, his brows coming down. “Seems to know me rather well.”

“She read your file. All of your file. From your family, to your service, to PID. She then went and talked to all the therapists and shrinks you’ve ever seen,” Mark said. “Only after all that did she talk to me about it. She’s more or less figured you out. Just not that you’re the other thing. Though I think I’ll need to tell her soon. Kelly never knew because it didn’t matter, but… I think Fin might find out. Better to tell her first.”

“Right,” Gus said, feeling awkward about that. He could definitely see Mark’s point. It was extremely unlikely that Kelly would have ever figured it out. It was much more likely that Fin would discover what Gus was all on her own.

“Wants to know how far she can trust you, that’s all,” Mark said, shrugging his shoulders.

“Things… going okay?” Gus asked. He’d noticed that Mark’s luggage was gone, as were the blankets on the couch.

It hadn’t been that long. Certainly not as long as Mark had said he wanted to wait.

“Oh, yeah, yeah. Everything’s good. Really good, actually,” he said with a pathetic, sad-looking smile. “Kelly hit me with divorce papers. That kinda finalizes that.

“I moved in with Fin after those showed up, and… there we are. Things are moving. I told her you’ll be the godfather if we end up getting pregnant after all.”

“Bet she didn’t like that,” Gus said.

“She agreed immediately,” Mark said with a laugh. “In her own words, ‘anyone that would go to those lengths to keep my man alive, and who followed him through the PID and to the Fed, will be the godfather of my children.’ So, there’s that.”

Gus smirked at that. He felt somewhat better about the situation, but he still felt odd about the Kelly side of it.

There was a soft knock on the door behind him, and it opened. Then it closed just as quickly.

“Hello Gus,” Fin Dresch said from behind him, walking his way. “I’ll just… get this little piece out of the way now. Thank you for giving Mark good advice.”

Walking into view was the Siren who’d somehow stolen Mark away from Kelly and had him securely ensconced in her home. She was dressed professionally, she was beautiful, and she looked rather pleased.

“Uh… yeah. Sure,” Gus said, not really sure how to respond to that.

“I’d been trying to convince him to talk to her about it for a while, but… Regardless, I’m glad he did. It didn’t feel right,” Fin said, looking at Gus as she leaned up against Mark’s desk. “It wasn’t our intention to do what we did… but it happened. The best thing we could do was be adults about it.”

He’d never admit it, but Gus was actually rather glad to hear that. Fin didn’t seem like a terrible person to him, but he’d wondered how she felt about being a homewrecker.

“Now that we’ve got that out of the way,” Fin said, changing the subject like it was nothing at all, “we should probably talk about what we found in Nebraska.”

“Lamar, Nebraska,” Mark said, then made a strange face.

“It had a population of less than fifty people,” Fin said.

“Fifty people,” Gus repeated.

“That’s right. Less than fifty,” Fin confirmed, folding her arms across her chest. “At least… above ground. Below Lamar, under the post office to be exact, was an entire facility. It was considerably deeper underground than we expected.

“If it weren’t for McArthur’s hunters, we wouldn’t have found it. Below ground, it was something we didn’t expect at all. At least a thousand people living down there. Everything was done up to look like they were above ground for familiarity. It was… is… frightening.”

Gus looked from Fin to Mark and back again.

“And… did we catch anyone?” Gus asked.

“No… no, I’m afraid we didn’t,” Fin said. “McArthur’s hunters did their job. Very well, in fact. Lots of video footage. Photos. Even some stolen documents.”

“Okay?” Gus asked when Fin stopped talking.

“The hunters came back, and then they reported in. We moved within the hour and… they were all gone,” Fin said. “In that hour, only ten people knew about what was found. Five of those people were on the team that found it.”

“In other words… the council has a much further and deeper reach than we thought,” Mark said with a dramatic sigh. “And that means we’re further back than we ever thought ourselves to be.”

“Gone,” Gus said, ignoring Mark.

“Gone. People, data, and some very obvious key pieces of tech were missing. We know they’re missing because there are giant gaps in the tech they did leave behind,” Fin said. “They couldn’t take everything, though. We’re finding a great bit of stashed data, paperwork, and a number of other things they couldn’t get rid of.”

“It’s been somewhat helpful,” Mark said. “Unfortunately, nothing that would help your investigation. Nothing about anything outside the facility itself, really.

“Though… I personally think that’s how Eric walked out of that apartment building. Someone portal-hopped him to Lamar, then somewhere else in the city.”

“Oh, yeah. That’d line up, wouldn’t it?” Gus said. “Where’s Eric?”

“Dead,” Mark said in a flat tone. “He committed ‘suicide’ while you were healing up. I emphasize air-quotes around suicide, by the way. He went in without shoelaces, a belt, or even sheets. Somehow he managed to magic up some shoelaces that miraculously ended up around his throat.”

“I see,” Gus said, feeling like everything was speeding up faster and faster.

“Now that we know what we’re looking for, I’ve got drones in the air,” Fin said. “From one coast to the other, drones. Drones with ground-penetrating radar all pointed down. Ground-penetrating radar so heavy, so energy demanding, that these drones are more like seven-forty-sevens.

“We’ve already found two other bases and launched attacks on them. Both were unfortunately empty. I get the impression they’re now pulling out in the same way they did the prison and the military.”

“But that’s yet another win for us,” Mark said. “We’re definitely throwing punches back. We have results to show. We’re not just shooting in the dark and coming up blank.”

“Because of that, though, the bar rises ever higher. Mrs. Newbin has asked us personally to be in charge of the security for the building where the debate is being held,” Fin said. “It shouldn’t be that terrible. It’s being held at a news station with very limited access and a very tight list of invitations.”

“Alright,” Gus said, then shrugged his shoulders. “Just tell me where to be and I’ll be there.”

“I was hoping you could be there for the planning,” Fin said. “I plan on inviting some of your team as well. Agents Lark, Wain, and Xelnas. Those seem like the right people to bring on board for this one.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Gus said nothing.

“You disagree?” Fin asked, watching him.

“It’s not that I disagree; I just don’t know how to agree,” Gus said. “I wouldn’t know who to pick or why.”

“Oh. Well, that’s rather easy,” Fin said. “Agent Lark has assassinated a number of people. Let’s not mince words. If she were to plan an assassination on Mrs. Newbin for us, it’d give us a great idea on how to stop such a thing.

“If not for the number of deals she made and a few calls from the… the Curator… then she’d be dead or behind bars for all time.”

Yeah. That sounds about right.

All for the sake of being around me.

“Agents Wain and Xelnas are both as simple. Agent Wain is a criminal and would be asked on for the same reason as Agent Lark.

