
        
            
                
            
        

    
   Contents

   


   Title Page

   Copyright

   Dedication

   Book listing

   Chp.1

   Chp.2

   Chp.3

   Chp.4

   Chp.5

   Chp.6

   Chp.7

   Chp.8

   Chp.9

   Chp.10

   Chp.11

   Chp.12

   Chp.13

   Chp.14

   Chp.15

   Chp.16

   Chp.17

   Chp.18

   Chp.19

   Chp.20

   Chp.21

   Chp.22

   Chp.23

   Chp.24

   Chp.25

   Chp.26

   Chp.27

   Chp.28

   Chp.29

   Chp.30

   Chp.31

   Chp.32

   Chp.33

   Chp.34

   Epilogue

   Authors Note


Swing Shift 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By William D. Arand

Copyright © 2020 William D. Arand

Cover design © 2020 William D. Arand

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by an electronic or mechanical means - except in the case of brief quotations embodied in articles or reviews - without written permission from its publisher.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

Copyright © 2020 William D. Arand

All rights reserved.


Dedicated:

To my wife, Kristin, who encouraged me in all things. 

To my son, Harrison, who’s been very happy to have a baby sister now.

To my daughter, Amelia, welcome to the party pal. And maybe let your mother get some sleep. Cause then I could get some sleep.

To my family, who always told me I could write a book if I sat down and tried.

 

Special Thanks to:

Niusha Gutierrez

Bill Brush

Sarinia Phelps

Travis Ledlow

Evilynn Thales


Books by William D. Arand-

 

The Selfless Hero Trilogy:

Otherlife Dreams

Otherlife Nightmares

Otherlife Awakenings

Omnibus Edition(All Three)

 

Super Sales on Super Heroes Trilogy:

Super Sales on Super Heroes 1

Super Sales on Super Heroes 2

Super Sales on Super Heroes 3

Omnibus Edition(All Three)

 

Monster’s Mercy Trilogy:

Monster’s Mercy 1

Monster’s Mercy 2 (To be Released 2020)

 

Dungeon Deposed Trilogy:

Dungeon Deposed 

Dungeon Deposed 2

Dungeon Deposed 3

Omnibus Edition(All Three)

 

Swing Shift Trilogy:

Swing Shift

Swing Shift 2

Swing Shift 3 (To be released 2020)

 

Right of Retribution Trilogy:

Right of Retribution

Right of Retribution 2 (To be released 2021)


Books by Randi Darren-

 

Wild Wastes Trilogy:

Wild Wastes

Wild Wastes: Eastern Expansion

Wild Wastes: Southern Storm

Omnibus Edition(All Three)

 

Fostering Faust Trilogy:

Fostering Faust

Fostering Faust 2

Fostering Faust 3

Omnibus Edition(All Three)

 

Remnant Trilogy:

Remnant

Remnant 2

Remnant 3

 

Incubus Inc. Trilogy:

Incubus Inc

Incubus Inc 2

Incubus Inc 3 (To be released 2021)


Books in the VeilVerse-

Cultivating Chaos: By William D. Arand

Cultivating Chaos 2: By William D. Arand

Asgard Awakening: By Blaise Corvin

Take Two: By John Van Stry


Chapter 1 - Scalding Moments

 

Staring at the long path that led up from the gate, Gus had second thoughts.

“It’ll be fine, Indigo,” Melody said from directly beside him. “We know them. They’re friends and clients.”

“Uh-huh,” Gus said gruffly.

“We really are friends,” Kat said from inside his own mind.

The fact that Kat, or Kit as Trish knew her, was inside his mind was actually the lion’s share of the problem.

“What? There’s no reason to be angry. You were already expecting it, and having grown up with your father, you’re not even mad,” Kat said with a laugh. “You’re just annoyed.”

Could you not? Please? Do you know how hard it was growing up with my dad? I couldn’t even feel it when he’d break into my mind.

You’re more like someone crashing a dump truck through my front door.

“Yes. I get the impression your father is incredibly talented and skillful. Perhaps even more so than I. He just lacks the raw power I have. Or that you have.”

Turning to look at Melody, Gus sighed.

The contractor who was his wife smiled at him when she caught his gaze. A magician of sorts who bound herself to spirits to gain abilities and powers.

Then she bound partners to those same contracts to help offset the costs she took on.

“Hi there,” she said, grinning at him. “Goin’ my way, handsome?”

With pitch-black eyes, black hair pulled back in a tight ponytail behind her head, and a wild, blazing grin stretched across her lovely mouth, she was the picture of what he’d come to describe as “eerily pretty”.

Indigo-colored symbols glowed brightly along the outer edge of her face. All the way from her hairline to her chin in a solid line. A hint of a red dot between her eyes was just barely starting to come to life as well.

“I bet I could rock your whole world and have you coming back for more,” Melody murmured, taking a step closer to him. Pressing her shoulder against his. “In fact… you do this little job for me, and we’ll see if we can’t get a seat belt imprint on my shoulders and hips as you stretch me across the back seat.”

Taking in a short breath, Gus shook his head with a grin.

“Sure, why not?” Gus said. Reaching up, he lightly pressed a fingertip to the growing red spot between her eyes. He brushed his finger back and forth across that spot. “Though, I’d be more than willing to wait until we get back home. I can’t imagine that would be very good for your back. Now… wrangle it back into your pants and let’s head up. Hm?”

“Maybe I want it to hurt a little,” Melody said, lifting her chin up. “Maybe I want it to say, ‘press here to release’ on my hip.”

“She really does love to fight with you. It’s cute. I—” Kat said and then paused. “I’ll let Leanne know you’re here. I’ll see you inside.”

Gus had the distinct impression that Kat had suddenly felt extreme depression.

Depression and anger at the fact that Gus was flirting with Melody. Not at either of them directly, but simply that they were able to do such a thing.

As if she were envious of them.

“Fine. Whatever you want, Mel. Let’s go,” Gus said, nodding his head to the path. Turning, he started to head up toward the door.

“I love you!” Melody said loudly.

Looking back, he found the contractor hadn’t moved from the spot where she stood. She was staring at him with wide eyes.

“I love you, Gustavus Hellström. I love you and… and I… I love you,” Melody said, her voice faltering as he continued to meet her gaze.

“And I love you, Melody Hellström,” Gus said with a smile. “Now come on, my silly contractor. Let’s go get this job.”

“Would you love me if this was all wrong?” Melody asked, not moving from her spot.

“Wrong? What d’ya mean?” questioned Gus. Her tone had shifted drastically and it made him rather nervous.

“What if… what if the whole world was just… wrong?”

“Wrong how? You’re not really elaborating. You’re just saying the same thing again.”

Melody grimaced and then looked down and away from him. The grass was apparently less menacing at this moment.

“If the world was a dream… or a story someone was telling… would you… would you still love me?” Melody asked, her gaze slowly coming back to him.

Frowning, Gus was deeply and utterly confused.

“Uh. You want to know if I’d love you if… if reality was… fake. A dream,” clarified Gus, trying to get to the heart of what she was asking.

“Yes. Exactly that. Yes. Uh-huh.”

Melody was nodding her head now, clearly quite happy with the way Gus had phrased it.

Thinking about that, Gus tried his darndest to really consider her question.

If the world was fake, would I still love Melody?

In other words, if none of this mattered, would my love for her not matter either?

I mean… that’s kind of a stupid question.

Isn’t it?

“Some… some people would feel that if the world didn’t matter, then nothing they did mattered,” Melody murmured, her hands catching at one another behind her back. “If no one was real, you could kill anyone, and none of it would change a thing.”

Chuckling, Gus shook his head and then held up his hands.

“Maybe I’m a dumbass, but that’s just stupid,” said Gus while holding his hands apart in a neutral display. “If the world was fake, I’d say the only thing I knew was real at that point would be my love for you. Because it would be the only thing I’d have control over.”

Melody blinked once, her face a frozen mask of surprise.

“Now come on. Sooner we finish up with this, the sooner I can try to get a seat belt buckle wedged in your ass,” Gus said with a laugh. “Or did you change your mind on that?”

Shooting forward, Melody slammed into him and wrapped him in a hug.

A hug that was partially fueled by contractor strength. To the point that it squeezed the air out of his lungs and made him groan. It felt like his bones might break under the force of it.

“I love you so much, Gus. My Indigo. My one and only,” declared Melody. “Sam was right. I just needed my Indigo. I needed you.”

Wheezing was about the only thing Gus could do in response.

Realizing she was crushing him, Melody let him go and took a step back. She quickly brushed her fingertips at the corners of her eyes. Dislodging tears and wiping them away.

“Sorry, sorry. And yes, before you ask, yes, I mean Sam the Incubus. He’s my nephew-in-law and he’s been there for me in my darker moments,” Melody said. “He’s a very good friend to me and a great husband to Irma. His kids are pretty fun, too. You’ll like them once you get to know them, Uncle Gus.”

Gus heard a lot of undercurrent in all that. That Sam hadn’t just helped Melody, but that she likely owed him, possibly a great deal.

Alright. Need to see about spending more time with Sam.

Make sure I can make a friend out of him. Only met him the one time so far.

“Got it. Family barbecue at some point. Invite Sam, his family, and your dad over. Have everyone come out or something,” Gus offered.

Chuckling at that, Melody wiped at her eyes again.

“Yeah, let’s do that. The last one was a lot of fun,” mumbled Melody. “Okay, let’s go in. I don’t look terrible, do I?”

“Nope, beautiful as ever, miss beautiful contractor,” Gus said, waiting for Melody to walk past him toward the house.

Snorting at that, Melody shook her head.

“I’m gonna rock your world for the rest of your life. And that’s a long time, you know,” Melody murmured.

“I’m aware,” Gus said as they finally made their way up to the front door.

Before Melody could even lift her hand to knock at the door, it opened.

Standing inside the doorway was Kat, one of the owners of Campbell and Campbell Marketing.

Dressed in very casual clothes, she looked extremely different from the picture of her in his head. He’d never seen her in anything but business clothes before.

Her long, dark-brown curls were pulled back behind her head with what he assumed were pins. The smile she directed at him and then Melody gave her a very easy-to-talk-to vibe that was only complimented by her soft brown eyes.

For once, he felt like she wasn’t staring through his head and pulling out his secrets.

Mostly because now that she knew he was also a psyker of sorts, she didn’t make it a secret anymore when she entered his mind.

“I’m so glad you could make it. Leanne is working on something else at the moment but she’ll join us as soon as she can,” said Kat and stepped to the side. “Please, come in, come in. I can handle all the details in the meanwhile. She’s just better at the legal aspect than I am which is what’s taking her away from this conversation.”

“Not a problem, and I completely understand,” Melody said with a chuckle. “I’ll be the first to admit that I’m enjoying having others in the company with me now. I don’t have to try to wear every hat anymore. Having someone handle legal would be amazing.”

“Leanne mentioned that,” Kat said, catching Gus’s eyes with her own. She gave him a smile as he walked by.

“That and I learned all the details from you, of course. I’m rather surprised you kept my secret from everyone,” Kat said.

Didn’t… seem like it was my secret to share.

Get out of my head? It’s not polite.

“I never claimed to be polite. And if you want me out, you’ll have to work for it,” Kat said and closed the door. “It isn’t as if I could stay inside your mind if you didn’t want me there.”

Wait, what?

“Try to enter my mind,” Kat said while holding a hand out toward the hallway. “Please, just go down the hall and we’ll be in the living room. We can talk there.”

Following behind Kat and Melody, Gus did as Kat had instructed. He pushed himself into Kat’s mind. Not bothering to be gentle or sneaky about it.

“Oof. That’s… goodness. A bit more forceful than I was expecting. Though, I suppose I deserved that,” Kat’s voice rang inside his own mind, and in her own thoughts. “I’m going to eject you now. Pay attention.”

Gus had the sensation that his probe into her mind was suddenly discovered.

From there, he had the distinct impression that something was built around his probe. As though she walled him off into a strange cocoon.

No sooner than he’d been completely wrapped up—where he could no longer see her thoughts—it fell away.

He was no longer inside her mind. In fact, her mind now felt like a solid steel wall that had no entry or exit from it.

“You see? It isn’t so difficult. Just a matter of realizing that it can be done, and how to do it,” said Kat, gesturing to a sofa across from the love seat in front of which she was standing. “As Leanne said, we need to hire you for some tasks. Jobs. Some legal, some… questionable.”