“As for Agent Xelnas…” Fin sighed and held up her hands with a grin. “To be perfectly honest, I think we should include her for her intelligence if nothing else. That’s all.”

“Okay,” Gus said. He felt pretty damn blank right now. He personally felt like nothing really added up, and things weren’t really going his way.

Or maybe I’m just… not doing well with Patrick killing himself.

Just like Olsen.

Couldn’t save Olsen, couldn’t stop Patrick.

“You stopped Janelle,” Indali said. “She’s here because of you, isn’t she? You can’t save everyone, and there are those who simply don’t want to be saved. I was there with you. I heard everything you did.

“He wasn’t right in the head. There was clearly something else there. He was terrified. Of you and the council.”

“Alright. I’m going to, uh… going to get some rest. I’m kinda tired,” Gus said. Getting to his feet without permission, he left Mark’s office. He didn’t want to deal with anything right now.

He had a couple days to put himself back together before he had to get back to work. Before he had to do his job.


Chapter 34 - False Belief

 

Thankfully, time went by quickly.

The first night was the hardest, though. Dreams of his time in the desert, saving Olsen only to have him put a round in his head. Then for Gus to be the one to find him.

Then Patrick’s entire ordeal, all superimposed.

Vanessa had joined him in bed that night, and she’d subsequently been there when he’d woken up from his nightmares. She’d coerced him back into the bed and held on to him the rest of the night.

The next two days were filled with taking over an already-planned security detail, expanding it, and setting it up. He simply didn’t have time to think about everything that’d happened.

There was always at least one person around him from his Contractor marriage. Though there were a number of times Chloe had subbed in unexpectedly. She always hustled him off to feed on him and watch a documentary or one of the many TV shows they were following. Even if it was just on her phone.

When the day of the debate rolled around, Gus felt mostly like himself. He was also thankful to be alone. After having someone always around him, he’d started to feel like he was being hemmed in and couldn’t do anything.

He’d been posted as an exterior rooftop guard at the behest of Melody. The building was crawling with guards, cops, Fed, and PID alike.

This was the last debate before election day. There wouldn’t be anything after this, and it would be the turning point for either candidate.

Personally, Gus was more than happy to be outside, away from it all, not having to sit there and listen to politicians lie.

They would say what they believed needed to be said, people would vote for them based on what they wanted to believe, and that’d be that. Someone would get elected, break every promise they didn’t need to actually keep, and move on to whatever agenda they wanted to hold on to.

Even if it damaged their relationships with allies, sparked a recession, or crushed an entire group of people to dust with a careless comment.

Once they were in power, there was no reason to be beholden to anyone.

And that didn’t sit very well with Gus.

There was no reason for any elected official to do what was best for the long term. Because the simple reality was it wouldn’t be their problem. Their concern was the right now and tomorrow.

Next year might as well be in a different universe.

Sighing, Gus leaned over the edge of the building and looked down at the streets below. There were quite a few people all standing around outside the building. Reaching up, he pulled the earpiece out of his ear and let it dangle against his collar. Nothing was being said anymore, and everything was almost done. The debate was finally winding down to its close.

Well-wishers, people looking for autographs, handshakes, or even just to see their candidate.

It was a zoo.

“Baaaaaah,” Gus said with a smirk, and then it fell away from his mouth. “Then again, it’s not like I wasn’t a sheeple. Had to almost get my eyeballs ripped out to figure that one out.”

“It’s in a human’s nature to want to believe their world is orderly. Neat. That everything will work out,” Indali said. “Even I want everything to work out. Just last year I was a federal-level convict, no one to bear me, barely making ends meet, and without any prospects in my life.

“Now I’m on the fast track to join the Fed, I have a spotless record, I’ve passed all my PID qualifications that I took simply for the sake of having them, I have more than enough money to be saving some now, and I have a Bearer who cares for me.”

“It isn’t going to work out though, is it?” Gus said, staring down at all the people below him. After everything he’d seen of the council, what their plans were, and how far they went to get things done, he doubted very much they’d attack during the debate.

No. They’ll put a bomb in her car, or her hotel. Maybe hit her damn car with a missile strike from an attack helicopter they bought from a military base.

That’d be something they’d do, I bet.

Attack at the debate, though? That’s just stupid.

“I think it will work out. At least… for us,” Indali said. “In fact, I suggested to Mel that perhaps we should consider moving off this plane. After hearing that her family isn’t from this one, the question becomes why do we remain here? I’m sure there’s another plane out there that would be just as interesting to live on. I find my reasoning for joining the Fed has become entirely moot.”

Huh… that’s… not a terrible idea.

Just pack everyone up and head out.

“Oh, and thank you for pulling me apart last night,” Indali said. “I really appreciate you taking my grips off and cleaning my insides out.”

Gus laughed and shook his head, looking up at the sky above them.

“Okay, let’s just get this out in the open. I can’t tell if you’re fucking with me or you’re just saying this shit and mean nothing by it,” Gus said. “Do you have any idea how sexually provocative half the shit you say is?”

“Yes. I do. What about it?” Indali asked.

“I… wait, what? What do you mean, what about it?” Gus asked.

“Is there a problem? I like the way you handle me. It pleases me. I love your caress and when you pull my trigger,” Indali said, her tone becoming something else altogether. “You’re my Bearer. I wish you’d take me to bed.”

“See? That right there. That’s a great example. Do you mean you want me to take your material body to bed or have sex with you?” Gus said. “Because I swear, I can’t tell what you mean and—”

“Sex with me, and take my material body to bed at the same time, but only after pulling every screw out of me and leaving me completely disassembled on your desk and taking my projection to bed. After that, you can put me back together and take me to bed. I want to sleep next to you, and in your hand. Maybe under your pillow,” Indali said. “You’re my Bearer.”

“Yeah… okay. Yeah. I get that. But what is that? Is that some sort of fated mystical mumbo-jumbo or what?” Gus asked, ignoring the sex and bed part entirely.

“No. It’s just… we fit,” Indali said. “I’ve had others shoot me, and you’ve held other weapons before, but you and I fit. You’re my Bearer. I’m your weapon.”

“You’re an idiot,” Gus said suddenly.

Indali laughed at him, her voice echoing beautifully between their minds.

“I’m of limited intelligence, I admit. I’m not Serafina. But we both know how we feel about one another,” Indali said. “I listen to your thoughts as often as you listen to mine now.”

Thinking about that, Gus realized that Indali did sometimes respond to the thoughts Gus was having. He’d probably taken to projecting them at her, since they were almost always linked mentally.

“Will you clean my barrel tonight? I want you to really stuff something in there and fill me up. Then grind it all around and pull out when you’re done,” Indali said.