Melody shrugged her shoulders and sat down on the sofa. Then she grabbed Gus by the hand and pulled him down to sit right next to her. Close enough that their hips were pressed tightly against each other.

“So long as it isn’t too illegal, sure. I’m trying to keep my nose clean now,” Melody said, wrapping an arm around Gus’s hips. “I have to be good. I have a family and I can’t just flee the country like I would have previously when I got too much heat.”

“Oh, this isn’t anything too bad. Breaking and entering, maybe some simple robbery, things of that nature,” Kat said as if they were discussing nothing more than having breakfast. “Nothing that couldn’t be bought off. And we’ll handle any charges that arise from this. That’ll be part of the contract.”

“Wonderful. That’ll make it significantly easier,” Melody agreed. “So… what is it exactly you need?”

“Well… we need to find someone, really. My husband is coming here. To this—” Kat paused mid-sentence and looked at Gus. As if she remembered something, she shrugged her shoulders. “This plane. As you know Leanne and I aren’t from this one. Nor is Trish. We’re all from different ones.”

“Uh-huh. And he can’t come here without you… opening the door?” Gus asked, trying to fill in some blanks.

“Exactly that. Opening the door,” Kat said. “There’s one door that’s already open, but… it’s not going to be easy to make secure. Doing that with the Silent One watching over it is even less… likely to be pleasant.”

“Silent… One?” Gus asked looking from Kat to Melody, wondering if she knew what was going on.

Melody, however, had turned rather pale. Pale to the point of looking sickly.

“Your… ah… your husband is an enemy of the Silent One?” Melody questioned.

Kat’s eyebrows twitched, and her face suddenly smoothed out.

“Yes. He is. As am I, and Leanne. And every other sentient being in this world that knows about him,” growled Kat. “He destroyed—”

Letting out a quick, shaky breath, Kat closed her eyes for a second and turned her face away.

“He burned my home-plane to the ground. As far as I know, nothing remains of what I once knew. Nothing. My husband and our… people… apparently escaped to another world,” Kat explained, finally opening her eyes and looking back at Gus and Melody. “So, yes, I’m at war with the Silent One. And the person I need you to find is Retribution. The Angel, that is. The Angel of Retribution.”

Melody had started to nod her head, but was now shaking it.

“You… want us to find Retribution. Him, specifically,” Melody murmured.

Gus really didn’t know what was going on here.

“Retribution is—” Kat paused as if to consider her words. “Retribution is the last soldier of the Originator who retained his grace. He could contact him directly and call him back.

“And if the Originator returned, my husband could easily come here.”

While Gus was a mind reader, he was also a detective.

Kat was telling him the truth, but in his personal opinion, she’d left something out. Something that was important to her, but not to Gus or Melody.

“Would your husband come here even without the Originator?” Gus asked, deciding to prod.

Kat’s eyes flicked to Gus.

“Yes, he would. The door that’s already open would be his way in if we weren’t able to find Retribution,” Kat admitted.

“And would the Originator follow your husband through that door?” pushed Gus. He felt like he was on the right track here. That there was more to the Originator and Kat’s husband.

“My husband… he works with the Originator. Apparently, Leanne and I vanishing onto this plane changed a great number of things,” answered Kat, her words slow but deliberate.

“In other words, you’re asking us to unleash the Originator on this Silent One,” Gus said, boiling everything down to a single point.

“I… yes,” Kat said.

“And the Originator is… I mean their name makes it sound like they made everything,” Gus said, once more looking between the two women.

“He is the origin of all things,” Kat agreed. “All planes, all worlds, all people, all places, all… everything, came from him.”

“And the Silent One is our… uh… big bad?” Gus prompted.

“He is everything wrong with everything, and why this plane has been slowly falling apart,” Melody murmured, looking from Kat to Gus. “He took over after he held the world hostage. The Originator left with many of his forces.”

Gus now firmly believed that there was a lot more he needed to know and no one seemed to want to tell him what was going on.

“I’ll explain a lot of it later, my Indigo,” Melody promised, her free hand patting his knee. The arm around his hips tightened for a second, pulling him closer. “For now, just know we need to do this. The Silent One is destroying our world through his very nature.”

“Yes, exactly. We have to remove him from his position,” Kat said with a sharp nod of her head. “And bringing my husband here will facilitate the Originator’s return.”

“And to do that, we have the door that’s guarded, or finding the Angel of Retribution who’s as old as the world itself,” Gus summarized, feeling like this was way beyond what they should be working on.

“That’d… that’d be it, yes. Though this isn’t entirely just finding someone,” Kat offered and then paused. “The group of people you’ve been working against as of late? I’m almost positive that they’re involved with Retribution. They were actively tracking several people they believed to be him.”

That comment immediately pulled his attention back, and made Gus much more willing to dive into this.

While the logical part of his mind knew he shouldn’t have anything to do with what was going on—from the Fed bombings, to the attempts made to murder him, to him actually assassinating a presidential candidate—Gus was still a detective.

He wanted to solve this whole thing and be able to set it aside.

“And for that, we need you and your team,” Kat said with a delicate shrug of her shoulders. “Because when it comes to actually finding someone, everyone always says to hire the Lark.”

“Glad to hear my name carries such weight!” Melody replied with a laugh. “I’ve been thinking about re-branding, though. The Lark name carries some darker baggage with it, too.”

Kat chuckled and held her hands up.

“That’s certainly something to consider. We ended up changing the company name several times to distance ourselves from early problems in our growth,” Kat admitted. “Buy a company, merge, remove the name, shuffle things around, and then do it all again. It doesn’t take too long before most people no longer care. If you grease a few palms along the way, no one will care at all.”

“Anyway,” Gus said, not really wanting to hear anything about that. He was entirely focused on the Council and the fact that they wanted Retribution. That by taking this case, he’d probably be working on tracking them down indirectly. “Do you have anywhere for us to start or are you calling us in because that’s the problem?”

“The latter, I’m afraid. We have a couple pieces of information we can share with you, but I’m nearly certain it’s information you likely already know,” Kat admitted.

“Why’s that?” Gus asked, curious.

“Because of who we stole it from. The Fed,” Kat said with a sweet smile.


Chapter 2 – Being Prey

 

Walking into the basement, Gus couldn’t recognize it at all.

What’d once been a second living room and office with several window wells was now more of a dark pit.

A large computer setup in the corner dominated the room. Six monitors, a massive tower that whirred softly, and what looked like a racing chair on wheels.

Several bookshelves, a laptop station, a workbench, and a couch filled out the rest of the room.

Oddly enough, it felt almost empty considering that it’d once been a living room.

“Uh,” Gus said eloquently as he reached the bottom of the stairs.

The large black racing chair turned slightly, revealing Serafina sitting in it.

“Oh. Hello, Gustavus,” Serafina said.

Serafina wasn’t Human. She was a unique form of a Spirit of Knowledge that dealt with electronics and information.

Or to be more precise, she dealt with everything that was the age of the internet.

On the outside, she looked normal to most people. The first sign of her oddness to most people would be her personality.

Her face was dominated by huge, glowing blue eyes with a pair of glasses parked in front of them.

In the dim light of her screens, her pale skin seemed almost luminescent. Her short black hair was pulled back in a ponytail that was tight, but not as tight as she used to make it. It had loosened up some and softened the look of her face.

“Sera,” Gus said, walking over to her. “Looks like you… uh… took over the basement.”

“Yes, it serves my purposes quite well,” Serafina confirmed, reaching up and pushing at the bridge of her nose, sliding her glasses up. “Chloe and I share the bedroom together. Separate beds. Twin beds, before you ask.”

“I wasn’t going to,” Gus muttered, walking over to her.

Does she think I’m a horndog or something?

“Oh. Alright,” Serafina said. “We can push them together when you finalize my or Chloe’s contract. Or use your bedroom. Patricia didn’t seem concerned, either way. She did remind me that Chloe and I would have our contract celebration after Janelle’s, which I don’t think is quite fair since she’s not even here yet. Janelle was already in a contract, she just wasn’t a full wife before.”

Rapidly feeling out of his depth, Gus stuck his hands in his pockets and came to a stop next to Serafina’s desk.

She was staring up at him through her glasses, the faint glow of the screens partially reflecting back against her lenses.

“There’s no reason for us to wait for her when she’s not here. You can finish contracting Chloe, then me, and then Janelle when she gets back,” Serafina stated with clear annoyance.

“I don’t really… go against whatever Trish decides for any of that, Sera,” Gus said, being direct and honest. “She dictates all of those… activities. Melody gave her those responsibilities and I think she’s done wonderfully with it so far.

“And while maybe it pushes the dates out a bit, I’d bet it’ll turn out better in the long run.”

Serafina frowned at that, her mouth twisting in a partial grimace.

Then she sighed, turned her chair back to her computer, and grabbed her mouse.

“As you wish, Gustavus,” Serafina murmured. “I’m allowed to be disappointed, but I’m not angry about it.”

“That’s… very fair and reasonable, actually,” Gus admitted. Then he reached over and laid a hand to Serafina’s back. “Hey, we picked up a case today. Campbell and Campbell are hiring us to find someone.”

“Oh? Fantastic. I’ve been so bored, I was starting to break into websites just to test their security,” Serafina murmured, turning back to him again. “Melody thinks we can make money that way as well, and it’s fun for me.”

“Yeah. I… yeah. I could see that. As to the case, we’ve been hired to find a persona by the name of ‘Retribution’. The only alias I got for him—or her, I guess—was ‘Angel of Retribution’. Kat seemed to think that the Fed had some leads on them,” said Gus, holding Serafina’s eyes with his own.

Serafina, however, was a statue.

She stared at him as if he were suddenly a different person and had begun shouting at her in a foreign language. One that consisted of burps for vowels.

Clearing her throat, Serafina clicked her tongue.

“I see. The… Angel of Retribution. Retribution himself. I… I really can’t see this going very well for us if we do find him,” whispered Serafina. “He… ah… he’s… I’ve heard stories from my family. We pass down stories, as I’m sure you know.

“In most of those stories, he’s very… direct. Very black and white. You are either with him or not. There is no ground between and… and maybe we should just not have anything to do with him.”

“Not really a choice, I’m afraid. We’ve been hired to find him, so we can bring back the Originator,” added Gus. “Melody promised me a much deeper explanation, but that has to wait. She’s on the phone with what I think is her cousin or her mother’s brother. And that conversation seems rather heated at the moment so I didn’t want to butt in.”

Swallowing hard, Serafina raised a hand towards her mouth and then let it drop down into her lap.

“The Originator. Retribution. And… and, of course, that means the Silent One,” Serafina proposed.

“Yeah, his name came up, too. Wanna tell me about all three? I’m a little clueless on this one,” Gus admitted. “You throw any Para in front of me and I can figure it out. Work it and turn it around. But all of this… mumbo jumbo seems way beyond me.”

“It’s… you know, it’s just the story of creation,” Serafina said in a strange way, no longer looking at Gus. She was staring blankly at his belt buckle now as if he weren’t even there. As though she saw nothing at all. Shaking her head, she took in a shuddering breath. “The Originator made… everything. He and his Angels presided over the universe and all its planes. Everything.

“Then the Silent One came and battled him. For control, for dominance. For the universe.”

Gus was listening intently. This was something he’d never heard before, nor did he honestly quite believe his ears.

There was a slew of different religions out there. Too many different beliefs to count, not to mention too many actual confirmations of minor gods, deities, and demi-gods. Gus couldn’t quite believe that there really was a single origination story with all that information in the back of his mind.

“And?” Gus finally prompted.

“The Silent One won,” Serafina shrugged her shoulders. “He’s been our absent god ever since.”

“He just won,” Gus repeated, feeling like there was a lot still unsaid there.

“I mean, I’m sure something more happened, Gustavus, but it isn’t as if I know. I can only repeat the stories that were repeated to me. I’m sorry,” apologized Serafina. “As for the Angels… as far as I know, most of them left with the Originator. Retribution and a few others stayed behind. For reasons that I don’t know.

“But he stayed behind and waged a war against the Silent One. A war that’s been ongoing ever since with no end. Every now and then, he’ll pop up in a story or two. Razing a city. Destroying something. Or simply eliminating a threat.”