“You’re so fucking dumb. You’re worse than Mel,” Gus said.

“Do it,” Indali said, laughing. “Do what I’m telling you because I’m your weapon.”

“Fine. Fine. I’ll clean out your barrel. You’re so damn pushy,” Gus grumbled.

There was a soft vibration in Gus’s pocket.

Huh?

Reaching down, he pulled out his phone and looked at the screen.

It was Serafina.

Tapping the accept button, Gus lifted the phone up to his ear.

“Hey Sera, what’s up?” Gus asked.

“I… Sera?” Serafina said. “Oh. I’ve been given a nickname. Like Mel, Ness, and Trish. Good. Good! Yes, this is Sera.”

Gus rolled his eyes but grinned at that.

“Yeah. What’s up, Sera?” he said again.

“I cracked that T2 program,” Serafina said. “I had to put more of myself into it than I wanted, but I was able to finally figure it out.”

“Oh,” Gus said. He’d entirely forgotten about the T2 program he’d sent over to Michael. The last he’d had anything to do with it was giving Serafina the thumb drive. “Alright. Anything interesting?”

“Somewhat,” Serafina said. “It’s definitely a guided backdoor hack. It allows remote access into anything it’s bolted onto through an admin function. It takes a while to get to that point. Several updates and upgrades. Each one moving it closer and closer to its goal. Probably why it never triggered anything for anyone. Right up until it was beyond the point where it could be monitored correctly anymore.”

“In other words… it’s literally a Trojan horse virus,” Gus said.

“More than that. It’s more like a computer recreation of HIV. Each time it gets updated or upgraded, it gets deeper and deeper,” Serafina said. “There’s no way to get it out once it gets in. You’d have to delete the entire system.”

“Delightful,” Gus said, shifting his weight around. “What exactly does that mean for us?”

“Nothing, except that I can tell you right now this is far worse than we thought,” Serafina said.

“Err… why?” Gus asked, his brows coming down.

“I’m currently surfing through every client that has this backdoor software,” Serafina said. Now that Gus put a thought to it, Serafina sounded a little odd. As if she wasn’t entirely paying attention to the conversation. “I can literally go through every computer, system, or server that has this installed. On top of that, quite a number of the infected drives have been stored on a cloud owned by whoever did this.”

“Right… in other words… in other words, we’re so far behind because they’re already well aware of everything that’s happening, almost as it happens,” Gus said. “And on top of that… they probably have all the data we lost in the bombings.”

“That’s right. Almost every single branch of the military is infected,” Serafina said. “As is a good portion of the government. It seems it was approved by some committee to oversee campaign merchandise. It replicated its way upward from there.”

“That’s… that’s just great,” Gus said, sighing. He hung his head and closed his eyes. From what he was hearing, it literally sounded like a really bad data purge was coming. A whole lot of systems were going to need to be scrapped and reset. “Any chance of them noticing you in there? You’re not risking yourself, are you?”

“Notice me? No. Risking myself, a little. I have more of myself in the system than I want right now, but I wouldn’t die if I were cut off, if that’s what you’re asking,” Serafina said.

“I mean… kinda? We’ll have to talk more about what exactly you are, Sera, because that’s a question I’d like answered,” Gus said. “For now, maybe you should just pull out. No reason for you to be looking around unless there’s something you’re looking for.”

“Well, that’s the weird part. At first I wasn’t looking for anything,” Serafina said. “Then I found a few solitary computers that were clearly infected. Which felt odd.”

“Computers,” Gus said, feeling very nervous about that. “As in… singular users?”

“That’s right,” Serafina said. “One is your laptop. Though the IT department has locked it down, and there’s nothing on it. I think it’s likely they’ll discover the extent of the program, but it’ll take some time.”

“That’s good at least,” Gus said with a huff.

“There are other computers here, though. A few of them seem odd to me,” Serafina said. “One seems to be Patrick’s.”

“Patrick. Shooter Patrick?” Gus asked.

“Yes. His computer was infected. Though it appears only half of his drive was pulled into the cloud. Perhaps he stopped letting his computer connect to the internet. That would be my guess, since it looks like there were several attempts to clean the infection,” Serafina said. “But if he simply stopped getting on the net, that would have solved the problem. It would need an active connection to update, after all.”

That… doesn’t make sense at all. Why would they infect their own agent’s computer?

Gus’s mind slowly came to a grinding stop. There wasn’t a single thought moving around in his head.

“So I started following how that infection started. You can kind of track it back, since each infection is unique,” Serafina was saying. Even as Gus began to feel absolutely sick to his stomach. “It was initiated by someone loading it via USB drive. About a month ago and clearly without his permission.”

Licking his lips, Gus couldn’t bring himself to say anything. His mind was chewing at an idea he didn’t want to consider, but it was slowly coming to the surface regardless.

“Tracking it back a few times, it seems the individual responsible for infecting the computer infected a number of others as well,” Serafina said, her tone dull and without much inflection. “Most notably, the convenience store employees, the SA coven leader you saved, Dunyasha, and a number of people I don’t recognize.”

“In… in other words,” Gus said, unable to stop himself. “It looks more like… like Patrick wasn’t actually working with the council. He was someone they were watching.”

“That’s my belief,” Serafina said. “Given what they pulled from his computer, he had a number of small bits of evidence that gave him a bit of a ‘crack-pot’ status when he began posting his theories. Theories that there were others in charge of everything. This… council… as you call it.”

And that means if he wasn’t working for the council, the council was actively trying to stop him.

The woman I chased down wasn’t trying to do work at that home. She was trying to close up loose ends. That’s why she ripped out part of the computer. It was probably the hard drive, and they wanted to see what was on it.

And prevent us from seeing it.

“With that in mind, I hacked the congresswoman’s computer,” Serafina said.

“You did what!?” Gus asked.

“I hacked Sarah Newbin’s computer,” she repeated. “Her security was quite good, but I’m afraid it wasn’t up to the task of keeping me out.”

“And when did you do this?” Gus asked.

“A minute before I called you,” she said. “And I called you because I believe we have this backwards. Sarah Newbin was purchased by the council. Patrick was attempting to have her removed because he believed she’d be announcing to the world that the Para world lives.

“The man he killed in that home was revealed to have been a Humanity First agent that had infiltrated the church. The church believes the human world would not do very well in an all-out war with the Para world. That it would be irrevocably damaged and there would be no turning back. We had it all backwards.”

“That was all… all on Newbin’s computer?” Gus asked.

“It was information shared with her by email correspondence via her handler,” Serafina said. “There’s no name listed, and the email address goes to more private networks and proxy sites than I want to risk putting myself through.”