“Razing a city. As in… murdering an entire city?” Gus asked.

“Yes. Retribution is… he’s Retribution. There is no mercy in him. Only the balancing of penalties and crimes. You can win something and be morally wrong. Or lose and be righteous. He views things in a way only he can see,” Serafina murmured softly. “And we’ve been hired to find him.”

Clicking his tongue, Gus realized it didn’t actually matter whether Retribution was a good guy or a bad guy.

If the Silent One was the reason the world seemed to get worse every year, then the answer was to remove him. That meant getting the Originator back.

And that means finding Retribution.

“Well? Think you can fit your pretty self into the web and pop the Fed database open for me? See what they have on him?” Gus asked, moving the hand on Serafina’s back to her chair. He had the impression she was going to turn in a second.

“Ha. Of course, I can,” Serafina said, spinning her chair hard back to face her computer. “That’s easier than cracking into a grocery store at this point. Especially since I’m responsible for what little security the Fed has. Really, Gustavus, you’ll need to give me something harder than that to challenge me.”

Smirking, Gus moved his hand to the top of Serafina’s head, resting his forearm against her chair.

“Oh? Something that’ll challenge you? Find out who my mother’s parents are,” declared Gus. “You do that and I’ll give you anything you damn well want.”

Serafina made no noise to signify she’d heard him. She was already busily working her way through several different screens. Typing in credentials and passwords with her left hand.

Thirty seconds after he’d asked for her help, she sat back in her chair again.

“And… in. I mean really, it’s not as if I hid the backdoor credentials. They’re right there and listed as third-party vendor assistance but someone should still check them,” said Serafina. She didn’t turn toward him as she spoke. She just stared at the main screen, his hand resting atop her head.

“Great. Look into Retribution for me, see what you can find out,” Gus murmured, giving Serafina a pat on the head. “I’m going to go check in on Melody and see if she’s done yet.”

“Alright. Don’t forget to feed Chloe. The last message I got from her said she was waiting for you,” Serafina reminded him, her hands moving back to her keyboard and mouse.

Damn. That’s right. I did promise to feed her.

Realizing he’d be better off taking care of Chloe now rather than later, Gus headed over to the bedroom.

Tapping on it twice, he stood there.

“Just go inside. She already heard you in here talking. Either she’s ready for you, or she’s not and wants you to go in and be surprised,” Serafina said as her fingers continued to rapidly assault her keyboard.

Looking back to the Spirit of Knowledge in the corner as she worked at her keyboard, Gus had to wonder about her and why she was here.

He didn’t know her that well.

Liked her well enough, but didn’t really know her.

Melody had just claimed her and moved on without much of a word about it.

In this case, though, Serafina was right. Chloe had likely heard him talking and had already gotten ready, or wanted him to just come in.

Not to surprise her, but to be surprised.

Chloe hadn’t done much to hide the fact that she thirsted for his blood and lusted for him in bed.

Opening the door, Gus stepped into the bedroom.

The two twin beds were set against one wall, with matching nightstands beside them. Each side of the room had a dresser. Off to one side were a walk-in closet and a bathroom with a shower.

He’d briefly considered trying to take the basement as office space, but Melody had assured him that he could use her own office as his if he needed it.

Chloe lay under a black sheet. Her arms, upper chest, and shoulders were all nude and uncovered. The sheet was just barely draped over her breasts.

Her bright blond hair was only slightly curly right now, as apparently she’d straightened it again recently. It was all a little messy and lay tousled around her head in small waves. Sky-blue eyes watched him intently with her blond brows drawn down over them. The smattering of freckles across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose were a sharp contrast, given the fact that she was the palest Vampire Gus had ever seen.

Glaring at Gus from her bed, her arms folded over her chest, she was clearly unhappy.

“You ruined it, Sera!” Chloe yelled towards the still-open doorway.

“I made it easier for you. Now he knows you wanted him to see you like that, and that you want to feed from him in the nude,” Serafina called back. “You’re welcome.”

For the first time in a very long time, Gus watched as Chloe flushed a deep, dark red. Her face was such a bright red that he wondered if she was even breathing.

“Shut… shut the door,” Chloe grumbled, pointing with one hand.

Feed in the nude, huh? Well, that’s not so bad. Not the first time I’ve heard of it, either.

Must be a Vampire thing, I guess.

Closing the door, Gus started to roll up his left sleeve.

“It’s fine. Doesn’t bother me,” assured Gus. “You wanting to be nude, that is.”

“It doesn’t?” Chloe asked, sounding somewhat surprised.

“Ah, no. You’re going to be the next contract celebration after Janelle, which means I’ll be seeing a lot of you in the nude,” Gus replied, coming over to the side of her bed. Sitting down on the corner by the pillow, he put his back to the wall and then held his arm out to her. “Would you like to do the honors?”

He knew for a fact she had a blade in her nightstand drawer. He’d seen it the last time he was looking for the UV cream for her.

“I… suppose that’s a good point. Though, I hope you’ll be doing more than just seeing me in the nude,” Chloe groused, leaning over to open the drawer and reaching inside.

“That’s the plan, Miss Wain,” Gus said with a smirk, unable to help himself. “Though you might have wished I’d thrown you in the backseat on that stakeout after all. Trish is quite demanding.”

“Hmph, we’ll see about that,” Chloe grumbled, coming back toward Gus. Then she snuggled up to his side, took his arm, and delicately laid the tip of the blade to his flesh.

Moving it fractionally, she cut along the exact spot where she always fed from him. Blood immediately began to well up.

“Oh, it smells wonderful. I’m so hungry. No movies or TV this time. I just want to enjoy it. Enjoy being with you,” Chloe said, kicking off the sheet and then grabbing Gus’s arm. Pulling it up to her mouth, she began to drink from him directly.

Completely naked.

A chime from his pocket signaled that he’d just gotten a text message.

Getting comfortable since it seemed like Chloe really wanted to sip at him today, Gus pulled out his phone.

Unlocking it, he found the messaging app and flicked it open.

It was a new text from a number he didn’t know.

Tapping it open, he read the contents.

 

Gus - I’m terribly disappointed in you!

I went through all the trouble of going state’s evidence, turning everything over, and joining the Fed, just to find out you’ve left!

That’s terribly rude!

On top of all that, you apparently have a harem and are all bound to a contractor.

Do you know how hard it’s going to be to convince your contractor to take me on?

Hmph.

Dinner, tomorrow, same restaurant as last time. I already booked reservations.

You owe me.

 

By the end of the message, Gus knew exactly who had sent it.

Dunyasha, the Vampire Coven leader he’d managed to turn to working with the Fed.

Well, that’s rather direct.

I’ll have to—

A second message popped into view, moving the original upward.

 

I’ve reached out to Melody and confirmed the dinner date as well. She said it wasn’t a problem and apologized for your behavior.

I like her. See you tomorrow.

 

Closing his eyes, Gus rested his head against the wall and thumbed the power button on his phone, locking it.

It was honestly the last thing he wanted to do, but he figured Melody had a plan.

That or she wanted something from Dunyasha. Which meant she’d use Gus accordingly.

He didn’t think she’d allow any funny business with Dunyasha, or encourage any for that matter, for which he was thankful. But he still didn’t like being used as bait for something like this.

Pushing his phone back into his pocket, Gus looked down at the naked Vampire at his side. She was nuzzling his arm as she drank from him. Her lips and tongue pulling at his flesh and coercing more blood to flow than normal.

Certainly not how I envisioned my life.

Then again, never thought I’d make it out of the desert, let alone get back stateside and have a career.

Gus thought about that for several seconds.

Or a wife… I guess.

Several wives.

Actually, I have… seven?

Yes, seven.

Gus’s phone vibrated once more, pulling his attention away from his thoughts.

Lifting his phone up, he looked at the screen and unlocked it.

A new message had arrived. Though this one was from Janelle.

Raising his eyebrows, Gus tapped it open.

 

I’m coming home the day after tomorrow. A little earlier than we originally expected, but I’m quite excited about it.

That and it’ll be nice to retire. Never thought much of being a homemaker, but I think I can handle this.

Melody seems to think we’ll constantly be busy, however, working case to case.

I think it’ll be more like what I’m used to. One thing to worry about at a time, a lot of dickering around, and then hurry up and wait.

I’ll use this time to practice all the skills I’ll need to be an effective homemaker for you.

After all, you’re my clan now. My family.

And I really can’t wait to introduce you to a number of Elven rituals you’ll need to observe with me to finalize our marriage contract. This’ll occur before the “group contract festival” as Mel calls it.

For you and I alone.

Look forward to it, Gus.

I’m going to be a very generous clan head for you.

 

At the bottom of the message was an attached picture.

Tapping it, and hoping it wasn’t anything like the things Mel sent him, Gus was surprised.

It was somehow worse than any of those in its own way.

Janelle was standing in front of a mirror in a beautiful business suit, her uniform resting at her feet in a pre-arranged pile. 

Her ash-blond hair was loose, the short length hanging down just past her ghostly purple eyes. She was chewing at her lower lip with one side of her mouth, her beautiful features looking straight into the camera.

Her free hand was pulling the top of her blouse down and revealing just a bit of skin, but not enough to actually show anything.

Gus couldn’t deny there was a sensuality to the well-thought-out and planned photograph.

He liked it quite a bit.

“Ah, so you’re more into the teasing and subtle overtures, than the direct ‘stick it in here’ pictures that Melody sends. I understand. I shall endeavor to provide you with some of those,” Indali said from the dark corner of his mind where she always dwelt now. Gus was still surprised at how he could hold his connection with Indali given the distance. Since her contract binding, they hadn’t yet found the maximum range. “After you take me to the range, fire me a lot, take me back home, break me down, and then clean me, that is. And you’re doing that tonight, by the way. We haven’t gone shooting in a day or two. Also, I picked up the mail today. All the permits required for you to carry me around as a civilian are ready. You’re putting your holster back on, and wearing me around again.”

Puffing his cheeks out at the thought, Gus couldn’t even pretend that his life was anything like it used to be anymore.

And he didn’t care.

When he was being honest with himself, he enjoyed his life.

“Alright. Fine. I’ll grab the holster and get you back where you belong. And I’m going to leave you in pieces overnight, tonight. Put you together in the morning. You’re too needy sometimes if I put you back together too quickly,” Gus sent back. The last time he’d taken her out, fired her, and cleaned her, she’d gotten incredibly needy and sappy. To the point that she’d shown up in her projection and demanded to be in his presence.

Indali needed a little time to cool down before he put her back together, he’d learned.

“Wonderful. I look forward to it. Thank you for learning my needs.”


Chapter 3 – Vermillion Dreams

 

Sitting at the restaurant table, Gus felt strange.

Dunyasha was late.

Only by five minutes, but she was still late.

It didn’t fit with her personality at all. Not any part of her mindset that he knew of. In fact, he was actually starting to get nervous.

There were really only two paths from here that this could fall under.

First was that she’d set him up and he was about to be attacked again. Just like the last time he went to dinner with Dunyasha.

“She didn’t set us up, though. She was just as much a victim as we were. In fact, we weren’t even the target,” Indali argued.

“Fine, fine. You’re not wrong,” Gus admitted, reaching into his jacket to run a finger over Indali’s handle. He felt better having her on his person again. “Just a little unnerved.”

“I think your second thought is more correct. Something happened. Something that prevented her from texting you. Because I think she would have by now,” Indali continued, though her voice had an odd tinge to it. “Stop fondling me already.”

Realizing he was casually stroking Indali from frame to the butt of her handle, Gus pulled his hand out of his jacket.

“It’s not that I mind. In fact, we both know I enjoy it, it just looks odd right now,” Indali quickly added.

She was definitely correct. A man with his hand inside his jacket at an empty table didn’t look quite right.

“If she doesn’t show up, we can go to the firing range again. I think I’d like to be there in my projection as well. Talk to you face to face,” Indali offered.

Thinking about that, Gus realized that wouldn’t be a bad idea. He did enjoy the shooting range and going with someone was always a plus.

“Sure. We can—”

“Hey, Gussy, miss me?” asked Mark as he sat down across the table.

Dressed in the “Fed suit” that he often wore now, Mark was exactly as Gus remembered him last. Still the perfect icon of what people would expect of a Fed agent.

Tall, dark hair, blue eyes, muscular, handsome, and with an air of danger around him. Gus couldn’t deny that Mark was a handsome man and could likely pull most women in with a smile.

To Gus, Mark Ehrich had—for the longest time—been the only man outside his family on the planet that Gus would willingly lay down his life for.

The only man who’d walked out of the desert with him, propped him up when he needed it, and gotten him back onto a stable track in his life.

He owed Mark.

Deeply.

“I did, Durh. I did. And I’m not against going to dinner with you. But you’re not as pretty as the person I was expecting,” Gus said casually with a smirk.

“What? I’m definitely as pretty as Dunyasha,” Mark said, looking offended. “Well… she’s got me beat on her figure. I mean, wow. But I’m just as pretty!”

“Fin’s prettier than you are, too,” Gus said, putting his elbow on the table and resting his chin in his hand.

“I… yeah, okay. Fin is definitely prettier,” Mark said, relaxing in his chair. Then he chuckled. “She wanted me to say thanks for dinner last week. Wants to invite you and everyone over on… Monday? Yeah, Monday. Dinner. She’s planning on cooking up a storm.

“Megan… Megan will be there, too.”

Gus winced at the idea of Megan being dragged around from parent to parent, but that’s how a kid’s life would go when their parents divorced.

And Mark didn’t seem to be looking back in any way, shape, or form. He wasn’t just running after his boss—the beautiful Siren known as Fin Dresch—but sprinting alongside her. They were in lockstep and dashing ahead as far and as fast as they could.

With Fin already being pregnant, in fact.

If Gus had to be honest, he actually liked Fin. She fit Mark well.

But he’d thought Kelly had, too.

“Sure, not a problem. We can come over, I’m sure. And knowing you, Durh, you already asked Mel. Are we going?” Gus asked.

“Yep!” Mark admitted with a grin. “Apparently your family is bringing the appetizers and dessert.”

Snorting, Gus nodded his head. It sounded about right. It didn’t bother him either.

“Is Dunyasha okay?” Gus asked, getting straight to the heart of the issue. With Mark here, it meant that Dunyasha had either done something or something was done to her.

Mark winced at that, his eyes still holding Gus’s.

“No, she’s not. Someone tried to kill her about an hour ago when she left her house,” Mark murmured. “She—”

A waiter appeared at their side, looming over both Gus and Mark.

Before the waiter could open his mouth, Gus had already sunk a thread of power into the dark corners of the man’s mind.

Reading the thoughts and intentions there—even as Indali practically leaped into Gus’s palm—he found nothing sinister.

Just a young idiot who couldn’t read the mood and had walked up on two men who likely weren’t radiating a welcome presence.

“Could I—”

“I’ll have the Chicken Parmigiana. I’ll also need an order of Steak Diane. If you don’t mind, I’ll need both to go. So just box ’em up,” Mark said with an easy smile, looking up at the waiter. “My husband will have the Barbecue Burger with onion rings. I know, it’s odd to come here for such a thing, but what am I gonna do? I love him and he treats me well. Also, make that burger to go. We won’t be able to stay, but here’s my card to cover everything.”

Mark had already pulled out a credit card and was holding it up to the waiter.

The waiter looked from Mark to Gus, back to Mark, then took the card and left.

Letting go of Indali, Gus huffed, and looked at Mark.

“What? He wouldn’t believe we’re not married if I’d just called you my boyfriend,” Mark said defensively. “And besides, we’d make a cute couple.

“Now… Dunyasha. She’s… I was going to say alright, but she’s not. She’s in critical condition in the Fed hospital. Same one I was at. Stable, but… critical.”

Gus ground his teeth together, his jaw flexing as he chewed on nothing.

“Yes, you can visit her. I’ve already given approval for you to go see her,” admitted Mark. “But… was she working on anything for you? Was that why you were meeting her? I only knew to come here because she told me you were here before she went in for surgery.”

“No! No… it was just dinner,” Gus said and pulled out his phone quickly. Unlocking it, he flipped over to Dunyasha’s message history and held it out to Mark. “She just wanted to have dinner. She asked me out. That’s all.”

Mark glanced down at the message, then looked up to Gus. Then he shrugged his shoulders and grinned.

“No need to prove it, Gussy. You know I love you. I trust you. If I could have your babies, I would. I’d cheat on whoever I was with just to make you smile and give you endless children,” Mark said, leaning back in his seat.

Frowning, and feeling off base, Gus let his phone sink to the table.

“You’re… very strange sometimes, Durh,” Gus said finally. “And I mean that as someone who truly cares about you.”

“I love it when you get mushy with me. And no, I’m not that strange. Not really, at least. I just have a much better grasp on reality than you do,” Mark said and tapped his fingers against the table. “Like the fact that you’re going to go see Dunyasha after this. And the burger isn’t actually for you, it’s for your partner who’s waiting out in the car.”

“My… partner?” repeated Gus. He hadn’t asked anyone to come along with him.

He actually trusted Dunyasha.

“What? Oh… oh! Well, geez, now I just look like a stalker myself,” Mark said with a chuckle. “Serafina, you know the tech genius you stole from me, is outside waiting in her car. She clearly doesn’t quite understand how a stakeout should be conducted, but… she’s out there. Her glasses really reflect the screen on her phone. Makes her stand out.”

Sighing, Gus put a hand to his head and contemplated the situation.

It sounded like Chloe had been paying attention to his texts and had told Serafina. Or Serafina had hacked into his phone and read his messages.

When he thought about it, the latter seemed more likely.

“I can have your car taken back to your house. I had a driver bring me here,” Mark said with a wide smile. “It’ll give me a chance to drop off Chloe’s official pardon paperwork as well. She’s a free lady starting today. Completely in the clear. If she suddenly divorces you, though, I’m going to be so angry I’ll… I’ll… well, actually never mind. I don’t have to do anything if she does that. Melody would handle it.

“I mean, it’s not like she hasn’t killed people and disposed of bodies before. That and I can give Mel back her platter. Was rather nice of her to wrap up leftovers for us like that. Was delicious. Fin caught me at two am dancing in the kitchen that night while eating.”

The conversation was changing far too fast for Gus. He felt like he was still at the part where Serafina was watching over him from her car outside.

Pulling his phone back, he looked at the screen.

Flicking it open to his message history with Serafina, he tapped in a message.

 

I know you’re out there. I’m bringing you dinner. Don’t go anywhere. You can eat it while I drive us over to the hospital.

Dunyasha was hurt. I want to see her and see if there’s anything I can do for her.

You want a drink with your meal?

 

Gus hit send and looked back at Mark.

“—that’s about when Fin stole the fork and ate it all herself. I mean, I know she’s pregnant, but isn’t it too early for her to start eating everything? It was mine. I’d heated it up for myself,” complained Mark. “Then… then to top it all off, she found my cookie stash. I went to get one last night and they were all gone. How does a grown Siren eat two packages of cookies in one night? Hm? Hmmm?”

“Oh. I told her where all your stashes were,” Gus said with a chuckle. “Remember all those condoms? Yeah. You’re welcome. I also sent her all the photos I have from our deployment.”

“I… you did?” Mark asked, his voice growing quite a bit more subdued.

“Uh-huh.”

“And… and the one with the… uh… the dress?”

“That one, too. She thought you were very progressive.”

“Gus… that’s not fair. They were just condoms and—”

“There isn’t a room in my house that doesn’t have them somewhere. They’re everywhere. Because Melody decided that during the one week she isn’t on birth control, the mood could strike her at any time. I blame you.”

Mark held a hand out at Gus.

“What the shit? You should be thanking me, not blaming me! Man, I need a harem. I’d just be at it all day. So deep in women. So deep. Need four houses.

“Fin won’t even let me talk about it,” Mark grumbled, folding his arms across his chest. “The one time I brought up you and Mel and your marriage, she just stared at me. Stared at me and then finally said, ‘Mark, I’m the only woman in your life. I’ll not tolerate others.’ And that was it. I mean, really now. I could make her feel special even if I was on wife number ninety-four.”

Gus only shook his head, grinning. There was no way he could ever really be angry at Mark.

Or even annoyed.

Gus’s phone vibrated in his hand causing him to glance down at it.

 

“Okay. Can I just have water? I need to cut down on sugar where I can. Can I have salt, as well? There’s never enough salt.”

 

Smirking, Gus nodded his head and typed in his reply, even as Mark continued to complain about not having a harem.

 

***

 

Walking up to the private room in the ICU ward where Dunyasha was supposed to be, Gus looked at the two men in suits in front of the door.

“Gustavus Hellström. Here to see Dunyasha. I’m a friend of Mark Ehrich and Dunyasha both,” Gus said, then shrugged his shoulders. “And Fin Dresch, too.”

The two agents staring at Gus had a nearly identical reaction. Both of them reached for the door to open it.

“Of course,” said the first. “Be as quiet as you can.”

“Please respect her health, she’s very drugged up,” said the second.

Nodding his head in thanks, Gus walked into the hospital room.

A series of machines were whirring and beeping away. Sitting in a bed in the middle of all those machines was Dunyasha.

Her black hair was messy and ragged-looking. Only one dark-brown eye was visible, but it was watching Gus.

He’d once thought she looked like the type of beautiful woman who could climb her way to the top of a corporate ladder or sell a million-dollar-home on her looks and charm alone.

The reason only one of her eyes was open was that a bandage covered one part of her face and her other eye. She was nearly nude given the number of things attached to her skin all across her body. The minimum of modesty had been afforded to her, a gown barely covering her once well-developed figure.

Though from what he could see of her, she was chewed up from what appeared to be fire. A lot of her skin had an angry, ugly redness to it that didn’t look good at all.

“Gus,” croaked the Vampire, slightly turning her face away. “No. Don’t want you here.”

“Too bad. You stood me up. Had to come find my date,” Gus said, coming over to her. “And now that I’ve found her, I plan on spending the evening with her.”

Dunyasha made an ugly noise at that, somewhere between a chuckle and a groan.

“Not how I wanted our evening to go,” hissed the Vampire.

“Yes, I’m sure your pretty self had hoped to partner feed from me. Likely after sex,” Gus said, coming to stand beside her bed.

“Before sex. And then again, after. Then sex again,” admitted Dunyasha, slowly turning her face back to him. “Not anymore though.”

Now that he was closer, he could see there were likely more burns under that bandage. The barest hint of red streaked out from under it, along with what looked like some greasy substance.

“Not so pretty now,” said Dunyasha, then raised a hand and pulled back part of the bandage. “No amount of blood or magic will heal this.”

The covered eye wasn’t damaged. It was missing.

Half of her face was burnt quite badly. To the point that she looked like a partially melted candle. All the hair on that side of her head was also gone, and likely wasn’t going to return given the amount of scar tissue that would develop.

Gus didn’t recoil from her. Instead, he inspected the damage, even going so far as to take the edge of the bandage from her and hold it back.

Peering into the empty eye socket, he could see that the interior had been scooped clean. Likely by the doctors looking to give her a chance to heal cleanly.

Vampire regeneration could be a tricky thing. If it went wrong, an eyeball could have regrown itself inside her skull. Or she could have grown back three.

And it was just as likely that it would come out perfectly.

There just wasn’t a way to tell or predict such a thing when it came to this.

So the medical recourse chosen was to remove the eye entirely and give her a chance to heal without it.

“Oh, I don’t know about that. I think you’ll look rather sexy with an eye patch,” Gus murmured. “Ex-Coven leader turned Fed agent and dangerous blood mage. Definitely eye patch worthy.

“As to the skin… I think you underestimate your own power as a blood mage. Chloe was quite adamant with me on the way over that all you need is some higher-powered blood to get you going, no matter how bad you’re hurt.”

Dunyasha grunted at that, pulling her head away, the bandage falling back into place.

“I’m afraid I won’t be getting much in the way of ‘high-powered blood’ any time soon. I burned all my old contacts to get into the Fed to… to chase you,” muttered Dunyasha.

“Well, let’s talk about that,” Gus said, looking around the room. He spotted a stool and dragged it over, placing it next to Dunyasha’s bed.

Using this as an opportunity to poke into her head, Gus picked up the thread he’d left inside her mind previously while he dragged the stool over. Those small filaments could take years to dissolve on their own.

 “You really joined the Fed just to chase me?” Gus asked as he sat down and looked at her. In her head, he could practically see her mind run around in a short panic.