“Okay,” Gus said. He’d had the same thought himself. Just minus all the details.

The gist of it was that Sarah Newbin worked for the council, but she also controlled the Fed for the most part.

I’m on the wrong side.

We’re all on the wrong side.

The church is attempting to stop the worlds colliding, Newbin is working for the council, and the Fed is… the Fed is being used.

Closing his eyes, Gus put his face in one hand, holding the phone to his ear with the other.

“Are you there, Gus?” Serafina asked on the other end of the line.

“Yep. Yep, I’m here, Sera. I just… don’t know what to do,” he said.

“I’m currently in the process of covering my tracks and deleting all logs made of my movements,” Serafina said. “In five minutes, I’ll be clear of it and no one will know I was here. After that I’m going to go back to the house and sleep in my room.”

She was explaining herself exactly as he expected she would.

It was no wonder she and Indali got along so well.

“Right, okay,” Gus said. “See ya.”

Gus tapped the disconnect button and pushed his phone into his pocket.

“I don’t even know what to say,” Indali said. “It’s… it’s all backwards. Backwards and wrong. We can’t even stop it, can we?”

“If we could stop it, I don’t really know how. Mark is in too deep. So’s Fin,” Gus said. “Their power is given to them by the person they’d have to go against. Which means they’d simply be removed the moment they opened their mouths.”

“And after this… it’s very unlikely that Newbin will have any concerns,” Indali said. “I imagine the council will step up her security after tonight. I doubt the church will be able to kill her.”

“And this is the last public debate; she’ll be going underground for the most part after this. As they buy up votes and districts, and campaign madly,” Gus said, a strange and ugly thought popping into his mind. “Which means if we’re going to kill her, we need to kill her tonight.”

“I… yes. If we’re going to kill her, it must be tonight,” Indali said. “And we can’t tell anyone, and we have to do it without being caught.”

“Yeah,” Gus said. Turning around, he looked toward the roof he’d been guarding. There were at least twenty people up here with him, all working to the same goal he’d been working to a few minutes ago. “So let’s get started.”

Fading into his Boogieman self, Gus slid out of view and vanished into the dark of the night.

No one noticed he was missing.


Chapter 35 - The Finale

 

Taking in a shuddering breath, Gus began to move forward. Smoothly, with as little sound as he could make, he made his way ever inward.

His goal was simple, his plan nonexistent, and he had only his abilities and Indali as available resources.

It was very likely he’d fuck this up. Fuck it up and end up on a one-way trip to prison.

And that’s if they don’t figure out what I am and kill me outright. Which could very well happen if I’m caught.

Throw me into a trunk and drive the car off a bridge into a lake.

Ghosting by several Paras that looked to be on loan from the military, Gus kept moving. He needed to get off the roof, get inside, and get into a position where he could fire on Newbin.

He’d also only get one chance at this. And maybe a chance to get away.

If he was lucky.

“I’ll disguise the round. Overcharge it so it becomes misshapen,” Indali said. “Just remember to extract the casing and replace it. If you have to toss it, toss it very far. Far enough that it wouldn’t be found quickly or easily. The street might do well, since it’s likely a car would flatten or destroy it.”

Good… good point.

“I’ll make sure to take care of it,” Gus said.

When he reached the rooftop exit door, he simply opened it enough to slip inside. There were no cameras up here, and enough noise to disguise the door opening.

If anyone saw it, that was a problem he’d have to deal with at another time.

There simply wasn’t any time to wait. The debate had been ongoing for a little while now. If Gus hesitated at all, he might lose this chance.

And he was damned-near positive this really would be the only chance to make this happen before she went into hiding.

Serafina was right, of course. The council wouldn’t risk Newbin after this. It was likely they hadn’t even wanted to involve the Fed with the security on this one.

But knowing Fin, she’d probably pushed a bit as a way to gain political favor, and Newbin had no way to refuse. It would have looked weird if she had.

Walking down the stairs, Gus was forced to constantly refocus his thoughts. They kept wanting to run away in different directions. If everything went down in the worst possible way, his mother, sister, and father would be exposed.

Reaching to his collar, he pushed his earpiece back into place. His microphone was muted physically, by his own choice. He’d said nothing into it all night, and that had been expected of him.

Once he got it back into place, he heard nothing at all. No one was talking.

“You know, getting into position and pulling the trigger will actually be the easiest part of this,” Gus said. “I’m more afraid of them having some interesting hunters waiting in the wings. Just in case something does happen.”

“Hunters like you?” Indali asked.

“Hunters like me,” Gus said, then stuffed his fear down. Stuffed it down deep. Where even sunlight wouldn’t find it.

What he couldn’t shake off, he bled off into horror-magic that did nothing but drain fear away and feed it into the building and its inhabitants.

Everywhere and all around him in a large expanse.

A Boogieman could find him by his fear, if he wasn’t careful. His pushing it into the very surroundings would make it that much harder for them to find Gus. To trail him out of the broadcast stage.

And we need to do all we can to throw them off.

“I’ll not miss,” Indali said.

When he reached the ground floor, Gus moved to the door and pushed it open gently.

On the other side were a number of people standing around backstage. Most of them were working or watching monitors of the debate.

A large black curtain blocked away what Gus knew was the stage, the audience, and the candidates. He could faintly hear voices over the speakers. They were muffled, and he couldn’t quite make out what they were saying.

Monitors hung from the catwalks above, displaying what was happening on the other side of the curtain. There was no volume on any of them, but there were subtitles.

Next to each monitor were several clocks. One that counted down to the next commercial break, one that showed the time left in the program, and the last showed the current time.

I’ve got about… five minutes, I guess.

That doesn’t leave me much time to set up.

Would this be a good location? I’m just about right behind her. I could creep up on that black curtain and just… peek through.

She’d be right on the other side, I imagine.

Or is this a bad location? Would the lights blind me and paint a shadow for anyone to see?

Would I really be right behind her, though? Something could be in the way if I don’t do this right. I could end up accidentally revealing myself and flash my hand.

Though… I’m already completely past almost all the security precautions. I’d have a little time to get away from the immediate area.

Melody was likely to be around here somewhere as well.

Gus briefly considered finding her and including her on what was happening, but he couldn’t. Not without risking losing his chance.

The clock was counting down, and Gus was on the wrong side of it.

Getting his feet under him, he leapt up onto the catwalk above.

There was a soft clang as he grabbed the metal. The whole thing swung partially to one side, then moved no more.

It panicked a number of stagehands and workmen, but they seemed calmed as soon as it stopped moving.

A few of them were pulling out their phones, however. Probably noting what’d just happened for repair.

Or so Gus hoped.