Only to collapse on itself in its current drug-induced haze.

“Yes, I did,” Dunyasha groused, slumping into her bed. In moving, she’d exposed her chest and her left arm. Which looked like a terribly burnt and wizened piece of muscle rather than anything else.

Reaching down, she grabbed the blanket with her right arm, and then pulled the blanket and her gown back up.

“Like some lovesick, idiotic schoolgirl, I gave up everything to chase you. And this is the price I’m paying. They burned me with acid and beat me,” said Dunyasha. “Dumped holy water on me, too.”

It was all true, too.

He could see the attack replaying in her memories. Her thoughts touched on her reasons for doing what she did, and what she’d hoped to get out of it.

Gus had been a unique presence in her life. One that had shattered her previous convictions and expectations. He alone had fostered a massive change in her mind and what she wanted.

“Now I’m… I’m what you see. And the ‘high-powered blood’ as you called it, is infinitely out of my reach. By the time I could get any, it’d be too late to heal the damage. The Vampire regeneration would have locked me into what I am,” Dunyasha explained. He could see in her thoughts that she had contacts on her computer that she could use, but no one would respond to her even if she tried. There wasn’t a point to it. “And the Fed doesn’t have any. Mark and Fin already checked for me. Their blood stocks were at one of the Fed buildings that blew up.”

Grimly, Dunyasha’s single brown eye turned back to him.

“Going to be locked into what you see me as now. So much for… everything,” said the blood mage.

Even as he continued to peer into her mind, he saw only layer after layer of depression and sadness. There was no resentment toward him, only regret.

“I would,” Indali said from her corner of his mind.

It took him a moment to realize what she was referring to.

An idle thought of feeding her blood directly from his arm had flittered through his mind.

To partner feed her.

“What about the blood of a Boogieman?” Gus asked, pulling his coat off at the same time.

“I mean… what about it?” asked the Vampire.

“Is that considered ‘high-powered’?”

“Yes, but… the only contacts I had in the Council obviously won’t be talking to me.”

Gus got a deep flash of multiple people when that group was mentioned. People that he’d desperately like to get a hold of. Once more, he got the impression that she had their contact information on her computer at home.

“Mm. I’d like to talk to you more about that later, and about a case I’m working,” Gus said, rolling up the sleeve of his button-down shirt. “For now, though, I’m going to partner feed you.”

Dunyasha smiled with one side of her mouth, the other side not moving very much.

“I’m flattered, Gus. But I don’t… I don’t need any regular blood. I’m full. Human blood wouldn’t do much for me, but… but I’m truly flattered,” Dunyasha murmured, her single eye’s path trailing down toward her lap.

“Humor me,” Gus said, pulling his carry knife free from his belt. “I’m sure you’ll find me delicious and you won’t be able to get enough. Chloe can’t.”

Sighing, Dunyasha nodded her head.

“Fine. If this isn’t pity feeding, then… fine.”

“Definitely not pity,” Gus agreed. Cutting himself in the same spot as always, he didn’t waste any more time and simply pushed his wrist straight up to Dunyasha’s mouth.

“Gus, I’m sure Chloe—being a foul-mouthed knuckle-dragger if ever there was one—wouldn’t know proper manners. But you shouldn’t just shove it in my mouth, you know. I’d at least like…” Dunyasha’s words trailed off and her nose twitched several times.

Sniffing his blood.

Then her tongue came out and ran up along the bleeding wound he’d made.

Looking up to him, Dunyasha’s single eye widened.

“Sure you don’t want me to just shove it in your mouth?” Gus asked playfully. “I could always j—”

Dunyasha’s mouth closed down around the cut, her right arm coming up to loop around his forearm. Holding it in place, she started to make odd hiccupping noises.

She began to drink as deeply as she could from him, pulling at him as a drowning man would a life preserver.

Her thoughts tripped over one another in their need to get to the top first.

First, that she was actually partner feeding from him. Second, that he was a Boogieman. And third, that he was also a telepath. A truth she knew from tasting his blood. One that was actively reading her mind, she guessed.

And finally, that he had apparently accepted all that she was and her thoughts throughout. Even when he met her the first time.

Power and strength began to well up from inside her with every hard gulp of his blood. She could actually feel her body begin to mend itself. As if it had been an engine running of fuel and had suddenly found a new tank to pull from.

With much better fuel.

Gus was about to tease her when he noticed the trail of tears falling down from her one eye. She was watching him now as she fed.

Crying, sobbing over his arm, and drinking from him as fast as she could, Gus could hear Dunyasha’s thoughts as they went screaming around in a circle over and over.

That he was listening to her thoughts, and still fed her.

In a never-ending loop, all being bowled over by a deep and vast amount of gratitude.

And something else he couldn’t identify.

Right. Not a good time to tease her.


Chapter 4 – Deep Enough To Drown

 

Getting into the car, Gus looked over at Serafina who was tapping away at a laptop.

“Her medical records indicate she had acid dumped on her. Followed by holy water,” Serafina said, her glasses glowing brightly from the glare of her screen.

Frowning, he considered her for several seconds.

“When I met you, you weren’t wearing glasses,” Gus said rather than respond to her clearly illegal activity of hacking into the hospital records.

“Huh? Oh, yes. I was wearing contacts. I ran out and just… decided to not bother with getting new ones. They don’t fit my eyes very well anyway. They’re always too small for me,” Serafina said, her fingers flying across the keyboard for several seconds. Then she stopped and turned to look at him. “Why? Do my glasses look bad?”

“No, I actually think you look rather cute with them. Makes your eyes look even bigger,” Gus said with a smirk.

“They’re already too big. I don’t need them to look bigger,” grumbled Serafina as she looked back to her laptop. Shifting her foot to the side, she pushed the bag that held the remains of her dinner further forward.

“If you say so,” Gus murmured. He didn’t want to get into that conversation. He had a feeling it was a personal touchpoint with her for some reason. “Talked to Dunyasha a bit.”

“And fed her.”

“And fed her,” Gus agreed, wondering if Serafina had hacked into a camera he hadn’t noticed in Dunyasha’s room. “There’s a computer at her home that has contact information for the type of people we’d really be interested in.”

“Oh?” Serafina asked, her voice coming across a bit too eager in that single word. “A computer with contacts we want? People to hunt down? For me to dig up information on?”

“That and a whole lot more I imagine,” Gus agreed. “Need to find out information on Retribution and the Council.”

Serafina sighed and looked away from him at the mention of Retribution.

“We really shouldn’t be bothering him. We really shouldn’t,” complained Serafina.

Driving over to Dunyasha’s place—a rather spacious penthouse in a good part of the city—Gus ended up driving by the parking lot where she’d been attacked.

As far as he could tell, there were no signs anything had happened there now. Everything had been cleaned up as quickly as possible.

Like nothing had ever happened at all.

“I think the rent here might be more than our mortgage,” Serafina muttered, looking up to the top of the building.

“Probably. But I don’t think I’d trade places with her. I like our house,” Gus said, pulling into a parking space on the street. Putting the car in park, he gathered up his things and then checked over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t opening his door into traffic.

Seeing nothing, he got out and walked over to Serafina’s side of the car.

Still working at getting her things together, she didn’t actually notice he was there.

“You fluster her almost as badly as you do Hailey,” Indali said.

“I do? I’ve been nothing but polite to her.”

“Doesn’t change who you are. You may not scare me, but she’s not as hardened as I am,” explained Indali.

Gus couldn’t argue with that point.

He knew Indali had spent hard time in a third-world prison while not even in the current century. There was no question in his mind that she’d likely done some ugly things to survive. Things he could agree with and would have probably done himself.

Opening the car door as soon as Serafina got her seatbelt off, he held out a hand to help her out.

For whatever reason, she always seemed to him as though she needed help in one way or another. And he didn’t feel any qualms in offering it to her.

He rather enjoyed it.

“Ah… thank you, Gustavus,” Serafina said, taking his hand and then standing up. Moving to the side, she got out of the way, allowing Gus to close the door.

“It’s Gus, Sera. Gus. Gus,” Gus said, emphasizing his name with a chuckle. “Or if you want, Indigo. Right, Violet?”

Serafina’s face slowly turned dark red as she stared at him.

Not only was she was shy and a little naive, she also didn’t quite understand social norms. Her eye-contact game was off the charts and would likely intimidate most people.

Realizing she wasn’t going to reply, Gus went to the door of the apartment building. A greeter there opened the door and held it for him and Serafina to enter.

Except they ended up in a closed lobby that required a passcard to enter.

Unfortunately, Gus did not have a card to use.

Serafina eased Gus to one side and pulled out a card from her laptop bag. Stuffing it into the reader she held onto the edge of it.

Her eyes began to glow brighter and brighter as she stood there until the panel she was standing in front of started to reflect the light back at her.

There was a hard clack as the door unlocked. At the same time, the lights from Serafina’s eyes dimmed back to normal.

Retracting the card from the slot, Serafina gave him a small smile and then pulled the door open and entered the building’s main lobby.

“The bypass was elsewhere,” Serafina said as they walked over to the elevator doors. “Took a bit longer than I wanted but… mm… it worked.”

“Remind me to take you everywhere,” Gus grumbled, thumbing the elevator call button to go up.

With technology progressing faster and faster around him, he often felt a little out of place. He wasn’t bad with electronics, he just wasn’t a wizard with them.

“I… can remind you of that, if you like,” Serafina offered as the elevator doors slid open. “I think I’d be very good as a field agent.”

“We’re not in the Fed anymore,” Gus replied as they stepped in and the doors slid shut.

Serafina pulled the card out once more and pushed it into the reader slot, then tapped the “P” button.

“I think I’d be very good as a field detective,” Serafina amended in a flat voice. There was a small glow to her eyes right now as she stood there, but nothing like it’d been previously.

The elevator dinged and then began to move upward.

“She can’t use a firearm very well. I think that was what got her stuck behind a desk,” Indali murmured.

“Not everyone has a beautiful sidearm that assists them better than a partner could,” argued Gus.

“I… well… that’s true, I suppose. And thank you.”

Serafina pulled the card out of the reader and slid it back into her bag once more.

The elevator hummed as they traveled up and then slowly came to a stop.

Chiming once more, the doors opened onto a small hallway with only one door.

Walking over to it, Serafina clicked her tongue.

“No card reader,” she complained mildly.

“Ah, my turn then,” Gus said, reaching behind himself. Pulling his lockpick set from his belt, he got down on one knee in front of the door.

Pulling out a tension-wrench and eyeing the door, Gus wondered if it would be easier to just see if he could rake it.

Sometimes the security on the outside is what they count on.

Realizing it wouldn’t hurt him to try it, he pulled out a three-peaked rake and just ran it back and forth through the lock.

“That can’t actually work, can it?” Serafina asked from beside him. She sounded rather nervous and as if she was looking over her shoulder at the elevator.

“Well. Sometimes a low-skill attack yields better results than trying to hit each pin. You’d be surprised how often—”

With a clunk, Gus felt the core of the lock begin to turn.

“How often this works,” he finished saying and then unlocked that lock. Checking the handle, he felt it turn easily. Moving up to the deadbolt, he stuffed in the tension wrench and started to pull the rake back and forth again.

Quicker than he wanted to believe, he got movement on the lock. Pulling it to the side with his wrench, he heard the bolt retract.

“I… I want new locks on our house,” Serafina demanded.

“Yeah, don’t worry about it. I already installed the best ones I can. They’ll still get picked if someone really wanted to get in, but it’ll take them a lot longer than they want. A whole lot longer,” Gus murmured, holding onto the door handle. “The other trick, though, is that a mechanical lock is only half the battle. It’s different if you trigger an alarm by opening the door.

“And to be honest, I’m kind of having trouble remembering which code Dunyasha used for her alarm.”

Serafina shoved at the door in front of them, opening it.

Immediately, the house alarm started to chirp questioningly.

Walking inside, Serafina reached up a hand and pressed her palm to the keypad.

There was a series of angry squawks from the plastic box followed by a sudden, low beep. Then all went silent.

“Done,” Serafina said, turning to look at Gus with a smile. “Now come in and close the door. Let’s find that computer!”

“I mean, probably not that hard to find,” Gus said with a chuckle. “Try her office?”

“Office? Does she even have an office? I didn’t have an office until I contracted with Mel,” muttered Serafina under her breath. “And Dunyasha lived alone, without a boyfriend, in the penthouse, and still had an office?”

“And a view,” Gus said, pointing at the massive windows lining one wall.

“I was living wrong. All wrong,” Serafina groused. “I should have gotten into crime. Like my cousin. I bet she has her own place. With an office. And a view.”

“Don’t forget the no boyfriend part,” Gus said, following Serafina around the penthouse.

“I didn’t. I just… I like having a boyfriend.”

“She’s far more honest than Vanessa, Janelle, Chloe, or I ever were at least,” Indali complimented.

“I’m really looking forward to losing my virginity. Sex looks and sounds really fun every time I watch porn,” Serafina concluded.

“Mm… perhaps a bit too honest.”

Gus couldn’t argue with that last thought from Indali.

“Ah, here we are,” cheered Serafina as she hurried over to a computer set atop a desk. Even going so far as to lightly skip at the halfway point.

Dropping her laptop bag down next to the table leg, she tapped the power button on the computer.

“Goodness me! A password, whatever shall I do?” Serafina asked in a mocking tone. Reaching up, she laid her hand against the front of the tower. A high-pitched whine was followed by the screen flickering, and then the computer unlocked itself. “Alright. Let’s get hunting.”

Withdrawing her laptop from its bag, Serafina set it down next to the monitor and then pulled out a cord from the same bag.

Plugging the laptop into the computer with the cord, she then scooted the chair in closer.

“Right, I’m going to take a look around,” Gus said as Serafina got comfortable.

“Don’t go far,” she said with a small hand wave. “I might need you. I can get lost sometimes.”

Wandering off, Gus began to slowly move from room to room.

While mucking about in Dunyasha’s head, he’d learned a great many of her secret hiding spots. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to determine the contents of them.

Going from cache to cache, Gus found a plethora of things.

Thousands of dollars in cash, enchanted items, several books on blood magic, fridges filled with stabilized blood, and a number of very illegal automatic rifles.

But nothing that would be of any use to him in his current case to find Retribution.

Nor did he happen to find anything that would help him get any closer to the Council.

Leaving everything exactly as he found it, Gus ended up heading back to Serafina.

She was still busily working away at the computer, one hand on her laptop’s keyboard, and the other on the computer’s.

Her fingers were dancing across both as if she knew what she was typing without looking. Moving over to the sofa that was perched next to the bookcase, Gus sat down.

He was more or less a piece of furniture himself right now.

Everyone has their own thing.

“Indeed. Hers just happens to be in today’s day and age. I can’t deny I’m a little jealous,” Indali said.

“Yeah, me, too,” Gus agreed.

Pulling out his phone, he checked the front. There were messages from a few different people.

The first several were all from Melody.

Ranging from nude photos of herself to dirty messages, and then rapidly switching to the conversation with Fin about dinner.

He wasn’t really surprised by it anymore. This was more or less the status quo for Melody.

The photos today, though, are a little less direct than last week’s. Maybe she’s paying attention.

“Dunyasha sent a lot of emails to her sister about you,” Serafina mumbled. “A lot of emails. She stalked you quite a bit. Learned everything she could about you and your family. Which, admittedly, wasn’t much since there isn’t much information out there about you. I should know, I’ve dug.”

Gus didn’t bother to respond to that. Neither of those statements surprised him.

Dunyasha, because he’d already seen how driven she’d been to “catch” him.

Serafina, on the other hand, he wasn’t surprised about because it fit her personality to a T.

Moving to the next message, he saw it was from Janelle.

Tapping it open, he found it was a picture of a plane ticket. One way. Final destination being Saint Anthony.

Unable to help himself, Gus smiled at that.

Janelle was turning out to be a romantic.

“Gustavus, I think… I might have found something,” Serafina said, finally looking away from the computer. “I managed to break into a few different email accounts. Got into the first one with some basic social engineering for someone who was actually online. Moved around from there.

“I think… I think the Council was looking for Retribution, as well. As were a couple of Covens. Most of their searches have all been circling around Larimer. Larimer, Colorado.”

He could sense a “but” coming on so he waited, letting his phone fall down into his lap.

Serafina let out a small huff and then fully turned around in the chair, facing him directly.

Her eyes were definitely magnified behind the lenses. They were also glowing once more.

It honestly made her very pretty to look at.

“All of their own investigations died out a couple weeks ago. I can’t find anything about why, but no one talks about it anymore. It just… no one talks about it. It’s weird,” explained Serafina.

“So someone scrubbed their communications, or they were ordered to not talk about it,” Gus hypothesized. “Figure anything else out? Anything we could use to our advantage.”

“Not really. Though given all the information I’ve found, I think Dunyasha was attacked by a Coven from Larimer, as well. Not sure why, but… that’s my guess,” Serafina said, her left hand coming up to slightly adjust her glasses to rest higher on her nose. “No other reason for them to send members up this way.”

Closing his eyes, Gus rested a hand over them as well.

“Alright. So… we have the Council looking into Retribution and also doing all they can to bring the Para world into the normal world. Even opposing the church, governments—basically everyone—to try and do it.

“We have a number of Covens looking into Retribution, and one of those Covens attempted to exterminate Dunyasha outright. They weren’t out to maim her, but kill her. The only reason she isn’t dead is some random passerby was carrying and started shooting at them,” Gus said, summarizing everything. “Remind me to send them a thank you note for that.

“Then we have the Fed—partially infiltrated by what I’m assuming is the Council—who are looking for Retribution either for the Council or for their own needs.

“And then lastly, we have the Silent One. A god who… a god. Just… a god. Who is our enemy and is likely actively working against us to prevent the Originator from coming back.”

“Yes, that’s all accurate,” Serafina agreed. “I think there’s some overlap in some of those groups and how they might interconnect, but… it’s essentially all correct. I do wonder about the Covens. Perhaps they’re being employed by both the Council and the Silent One? That would be my assumption at this junction.”

“Ha. Yeah. That’d make this even worse. If they were working both sides. That’d make it all the more possible for them to gang up on us later,” Gus grumbled.

“Unlikely. Though we’ll have to be careful to not create a shared interest in us, for them,” Serafina suggested. “Perhaps we should employ others to assist us so we don’t catch the full brunt of their interest in whatever we do. But yes, your summarization was quite accurate and correct. It was well-thought-out, Gustavus.”

“Great. Glad… glad I got all that correct. Because honestly, I’m feeling like I’m way… way… way out of my depth. And part of me wants to try and talk Melody into going to one of those different worlds I went through,” said Gus with a heavy sigh. “Giving up this case and not doing it. Not wanting anything to do with it at all on any level.”

Looking thoughtful, Serafina considered that. “But if we don’t do this, who would?”

Who would indeed?

“I’m not really sure that matters to us, or should even concern us,” Gus mumbled. “Because we’re not really the right people for this kind of thing. We’re just a detective agency, really.”

“Yes, you’re correct. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be doing this. It just means we have to be extraordinarily careful,” Serafina argued. “It’s no different than when I’m doing a deep dive into something. There’s always the risk of getting caught or locked into something.

“We just have to exercise a greater degree of caution.”

“Not sure if you’ve noticed or not, but Mel isn’t great with being cautious. And I’m not exactly a trophy-winning example of that either,” said Gus.

“You most certainly are not,” Indali agreed.

“It’s alright. I’m very cautious, Gustavus. I’ll do my best to keep everyone behind the line, so to speak,” Serafina promised.

“I hope so, Sera. I hope so.”


Chapter 5 – Prep Work

 

Groaning, Gus walked into his hotel room and looked around.

Much like any other hotel room he’d been in, this one seemed no different at all. From the furniture to the cheap decorations, to the carpet that looked like it was just one bad spill away from needing to be replaced.

The kind of place you really wouldn’t want to shine a black-light on, because the façade of any cleanliness it had would vanish.

At least this one seems quite a bit nicer than a lot of the ones where I’ve stayed in the last decade.

All the normal expectations here.

Mini fridge, closet, bathroom, sofa, desk, TV, and two beds.

They’d briefly considered checking in somewhere nicer, but considering that this hotel catered to Paras, allowed for not presenting IDs, took cash, and asked no questions, it was hard to argue with it.

Nodding his head, he walked over to one of the dressers and pulled his luggage up next to it. Then he did the same for Janelle’s, setting it up next to his own.

He wasn’t going to start unpacking anything at the moment, but having it there would certainly encourage him to do that sooner rather than later.

Because he knew if he didn’t at least try, he’d just live out of his suitcase, pulling out the clothes he needed for the day and never anything else.

“That wasn’t so bad. In fact, it was rather nice,” Janelle said as she entered the room behind him. “The flight was rather smooth, no really bad turbulence, and I even managed to get some decent fruit juice.”

Rolling his eyes, Gus wanted to argue with the Royal Elf, but he knew better.

She was likely alluding to the fact that they’d ended up sitting next to one another on the flight, rather than any of the amenities for the flight itself.

And since there were only two seats to each side of the row, they’d been more or less alone with one another for the entire flight. Keeping Gus as a hostage, so to speak, to her conversational whims.

“Really? Really? You think so? I don’t think so,” growled Chloe, stomping into the room. “Because for me, this was a damn red-eye flight and I’m feeling it. I wanted to sleep in my seat. I even had a nice pillow. Planned it all out. But of course, Sera decided this was a perfect opportunity to see how many times she could hit her space bar on a two-hour flight. Which I swear to god had to have been a thousand times.”

“That’s not true. I was working on a program that would help us penetrate the local Fed offices. And the PID offices, as well, if we needed to,” Serafina countered. Shutting the door, she entered the room behind Chloe. “Both of their systems will likely be different since the bombings. Homemade things that probably won’t have any architecture that I’m used to. We’ll need to access everything we can from them to be able to figure out what they know. So I really needed to—”

Chloe made a frustrated noise that was loud enough to interrupt Serafina and pulled off the large sunglasses she’d been wearing.

All the creams, lotions, shampoos, eye drops, and oils in the world could help her with anything exposed to sunlight, but there were always going to be parts of her that were more sensitive than others.

“Sera, I literally watched you retype the same thing about twenty times. Before you finally settled on the exact same thing you’d typed the time before,” Chloe said and sat down on one of the two beds. “The same thing. Every-damn-time.”

“That’s not likely true. If I did retype the same thing repeatedly, I was probably testing a query and seeing the result,” argued Serafina, sitting down on the bed next to Chloe. “And anyway, you should sleep at night. Not during the day. You’re not really a Vampire anymore. You’re more a Human with a sun allergy.”

“A… Human… with a sun allergy,” Chloe said in a flat voice. “I think maybe you’ve been surfing too much again and—”

“I think they’ll argue for a while,” Janelle said, leaning up against the dresser next to Gus. “Want to head out with me and get some dinner for everyone? We could probably go take a look around and talk next steps as we do, now that we’re in Larimer. That and I wouldn’t mind getting out and walking around with you.”

“That’s not the point!” Chloe exclaimed loudly, glaring at Serafina.

“Yeah, sure. That works. Probably better than sitting around here,” Gus said and then gestured toward the door. “We’ll be back, Sera. Getting dinner for everyone.”

He knew that Serafina would hear him and store the information away for later. Even if Chloe was too busy being angry to have heard a bomb dropping nearby. Seraphina was more like a computer at times than anyone really expected.

Getting out of the room and into the hall, Gus was quick to close the door behind them. Chloe sounded like she was building up a full head of steam.

To be honest, he couldn’t quite fault her. If he was lacking sleep and someone decided to play finger-tap-dance next to him he’d probably be grumpy as well.

“She and Sera do like to argue,” Janelle murmured, holding a hand out toward the end of the hall and the elevator bay. “It’s a good thing they both enjoy it. Though it’s rather amusing to me how quickly they became so friendly with one another. I think it’s because of them both being marginalized in Para society. One for criminal activity, the other for not living anywhere near what you could reasonably call a dense population.”

“Obviously. Otherwise, we’d be talking about how to break down a corpse. Unsure if it’d be a Vampire or a Spirit of Knowledge, however. And honestly, I was never that good at it,” Indali said in a mutter. “You’d be surprised how often there are bone shadows left over after you burn everything. You have to crush those down and spread it out.”

I probably would be surprised. I never really bothered with anything like that.

I just left them out in the open for others to find. Was easier that way and always brought in more people.