Hauling himself up onto the catwalk, he rolled over onto his back. Moving to his knees, he found his view of the stage.

Newbin and her opponent were the only ones there. Standing at two podiums, looking out over a crowd of hand-picked audience members.

The moderators were sitting at a table facing the two candidates.

“This is it,” Gus said.

“I’m ready,” Indali said back to him.

Pulling Indali from her holster, Gus set her barrel against the top rail of the catwalk.

Slowly, he began angling the barrel down toward Newbin. Till the iron-sights were bracketing her head.

“There,” Indali said softly in his mind. “That’s it.”

Gus thumbed Indali’s hammer back very slowly, then slipped his finger into her guard. He fit the trigger against the middle of his fingertip and began to slowly pull.

“Almost… there,” Indali groaned.

Gus paused, staring at Sarah Newbin’s head.

There was no going back after this. No turning back the clock. No reversing course.

He’d be betting everything on his ability to get out of this. His family, his friends, his contracted wives.

Everyone and everything rode on him.

Him and his—

Gus pulled the trigger.

Sarah Newbin’s head exploded—skull, brains, and blood flying out toward the moderators. Splattering them viscerally, as if they’d been hit by a paint brush.

Slamming Indali into her holster, Gus turned and launched himself off the catwalk and toward the far wall.

He needed to get back into position before the whole thing went to shit. Or at least, out of the broadcast stage.

Hitting the wall, Gus dug his fingers in and looked down, then behind him. He could see a whole lot of people rushing around without any direction.

People began shouting, screaming, yelling. Both through his earpiece and just in general.

Fear began to spread out in a flood from every direction, fear about everything.

“What just happened!?” Melody shouted through the line. “Someone report! That sounded like a gunshot!”

“Congresswoman is down,” said someone else. “Down and… and dead. Her head exploded.”

“Fine. She’s dead. Work on capturing the shooter,” Melody said. “I need all exits sealed. Now! Seal everything.

“I need the roof team to lock down the exit up there as well.”

Fuck. Okay, thanks Mel. Thanks a lot.

Looking around, Gus saw a nearby exit that wasn’t yet guarded. He needed to get to it.

And now.

Clinging to the wall, he got one foot against it and then pushed off hard. Trying to launch himself straight to where the door was.

He hit the ground with a slam that was lost in the noise from the crowd, then pushed the door open. He found himself in what looked like a hallway. He knew it probably led into the offices of the newsroom, and that wasn’t where he wanted to be.

After dashing through the door, he closed it behind him.

It was better than being in the broadcast room.

Looking up, Gus found it was much like any office he’d ever been in. Almost down to the same off-white and hole-studded tiles in the ceiling.

Jumping up, he grabbed hold of the doorframe with one hand and brought his foot down on an “emergency exit” sign that was parallel to the ground against the wall.

He reached up with his free hand, shoved a tile out of the way, and then clambered up into the false ceiling.

Bracing himself as carefully as he could, and spreading his weight out on the braces, he pushed the tile back into place.

He didn’t want to be in this narrow space without anywhere to go. He also needed to unload the single empty case he had in Indali and replace it.

In fact, now that he thought about it, he could use this little area to his advantage.

With one hand, Gus pulled Indali back out of her holster and stuck her handle in his mouth. Biting down on her, he unlocked her top-break and pulled it open partially.

Trying to look at the cylinder, in the dark, hanging in the false ceiling, Gus took ten seconds longer than he thought he would.

Mostly because he had a lot of Indali in his mouth while trying to fish out a single casing with one hand as the other hand held him upright.

Finally, he got it out. He threw it into the corner of the false ceiling, fairly confident it wouldn’t be found anytime soon.

If ever.

Pulling a single round out of his belt, he stuffed it into the open spot of Indali’s cylinder and then closed her back up. Pushing her back into his holster, he hung there.

Listening to Melody trying to direct and lead anybody who would listen to her.

It sounded like everyone’s efforts were being focused on the stage for now.

Pulling the same tile out partially, he was able to peer down into the hallway beneath him. No one was there.

Sliding the tile out, Gus got down. He pushed the tile back into place as he dropped down into the hallway.

He didn’t need to see himself to know he was covered in dust and cobwebs.

Doing it as quietly and quickly as he could, he brushed himself down with his hands. Dust going all over in every direction.

Moving into his human visage, Gus pushed on the door back to the stage.

Only to have it not move at all.

Reaching up, he gently flicked the microphone into the on position.

“This is Agent Hellström,” Gus said. “I came down quick across the front of the building. I’m in the hallway leading from the offices into the stage. I didn’t pass anyone on my way in. The door in front of me is secured from the stage side.”

There was a muffled discussion on the other side of the door, and then it opened.

Two agents Gus didn’t know were peering at him.

“Hey,” Gus said, then stepped into the very place he’d only just fled from.

“Do what you can, Gus,” Melody said. Her tone was tight.

Angry.

She wanted him to start doing what he could with his gifts to figure out who killed Newbin.

Except he couldn’t do that, obviously.

Moving into the room, he began to look like he was interviewing people. Talking to anyone he could. Asking them questions. All the while poking through their thoughts just so he had something to tell anyone who asked.

With any luck, he’d made his escape.

By not escaping at all.

An hour later, a whole lot of people Gus didn’t know were taking charge of the situation. Supposedly, Fed agents from another building and state.

Gus didn’t believe that for a second, of course.

Except whenever he tried to peer into their thoughts, that was all he found. Brand-new Fed agents with almost no training and no experience, all hired in through friends.

He couldn’t dig any deeper, given the circumstances. The last thing he needed right now was accidentally finding a psyker, or someone trained enough to notice him poking around.

“Hands out, please,” said an agent Gus didn’t know.

“Why?” Gus asked, looking at the man. Melody was standing next to him, talking to someone on the phone.

“We need to do a gunshot-residue test,” said the man.

“No point. I can tell you you’ll find some. I fire my weapon every day,” Gus said. “I’d be pretty damn surprised if you didn’t find any.”

“Shouldn’t be on your hands unless you fired something in the last few hours,” said the same agent.

“Go nuts, telling you you’ll find GSR though. I shoot every day. I shot today, in these clothes. Before we came over for this security detail, in fact,” Gus said. It was all very true. 

Glaring at Gus, the agent seemed to be considering how to handle that.

“What? You don’t practice?” Gus asked. “Besides, I like shooting my weapon.”

Gus pulled out Indali slowly and held her in his open palm.

“See? She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Gus said.

The man looked at the revolver.

“Fine, open your weapon for me,” he said, apparently giving up on the testing.

“Sure,” Gus said. Grabbing Indali with both hands, he spread her apart, but not all the way. He didn’t want her spewing brass everywhere. Which is exactly what she’d do if he opened her completely.

“Could you please unload your weapon?” asked the man.

Sighing, Gus tipped Indali toward his palm and pulled her barrel down completely. She ejected all her rounds into his hand.

“Anything else?” Gus asked. “Wanna see me load her, too? I’ve got speed loaders.”

The man was clearly counting the live rounds in Gus’s hand and making sure they were all unspent.

As the man did so, Gus snuck into his mind. He’d been ordered specifically to check Gus.

The person who’d given the order had done so over the phone. They hadn’t even given the man their name or designation.

The fool was too stupid to even question it. He just did what he was told.

Though… that does sound like maybe the council suspects me of having been involved.

Doesn’t it?

“You can reload, Agent,” said the man, walking away.

Frowning with a shake of his head, Gus began to load his rounds back into Indali. Once he’d finished, he carefully closed her back up and slid her into his holster.

“What was that about?” Melody asked, phone to her ear, now facing Gus.

“Fuck if I know, but I think I’m done with all this,” Gus said. “Mark coming yet or what?”

“He’s already here, but they’re not letting anyone out yet. No one,” Melody said. Her brows slowly slid together, her eyes locked on his.

He pushed into her mind, realizing he’d have to tell her something. He didn’t hide his presence from her; if anything, he wanted her to know he was there.

Except what he got when he entered was a unique greeting. It was a kaleidoscope of dirty thoughts, memories of their last orgy, and what she wanted to do to him next time.

Of… course. It’s Melody.

What’d I expect?

He pushed a single image into her mind. Of him lining his shot up on Newbin.

Her mind came to a radical, screeching halt. Everything vanished away like a smoke ring blown apart by a strong wind.

Once he had her attention, he began feeding her everything, starting with his conversation with Serafina.

It only took a minute for her to digest everything. Digest it all, spin it out to everything else in her head, and then come back with a definitive answer for him.

He’d been right in what he’d done. She’d have done the same thing.

“We need to get out of the Fed,” Melody said to him in her own mind. “And immediately. We can’t stay in it. Mark will be fine without us. They’ll just look at him like he’s a supervisor. He had nothing to do with the actual case work, he just assigned it.

“But us? They’ll want us to go away before they make another move. They’ll kill us, or have us set up to fail. If we’re not in the Fed, they’ll assume we’re giving up. That we don’t want any more of this. That we’re just… done.”

Gus agreed with her.

They needed to get out of the Fed.

Before someone killed them just as he’d killed Newbin.

The problem, though… What would everyone else do? They had a lot of other people counting on them now.

It wasn’t just Gus and Melody.

Vanessa and Trish were bound to them.

And as of earlier this week, so was Janelle. Who was still working for the military.

Everything was fucked up and twisted over on itself.

All because Gus had needed to do what he felt was right.

Even if it was wrong for everyone else.


Epilogue

 

Wondering just how badly this conversation was going to go, Gus wandered over toward Mark.

He was standing out past the perimeter talking into his phone. Everyone was still running around looking for the shooter.

A shooter that was, in reality, part of the search. Gus had been cleared and allowed to leave the broadcast stage.

Though he did see several others clearly eyeing him. Whenever he peaked into their minds, he only saw people who wanted to do a job that’d been given to them. Usually without really understanding the situation at all. They were just doing what they’d been told without any thought whatsoever.

Busy little drones doing busy little jobs. All coordinated through phone calls. Conversations that gave nothing away and seemed to have high expectations for their people to carry out orders.

Thankfully, no psyker showed up that Gus could identify. That didn’t mean there wasn’t one coming, or that one hadn’t shown up, just that Gus hadn’t found them.

Pushing his hands into his pockets, Gus kept walking straight toward Mark. He had something he needed to do, and there wasn’t really any room for him to do it in a different way.

He needed to get out of the Fed.

Today.

Waiting even a day would put them more in harm’s way than he wished. Melody had made it quite clear that she believed there was no alternative at this point.

Gus did agree with her, which was why this felt so awful to him.

Surprisingly, he couldn’t hear a single word from Mark’s phone conversation. It was like he was absolutely deaf to the whole thing.

Mark looked up when Gus got within ten feet and flashed him a smile that looked partly like a grimace.

Coming to a standstill, Gus nodded at Mark and looked around. The night was full and dark. He got the impression there were plenty of people trying to get a look at what was happening.

Which meant there were a lot of cameras pointed back at the crowd.

The general belief was there was no reason to not get footage of anyone who came to look. It was no small number of criminals who came back to the scenes of their own crimes to admire their handiwork, or to see what was going on.

Looking down at the ground, Gus eyed his shoes and leaned backward, then forward.

“Hey Gus,” Mark said, getting his attention.

“Hey,” Gus said, looking up at Mark. His long-time friend looked tired and worn.

“I swear, man, it’s like they just up and vanished. Took the shot and then disappeared into thin air,” Mark said.

“Definitely seems that way,” Gus said, walking over to stand next to Mark. He really didn’t want this conversation to travel further. “Got some stuff to tell ya.”

“Really? Ugh. I’m not going to like this, am I Gussy?” Mark said, sighing. Shaking his head, he reached into a pocket and pulled something out.

It was a strange rock with a soft glow to it. Mark ran his thumb over the back of it, causing it to glow significantly brighter. Then he dropped it back into his pocket.

“Fin gave it to me. Blocks people from hearing me unless they’re pretty close,” Mark said. “Pretty common amongst Sirens, I guess. It doesn’t do anyone good to hear them sing unless it’s by choice.

“And before you ask, yes, I’ve heard her sing. Didn’t happen until I moved in with her, though. I can definitely see why she kept that one out of our relationship till then.”

“Uh… why?” Gus asked, curious.

“You wouldn’t understand unless you heard a Siren sing,” Mark said with a smirk. “And honestly, I don’t think a Siren would be something you’d want in Mel’s harem.

“So… what’s up?”

“I shot Newbin,” Gus said, coming straight out with it.

Mark opened his mouth, closed it, and then puffed his cheeks out. He slowly made a series of strange-looking faces before he let out a breath in a wet fart noise.

“Okay. Guess that makes solving her assassination easy,” Mark said, then shrugged his shoulders. “Any reason why?”

“Serafina figured it out,” Gus said. “T2 is a front. Their program is a backdoor software that lets them in and… it basically gives them everything. So be careful of T2.”

“Okay,” Mark said, making a small gesture with his hand to speed it up.

“Basically put, the church was trying to kill Newbin. Not the council. Council was trying to kill the assassin trying to kill Newbin. Council bought Newbin. Chances are if you dig through her computer, notes, or anything like that, you’ll find the evidence of that.”