Indali didn’t respond to his statement.

Stepping into the elevator, Janelle put her hands behind her back and lifted her eyes up toward the button display.

“Think there’ll be anything nearby that we can walk to?” she asked. “Still a few hours before the sun sets. Perfect time to let ourselves wander a bit.”

“Most places I’ve stayed at have a little paper at the front desk that lists out everything nearby,” Gus commented with a shrug of his shoulders. “Sometimes with a map, too. Because that’s what everyone always asks about. Food. Well, that and booze.”

“Oh? Hm. We can stop by there first. I have a question I want to ask them anyway. I’ll check for that paper, and my question,” Janelle said and then sighed. “Not to mention I need to find a drugstore. I need a few things that I hadn’t even considered I’d need.”

Gus wondered about that. As someone who’d lived a life similar to hers, Gus practically had everything ready to go at all times. He’d done his best to never set down roots because he could get shipped out at a moment’s notice.

And he’d certainly not been enlisted as long as she had.

Then again… she just formally retired while mid-career. Not like she was a discharge.

Maybe this is a shock to her. More so than she’s letting on.

“Okay,” Gus said, instead of vocalizing any of his thoughts. “I’ll just grab a chair while you do that. Or see if they have any coffee out or a machine I could use.”

Reaching the ground floor, they both exited the elevator. Janelle went to the front desk while Gus was unable to find anything resembling already-made coffee that he could just take.

The only machine they had was a complicated affair with too many knobs and buttons for his taste.

“Like something you’d call the EOD out for,” muttered Gus, pulling on one of the levers.

“You were right. They did have a paper,” Janelle said, catching up to him much quicker than he thought she’d be able to. “It even has a grocery store nearby. That should be more than enough for my needs.”

Giving up on the machine that was too complicated for something that should spew out liquid go-go juice, Gus could only check a sigh.

“Okay. Lead on then. You’ve got the map,” grumbled Gus.

“Perfect. We’ll get you some coffee one way or the other. You’ll need the energy,” Janelle said and left the hotel lobby. She was as confident as the military woman he remembered, if not more so.

Especially considering who he was in her culture.

“Any preference for dinner?” Janelle asked.

“Nope. Doesn’t really matter,” said Gus pointedly.

“Huh. Oh. Oh! Yes,” Janelle said as they got out into the parking lot. Turning her head left, then right, she oriented herself to the position of the street and where they were. “This way. As far as dinner goes then… here, you can enjoy me for now.”

As if Janelle spun a faucet handle, fear began to pour out of her. Fear of rejection. Fear of sexual misadventures with Gus. Fear of not having enough experience in bed to satisfy him.

Fear of letting Gus down tonight.

Then a whole deluge of fear simply regarding the fact that she was going to be alone with Gus and attempting to talk him into participating in Elven sex rituals.

And it was all wonderfully delicious to him.

Pure, true fear in its most base form.

Janelle had done a masterful job of controlling herself and her emotions. A truly tight reign held through steely determination.

Then again, this was the same woman who was shoved naked into a cell after being abducted. She was as mentally durable as she was pretty.

“Better?” Janelle asked as she marched down the sidewalk and began walking in the direction she wanted. There was no outward appearance of her fear or discomfort. She looked the same as she always did. Calm, collected, and on a job.

“I mean… your fear is delicious if that’s what you’re asking,” Gus said, catching up to her and matching her pace for pace.

“It damn well better be,” Janelle muttered then cleared her throat. “I’m going to assume here that your own investigations typically started out the same way mine did. Information gathering and confirmation.”

“I mean, yeah,” Gus replied with a sharp nod of his head. The fear from Janelle was never-ending, and she didn’t seem to be hindered by it at all.

“Interviews, cross-check all the information, figure out where the investigation left off and go from there,” confirmed Gus. “No sense in trying to pick up where they left off without checking to see if there’s any new information.”

“Agreed. We’ll start with that then. I’ll take Sera, you take Chloe. We’ll divide the list in half and start talking to people,” Janelle suggested. “Unless you have a better idea?”

“Nope. I don’t. It sounds good to me. I’m curious, though,” started Gus, wondering how to word his question. “Why take Sera?”

“Because she and I fit better together than Chloe and I,” admitted Janelle. “I like Chloe. She’s actually rather fun. But I think the only person she’s really willing to listen to is you. And that could come back and haunt me later if I tried to work with her so soon. Maybe later after… well, after.”

That’s… yeah, that fits. I’d probably have picked the same partner for myself if I’m being honest.

Chloe and I are a bit more chaotic than Sera or Janelle.

“That being said, I think having you work the PID and the Coven angle is best. You two have a great deal of experience in those circles and could probably get more information than Sera or I,” Janelle finished.

“Got it. That makes sense. Didn’t realize you’d already read everything Mel put together,” said Gus. To be fair, he hadn’t actually read any of it yet. He’d planned on doing it tonight.

“Read it on my flight home. Mel had already told me I’d be going with you so I thought I’d get ahead of it,” Janelle said with a casual flick of her hand. Up ahead he could see what looked like a Greek restaurant that one could generously describe as a hole in the wall. “I’ve memorized nearly all of it. I’m sure Sera already has as well.”

“And Chloe and I probably haven’t even read the title page between the both of us,” said Gus with an ugly chuckle.

“I would assume neither of you has, no. But that’s fine. Just a different style is all. I can give you the highlights if you want while we order,” offered Janelle as she started to turn toward the Greek place. “It’s actually rather interesting when you compile everything together as Mel did.”

“Uh, sure. Hit me. I’m sure you’ve already picked out all the salient points,” Gus muttered, knowing that once she gave him the rundown, he could focus better on the report when he read it.

“The Fed, what we know of the Council from Sera and Dunyasha, and the involved Covens, all were focusing on one person,” Janelle began as she grabbed the handle of the restaurant door. “A vigilante by the name of Yellow Eyes.”

Gus faintly knew the name.

He’d seen a few reports about the individual when he was working PID but they hadn’t actually concerned him. They had nothing to do with the cases he’d been working.

Pulling the door open, Janelle stepped inside and Gus followed her in. Stepping into a line, she turned back to Gus.

“No one really found anything one way or the other. There were a few suspects but they all turned up cold or vanished,” Janelle murmured, her voice dropping in volume considerably.

There was a comfortable amount of ambient noise that Gus imagined they could be somewhat open. So long as they didn’t drop any names or identifiable information.

“Uh-huh. What about the perp themselves? They vanish? Stop doing their thing?” Gus asked. “Because honestly, those individuals are a lot like serials. They don’t stop. They sometimes change enough that they look like someone else, but they don’t stop.”

“Vanished for a long while, actually,” said Janelle, shifting up a spot in line. “Been quiet since the as— since you quit.”

“Since I quit,” Gus repeated, feeling like that was an odd fact.

“Yeah. Nearly to the day. Up to that point, they were very active. Quite a few high-visibility take-downs,” Janelle said and glanced over her shoulder. She was now at the front of the line. “One second, Gus.”

That’s very odd.

“It is, and it isn’t,” said Indali. “For all you know, they want to find out who killed Newbin to try and recruit them.”

Huh. I guess. Trying to find someone of a like mind.

“Indeed. It’s something to explore. I’ll see if Mel and I can’t put something together on the backend,” said Indali. “I do regret not being there with you. Still, with Melody helping to balance my projection, I think I could function in two places at once. You should take me with you next time so we can test it.

“She… says hello, by the way. There isn’t a single time that she sees me that she doesn’t ask about you, tell me to tell you hi, or tell you very dirty things.”

Sounds about right for Mel. Tell her I said hello.

And you could always tell me the dirty things, Indali.

“All set,” Janelle said, coming back to Gus. “I ordered you a gyro sandwich just so you can eat with us. Got Chloe one as well, but you’ll have to add her favorite condiment to it.”

“What?” Gus asked, raising an eyebrow and following Janelle to the other side of the interior.

“She won’t eat it unless you add something to it for her,” Janelle tried again, but stopped saying anything further as they walked through a group of people.

Ha. No.

Not going to put my blood in her food like it’s ketchup.

Gus shook his head as Janelle posted up near the wall, putting her back to it.

“No? Curious, given your own personal preference,” Indali critiqued.

My own personal p—

Thought freezing midway, Gus realized what she meant.

Melody literally baked fear into his meals so he could eat, while he ate. It was an incredibly satisfying feeling to him.

Got it. I’ll make sure I ‘dress’ her food appropriately.

“Smart man.”

“And that brings us back to where we are now,” Janelle said, leaning her head against the wall and looking at him. “The leads and trail are cold, everything has been picked over by all those involved, and no one has anything beyond what we already took.”

“We’ll figure out something. Always do,” Gus soothed with a shrug of his shoulders. Then he leaned up against the wall next to Janelle. “I think we’ll get our best results from the nightlife. They’re usually pretty dialed into a lot of what’s going on. Large or small, they’re in the know.”

“Wouldn’t know. My area of expertise is more with talking heads, soldiers, and the news. Which is why I’ll be dealing with the Fed and the news agencies.”

“You’re welcome to ’em. Even when I was a Fed, I didn’t like the Fed,” quipped Gus. “Obvious reasons, of course.”

“Understandable. And speaking of that, I’ve heard from a number of interested… parties… about your status,” Janelle said, changing the subject. Gus assumed she meant the interested parties were Elven Clan heads.

“Yeah? Tell ’em I’m abiding by the… rules.”

Trying to be discreet about it, Gus really wasn’t sure what other term he could apply to the treaty he’d signed.

Can’t really say ‘ceasefire’ aloud without getting someone to look at me, I bet.

“I did. Then I told them I was officially married to you by Hu—” Janelle’s voice caught on the word and she coughed once. “Married to you. We’ve received several invitations to join them for meetings and get-togethers. I’ve declined them all so far, though I do think we’ll have to eventually make an appearance in one way or another.

“It’s one thing to abide by those rules. It’s another that we got married while doing it. You’re a personage that is now inextricably tied to my… family. And my family is very interested in me now, as well. Having you in their family is incredibly desirable to them.”

Rolling his eyes, Gus let out a loud and deliberate sigh.

“Really? Do we have to? I’d really rather not. It’s not exactly the highlight of the century for me, you know. What I did, I had to do. I didn’t seek that out.”

“I know that. But that doesn’t change the impact of the event. It is what it is. It’ll be fine. And I can promise you that they will all behave.”

Great.

That’s the last thing I want or need. At all. Absolute last.

“To be fair, I think it would be good for you. Good for them as well,” said Indali. “A good way to lay axes and fears to bed, while building things to be better.”

“Besides. We’ll be participating in a lot of family traditions. I promise you’ll like those. Maybe once we get through a number of them, I can convince you that the family really isn’t that bad. Just that there’s some black sheep in there. After all, what family doesn’t have problems and troublemakers?”

Gus was unable to break away from the thought of what she meant by family traditions.

Her fears of tonight were coming back to push into his thoughts again. Of what she wanted to do to him, and was also afraid to do.

There was a new fear creeping up through her thoughts, though.

The second room she’d asked the front desk for might not be as comfortable as the first one they’d booked.

She wasn’t sure she could convince Chloe and Serafina to go into the other room and leave her with Gus if the new room wasn’t as good as the original one they’d been given.

Then the fear vanished completely as if she came to a decision.

Ah… family traditions. Rituals, as she called them.

This should be interesting.

“Very.”


Chapter 6 – Vampires, Not the Mafia

 

Pulling the rental car off the road and into a parking lot, Gus looked around.

“I don’t see it,” he muttered, looking from side to side. “You see it?”

“No,” Chloe said, slouching low in her seat. She looked rather pleased with herself, hands on her headrest. “Not really looking either. Too busy enjoying myself.”

Sighing, Gus continued to slowly cruise through the parking lot.

“And how exactly are you enjoying yourself? Because from my point of view, you’re just sitting there,” Gus muttered.

“Well, you see, last night I found myself getting into a fight with my best friend,” Chloe said, her head tilting to one side as she looked out the window. “Still not sure how that friendship happened. I mean, we’re both up way too late by human standards, so maybe it’s just that we share a similar lifestyle.

“Anyway, big fight. Stupid crap. Normal stuff. Then I realize my blood-partner is missing. Apparently, he’s gone off to get food for himself with the knife-eared Elven hoe who reeks of lust, and I’m alone with my idiot best friend who watches too much porn lately. I’m not sure how many times she can watch girls with glasses giving head, but I’m personally at my limit.”