“Fat chance of that. Newbin’s house just caught fire and went up in a ball of flame that’s not likely to be put out anytime soon,” Mark said. “But that makes a lot more sense now. Fuck.

“This is all fucked up.”

“Kinda,” Gus said with a shrug. “It also isn’t. Makes sense.

“So, I killed Newbin because I felt like it was the only option. For all I know, she would have gone underground till election day and then delivered a victory speech that included ‘oh hey, by the way, there’s Paras out there. Hop to, everyone,’ and rang the bell that can’t be unrung,” Gus said.

“I mean… that’s a lot to assume, but… it also kinda sounds right,” Mark said with a sigh. He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. “I mean… it’s probably what I’d do in the same situation. So I can’t fault you for that.”

“It’s a bit worse, though,” Gus said. “There were Fed agents in there that I didn’t know, who were all pretty much guaranteed to be working for the council.

“Given orders over the phone that they didn’t question or even bother to learn more of. Just to do it.”

“Really,” Mark said flatly.

“Uh huh. Like the fact that I had an agent who wanted to do a GSR test on me. Then they wanted me to be interviewed. One of them even suggested bringing in a psyker.

“I can’t imagine you or Fin authorizing that.”

“Fuck no we didn’t,” Mark said, now looking angry. “Fin heard there was some strange shit going on that now just… ugh. It makes sense.

“On top of that, people have been trying very hard to push Fin out of this one and take it over. I should give her a call and tell her it’s time we bow out. Doesn’t seem like a fight we want.”

Gus shrugged.

“Tell who you trust, because I think this is just… it’s not over. Not over by a long shot,” Gus said.

“No… it’s clearly not. If you think about it… this has all been one long plan,” Mark said. “If the game had gone off perfectly, Newbin could have positioned herself perfectly to lead the government straight into a Para awareness cycle.

“No… you’re right. This is a very long con. A long con that… probably has more elements down the road.”

Mark frowned, looking thoughtful. His eyes dipped down to the ground as he clearly considered what he would need to do next.

“If she made the presidency… what would be next?” he asked.

“Dunno,” Gus said, shrugging his shoulders. “Not really my area of expertise. Probably something presidents could do?”

“Yeah. Fin will know which way to get moving. She’s a lot more savvy with this kind of thing,” Mark said, nodding his head.

He’s really fallen in with Fin.

In a deep way.

I wonder… did he marry Kelly for the wrong reasons? They always seemed happy.

Maybe I missed something.

“On top of that, I have to give you some really bad news,” Gus said.

Mark frowned, looking up at Gus.

“Really? More? What now?” he asked.

“I’m quitting,” Gus said with a shrug. “It’s obvious I’m being targeted now. I mean, I told you about the fact that they were sending people to watch my parents.

“I don’t… I don’t want to put myself in those crosshairs anymore. I’m not a hero, and I really can’t say I want to endanger my family for this.”

Mark looked absolutely shocked. Shocked, defeated, and lost.

He’d taken everything else in equal measure without a concern. But apparently this was too much for him.

“Gussy, no,” Mark said. “You can’t leave me.”

Grinning, Gus looked down at the ground.

“Durh, if it was just me, I’d be fine with it. But they’re looking into my parents. Probably my sister, too,” he said. “I’m too much of a target right now. I’ve made way too many waves in a public way. They’re just going to keep focusing on me. This isn’t going to stop. It’s going to get worse.”

Mark shook his head, as if he wanted to disagree.

Gus didn’t reply. He just stood there, staring at Mark.

Slowly, Mark’s head stopped moving, and then he looked away.

“Yeah… yeah,” Mark said. “You’re not wrong. To the council I’m just an inconvenient political piece in charge of you. You, though… you’re everything that’s gotten in their way.

“On top of that, you were at the scene of their politician getting merced. They’re… definitely going to focus on you.”

“Yep,” Gus said. “So I’ve… I’ve gotta get out.”

“Okay,” Mark said. “Got it. Mel’s gone too, I bet?”

“Yeah. Probably Vanessa and Trish, too,” Gus said. “Mel’s talking to them now. I can’t imagine them working without us.”

Mark grumbled but nodded. “Yeah, me neither.”

“Can you take care of Chloe for me?” Gus asked. “She’s… she’s actually a good agent. She’s a murderer, don’t get me wrong, but—but I think she’s redeemable.”

“Meh, I already got her a release,” Mark said, flicking a hand. “Mel told me she’s contracting to her and you next week, so I just took care of it. You’ll have to tell me if she can suck you as sweetly as I bet she can.”

“I… I swear to god, Durh,” Gus said with a laugh. He couldn’t complain, though. Mark had done him a favor without anything for himself.

Again.

“Shit, I’m going to lose Indali, Janelle, and Serafina too,” Mark said. “Hailey might stay though.”

“Huh?” Gus asked.

“Janelle, your Elven wife? You know, the one Mel is going to make you bed next week in your orgy for Chloe? That one?” Mark asked. “Janelle’s going to get her commission resigned. Probably manage an honorable discharge. Watch.”

“I mean… pretty sure you can’t just quit,” Gus said. “And what does Sera have to do with this?”

“She’ll quit, too,” Mark said. “She really was just interested in you in the end. Apparently, she finds you fascinating.

“And Mel said she wants to ride her face but has to talk you into riding her first, so… eh… damn. And we both know Indali is… well—”

Mark pointed to the revolver that was Indali. Sitting in her holster against Gus’s chest.

“Of course I’m going with you,” Indali said.

“That pretty much guts your department,” Mark groused. “Fine. Whatever. It sucks, really sucks, but I get it. You’ll still help me if I need it. Just not on the books.”

“Obviously,” Gus said with a chuckle. “I’ll do everything I can to help you with the case as well. So long as I can stay out of the visible part.”

That went without saying in Gus’s book.

Mark was Mark, but he was Gus’s Mark. If Mark had a need, Gus would do his best to fulfill it.

“Alright, I’m gonna… get going,” Gus said.

“’Kay,” Mark said. “Still on for dinner this weekend? Fin wants to get closer to you and your family. I guess she figured out that to be with me, she has to be with you, to a degree.”

“That’s fine,” Gus said with a grin. “See you then.”

“See you then, Gussy-poo. Smooches,” Mark said. Then he turned away from Gus and pulled his phone out.

Going to call Fin and fill her in.

Mm. Suppose it’s time for me to do the same with Mel.

 

***

 

Panting, Mel fanned at her face lightly.

“Okay, I could definitely get used to not working,” she said as Gus collapsed into the bed next to her naked body. “Though we’ll have to keep trying to break my bed. Clearly not broken yet.”

Gus laughed to himself as he stretched out, enjoying the pleasant empty feeling.

Melody reached over and patted him on the stomach several times with her other hand.

“Good boy,” she said. “Be sure to perform equally as well when Trish picks you up in ten minutes.”

“Uh huh, sure,” Gus said, rolling his eyes.

They’d been home for the last five days. Without anywhere to go or anything to do now that they’d both officially quit from the Fed.

Vanessa, Trish, Chloe, and Indali had all quit the same day.

Serafina had put in her notice that it was her last week.

She’d told Gus that she wanted to stay just so she could make sure she closed everything up behind them and cleared the data.

Apparently, she viewed herself as part of the “family” even though he barely knew her at all.

Melody was already calling Serafina Violet, despite not being officially contracted.

They were all home most of the day, and they all seemed to be enjoying doing much of nothing.

Although that would end eventually. Gus wasn’t going to be able to stay at home and play “spin-the-bottle” forever, so to speak.

“Whew,” Melody said, still fanning her face. “Indigo, you really know how to make my motor hum. It’ll be a shame when Jan gets her discharge and we have to go back to work.”

“Jan?” Gus asked.

“Yep! Janelle. She’s officially listed as married to you now,” Melody said, laying the hand she was using to fan herself on her sweaty brow. “Janelle Hellström. Your net worth is considerable, you know. Especially when we include mine with yours.

“All I had to do was take your IRS statements and mine, apply them with Janelle’s marriage license, and put in a ‘convenience to the government’ form. I just claimed it would be piss-all for morale for her to keep showing up now that she was a wealthy woman who just married.

“That and she’ll be spewing out Royal Elven children non-stop. Did they really want someone who was pregnant all year round? That sort of thing.”

“I… what?” Gus asked.

“Oh, she won’t actually be pregnant, obviously. But we just bent a few Elven cultural laws to make that fit and boom, they were pretty eager to drop her. Should go through soon.”

“Huh,” Gus said. He’d heard the term once or twice, but he’d never actually bothered to dig into it. “Wait, Janelle Hellström?”

“Uh huh. I’m Melody Hellström. Patricia Hellström. Vanessa Hellström. Chloe Hellström. Indali Hellström. Serafina Hellström.

“We’re all Hellströms.”

“Uh… I mean… I don’t remember…” Gus said, turning to look at his naked Contractor wife.

“Don’t worry, they’re only wives on paper. They’re going to be our Contracted, which is essentially a wife. We just won’t be sleeping together,” Melody said. “Well, that’s not true. You’ll probably be riding Janelle for all she’s worth when we contract Chloe.

“And before you try to fight it, can you honestly tell me you don’t want to? She’s so pretty.”

Gus opened his mouth and then closed it.

He realized any answer was the wrong answer. Instead, he decided to just not discuss it. He could avoid it completely if he never addressed it.

Melody’s phone began to chime softly on the bedside table.

Groaning, she looked over at it.

“Oh, come on, I just got laid,” Melody said in a huff. “I don’t want to move.”

Lifting her head up with a grunt, she seemed to be trying to look at the screen without moving.

“Fuck, what?” she said. Reaching over, she picked up the phone and tapped the accept button.

“Lark,” she said.

There was a response on the other end.

“One second, could you repeat that?” Melody asked, tapping a button on her screen.

“Certainly,” said a woman on the other end of the line. It sounded vaguely familiar, but Gus couldn’t quite pinpoint it.

“I understand you and your… cadre… are recently unaffiliated with the Fed?” asked the woman.

“That we are, Mrs. Campbell,” Melody said, then looked at Gus with a wide smile. She mouthed the word ‘Leanne’ as well.

Oh! Leanne Campbell. C&C.

Lily.

“Wonderful,” said Leanne. “I’d like to hire you and your team. I have a number of things I need taken care of discreetly.”

“I think I’d certainly be willing to discuss business of that nature,” Melody said. “We don’t come cheap, though. I’ve expanded my operations and have a number of very well-trained employees now.”

“Yes, I’m aware,” Leanne said with a chuckle. “I do hope that would include Mr. Hellström?”

“Indeed, it would. He’s my husband, after all,” Melody said.

“Is he? Good! There was some definite chemistry between you two,” Leanne said. “Alright. Great. Could you drop by the office next week? We can go over details, contract negotiation, and some mission briefs.”

“Got it,” Melody said. “Will this include wet work?”

“More than likely,” Leanne said. “I… honestly, I got news from a source I’d never expected. I need to start planning now and get things ready. At least, as best as I can.”

“That sounds ominous,” Melody said, scratching at her breasts.

“My husband is coming,” Leanne said with a laugh. “He knows where I am, and he’s coming for me. His brother, too. It’s going to get messy. Very messy.”

“Oh, happy to be on the winning side,” Melody said. “Alright, I’ll pop over later on. Just forward me all the details for the meeting and what you need from me. Melark@LarkLLC.com.”

“I can do that. See you soon,” Leanne said, then disconnected the line.

“Well, looks like we’ll have an employer soon,” Melody said. “At least with those jobs, it’s a lot easier to get things done. I’ll have to be more careful this time. I can’t just leave a laundry list of broken laws behind me. I have a family now.

“The Hellström family. My family.”

Gus let out a slow breath, then laughed softly.

“Yeah. Our family,” Gus said.

There was a soft tap on the door, and then it opened.

Standing in the doorway was Trish.

Her eyes glowed as if lit from the inside. It was the way they glowed when she’d turned on her Dryad nature and allowed it to run freely.

Stepping into Melody’s room, Trish closed the door behind her. Her eyes took in both Gus and Melody at the same time.

“Are you ready for me, my loves?” Trish asked in a purr.

Gus almost involuntarily nodded his head. Melody nodded much quicker and more energetically, however.

“Indigo, Rainbow, I’ve decided you’re both going to service me and my needs. I need some attention.

“And when I’m satisfied, one of you is going to go collect Yellow. Then we’re going to start again, and all three of you will service and satisfy me. Like the good little Dryad harem you all are,” Trish said. 

There was no room for argument in her statement.

And honestly, no one disagreed with Trish when it came to sex. She was their orgy master and mistress. She was the focal point when it came to their marriage-wide sex-play.

Trish started to undress, a wide smile for both Gus and Melody.

“First, though, ready yourself for me Indigo,” Trish said, coming over to the bed. “I’m going to satiate you, and then you’re going to take care of me for a while. That way you’re well pleased and must return the favor.”

Gus didn’t argue.

He never did.

No one did, actually.

With Trish, it was always whatever she wanted for him. And he always enjoyed it
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