Smirking, Gus just kept looking at the buildings and shop fronts they were driving past.

The fact that Chloe was best friends with Seraphina amused him. He could easily see them forming a good friendship together.

And that they already had, in fact.

Seraphina being so neutral and direct with most things, and Chloe being volatile in either direction of the spectrum, allowed them to cover each other’s blank spots.

A lot like Mark and I.

I need to call him, make sure he’s doing alright.

“Uh-huh,” Gus prompted, waiting for her to continue the story.

“Well… then my blood-partner shows back up with dinner. Everyone gets their food and I’m sitting there wondering what I’ll do with myself. Especially since Sera decided she was done arguing with me,” Chloe said. “Then… then my blood-partner sets down a gyro sandwich for me. And me—being an angry bitch—starts thinking up all the horrible things I can tell him to do with it then. But then he rolls up his sleeve, and promptly… cuts himself. To cover my food with exactly what I needed. What I wanted so badly. Just for me. So I could eat with him. Then he partner fed me after. In bed. While I was naked.”

“Yeah, pretty sure I was there for all that,” said Gus, focusing on one storefront. He was pretty sure this was what they were looking for.

“It was so lovely. So… so lovely. My blood-partner treats me like a little Vampire princess,” Chloe murmured. Stretching in her seat, she inadvertently gave Gus a show of her toned, pale, and athletic self. She was wearing a short skirt, blouse, and light coat. “I’m going to make you pop so hard, Gus, when I get ahold of you. You’re spoiling me. A rotten, murdering convict.”

“I’ll remind you that I had your record cleared,” Gus said, pulling into a parking space and putting the car in park.

“Mmm, I know. Fine. I’m just a rotten, murdering, Vampire peasant girl. And I’m all yours,” Chloe said, unfastening her seatbelt. “Now get in the back with me real quick. I’m going to rock your world in a way that even Trish can’t.”

“You know what? Sure. I’ll take you up on that. But after we finish this. Job to do,” Gus reminded, pointing at the storefront. “Because I found it.”

“Really? You will? Fantastic,” Chloe exclaimed and sat up in her chair. Then she opened her door and got out.

Gus followed suit, getting out of the car, and adjusting his coat. It wasn’t exactly hot enough that his coat was uncomfortable, but it wasn’t cold enough that he was comfortable without it either.

Chloe adjusted her coat, likely shifting around the holster that was under it. She looked like a lovely young woman and the holster was definitely out of place. But she’d taken care with what she was wearing and you couldn’t see it unless her coat was wide open.

It’d taken longer for him to get his own permit than hers. Her record was technically clean. Cleaner than his was, as a medically discharged veteran with psychiatric problems on file.

“Alright. What is this again?” Chloe asked shutting the car door. “Because if you’re actually going to give me a joyride in the backseat, the last thing I want to do is waste time here. Do you have any idea how long I was in prison? Or how long it had even been before that?

“And don’t even get me started on what partner feeding from you does to my sex drive, damnit.”

“Fed has them marked as a Coven location. Low-level entry point and mostly clean. Only got picked up because someone got grabbed in a sweep,” Gus said. “They’re leaving it alone because it gives them a way to track people. Which means the Coven probably knows it, too.”

“Oh, yeah. Definitely. They’ll just use this as an operation point for the clean side of the business and parade everyone they want the Fed to know about through it,” Chloe said. “That’ll make this easy.”

“Doubly so because we’re not with the Fed, and we don’t care about their business. Just looking for information on Yellow Eyes.”

“We willing to pay or are we just asking?”

“Probably pay, if it’s cheap. Otherwise, just asking. But you know how this goes.”

“Course, I do. Just make sure you’ve got it on lockdown this time. Or if you can’t, just keep thinking about that backseat with me. Your heart rate is already still really high from that,” Chloe said, moving around to Gus’s side of the car. “And I’m really flattered at how you’re reacting to that idea.”

Gus couldn’t deny he was more than willing to jump Chloe at the moment. Nor had he hesitated about letting Janelle carry out a number of rituals with him which turned out to just be a lot of sex.

Sex in different ways, using different things she bought at the grocery store, and in different positions.

Trish is really flooring my engine, isn’t she? It’s like I can’t get enough anymore.

“If she is, it’s a positive thing,” Indali commented.

The two of them gave each other a quick once-over and then walked into the business.

It was a mattress store, no customers were inside, and the few salespeople standing around looked like they had no idea what to do with themselves.

“Hello!” said a young man not far away. “Thanks for coming in today. What can I do for you, Mr. and Mrs.…?”

Chloe smiled at the young man and laid a possessive hand on Gus’s arm.

“Oh, we’re just here to—”

“Talk to me,” said a middle-aged man standing behind a desk off to one side. “Come on, we’ll speak in my office.”

The man wasn’t really handsome or ugly, fat or thin. He just was.

With short black hair, blue eyes, and a handful of wrinkles, he looked as everyday as you could be.

He was also quite Human and nothing out of the ordinary.

As the man turned away and started toward a back room, Gus slipped a thread of power into the man’s mind and then let it lay there. Keeping hold of it, but not engaging it quite yet.

If they passed through any warding or shielding, he didn’t want his ability to set something off or trigger an alarm.

Entering a small office, the man sat down behind the desk and gestured at the two seats in front of him.

“So, which Alphabet?” the man asked before Gus had even closed the door.

“Uh, none. Private investigators,” Gus said. “We both used to work for the Fed, though. Quit after the bombing.”

It was all the truth. If they dug up who Gus and Chloe were, that’s exactly what they’d find. They’d worked for the Fed and quit.

“I was a felon before I worked for the Fed,” Chloe said, giving the man a wide and obvious smile. “Murder, extortion, kidnapping, actually, pretty much everything violent.”

Blinking, the man took that in and looked somewhat confused.

“Okay… are… you here to buy a mattress… then?” he asked, not quite able to keep up.

“’Fraid not,” Gus said, slowly calling up the thread he’d left in the man’s mind. “We’re actually here to try and barter with your Coven for something.”

The man’s mind was much quicker than his face led one to believe. It zipped across several assumptions he’d made, erased them, and replaced them with the information he had available.

Then he jumped with logic to several others that were actually correct.

Gus and Chloe were here to barter, trade, or ask for information that concerned his Coven directly. They were well aware the place was being watched and had taken that into their own plan. They also had Fed information available to them if they had tracked his Coven to this location as a front.

“I can’t speak for the Coven,” the man said after deciding there was no point in arguing what this place was. “But I can certainly put in a request for you. Any details I can pass along to try and make this meeting a thing?”

“We’re looking for information,” Chloe said. “Depending on how much you have, and the validity, we could certainly pay for that information as well.”

“Sure,” replied the man with a casual smile. He didn’t like the way Chloe had phrased that at all. “And who are you working for?”

“Lark, LLC. Investigations is our primary focus at this time,” Gus said easily. He knew that Melody was well-known in many circles. The fact that she’d gone Fed and had already come back, had likely spread quickly in those very same circles. “We’re going through a bit of rebranding and sharpening our focus.”

Skittering across several thoughts, the man had indeed heard of Lark, LLC. Heard of it, and had been told not to harass anyone claiming to be from it, and to assist them if possible.

“I… see. Can I see your identification?” asked the man.

Gus figured that might be the case given the man’s thoughts.

Pulling out his wallet, Gus flicked it to his private investigator’s license. The one that also listed him as working for Lark, LLC.

I wonder if most people have seen these before. Does he even know what to look for to make sure it’s valid?

Chloe had done the same as Gus, pulling her own ID from the small purse on her shoulder.

There was a moment of absolute surprise followed by trepidation as the man confirmed each license.

“I’m… sure we can come to an arrangement,” said the man amicably, holding his hands out. “What kind of information were you looking for?”

“We’re trying to track down an individual by the name of Yellow Eyes. They’re a vigilante who operates solely out of Colorado so far,” Gus said, keeping close tabs on the man’s mind at the moment.

The moment the name “Yellow Eyes” came up the man’s thoughts nearly shut down.

So complete was his shock and absolute horror at the name that his mouth hung open.

“I’m sorry,” said the man, shaking his head. “I’m afraid there’s nothing to be discussed. Nothing at all. Please don’t come back either. Don’t contact anyone else in the Coven for anything regarding Yellow Eyes. You’re better off not getting involved. Nothing… nothing good comes of him.”

“Could we at—”

“Leave, now,” repeated the man. His mind was roiling with thoughts. Memories of a golden-winged monster rampaging through a building. Tearing through anyone who stood in his way. On a mission that no one but Yellow Eyes understood.

Then the memory flipped to footage from a security camera.

Footage that ended up on the internet. On a website that tracked Yellow Eyes on his crusade.

And it was called the Watcher’s Post.

It’d been taken down recently due to government pressure, but it’d been a host for all things Yellow Eyes for quite a while.

“Fine, thank you for your time,” Gus said and stood up. Chloe stood up a second behind him. The two exited the store quickly and got back into the car.

“I don’t think we should get in the backseat here,” Chloe grumbled as soon as her door closed. “There were other vamps there. They were just hiding. I could hear their miserable selves breathing though. All young ones. Younger than even Dunyasha. No skill or experience at all.”

Gus put the keys in the ignition, then looked at Chloe and waited until she looked at him.

“You sure?” Gus asked. Then he grinned. “This car is super dark, the windows are hilariously tinted, and the backseat doesn’t look terrible.”

Snickering at that, Chloe laid her head against the headrest and held his eyes with her own.

“No… Indigo. My Indigo. I’ve changed my mind. You’ll bed me back at the hotel tonight,” Chloe said in a soft tone. One that didn’t match the woman he knew. “You’ll feed me a little, bed me, then wind down and watch a show with me while I sip on you.”

“Whatever you like, my Green,” Gus said, putting the car in reverse.

“I’ll trade something with Jan to get her room for us. Don’t you worry,” Chloe murmured. Then she reached across the center console and grabbed Gus’s right hand. Slipping her fingers into his, she held onto his hand tightly. She was holding onto him with vampiric strength, as if she were afraid he’d pull his hand away.

“Okay. Thanks. That’ll make it easier,” Gus said, going with it. “By the way, I was, of course, in that man’s mind.”

Gus pulled the car out in reverse with one hand, shifted it in drive, and then started to spin the wheel away so they could get rolling.

“If I could describe what happened when I brought up Yellow Eyes, it’d be that he shit himself mentally,” Gus said, squeezing Chloe’s hand. “Absolutely and utterly shit himself. Running away from combat, screaming in terror, unable to explain himself, shit his pants.”

“Yeah, I could smell the fear on him. His heart started beating really oddly, too,” Chloe said. Her other hand crept over and then laid atop the back of Gus’s right hand. “The vamps also started breathin’ real heavy at the mention of Yellow Eyes.”

“Well, I did get a little information from him. Apparently, Yellow Eyes attacked their building… or something they owned,” Gus murmured. He was feeling decidedly odd about how Chloe was hanging onto his hand. “Went through them harder than an IRS agent looking for a penny. Tore people apart with a sword and glowing golden wings.”

“Golden wings?” Chloe asked, slowly turning her entire body toward him in her seat. Her fingers were rubbing and gripping his hand on both sides now.

“Yeah. Wings. Apparently, it was recorded on a camera of some type. Ended up on the web. One website in particular. Watcher’s Post,” Gus explained. “So we need to call Sera and let her know about it. See if she can’t start digging into it. Would you mind calling her from your phone? My hands are full.”

Giving her hand another squeeze at that statement, Gus made no move to pull away from her.

“Oh, yeah. Got it,” Chloe said, moving her right hand into her pocket to grab her phone. She started tapping at it with one hand and then it started ringing.

It picked up before the first ring could complete.

“Chloe,” said a voice on the other end that Gus could hear. “What?”

“Hey, Sera,” Chloe murmured softly. “I need your help.”

The line when suspiciously quiet.

“You need my help?”

“Yeah. I need your help. Can you help me, Sera? Please?”

“I… uhm… yes. Of course. What… what’s up, Chloe?”

“Gus and I found some information. A website by the name of Watcher’s Post. Might have gone dark. You’re really the only one who can dig it up,” Chloe said. “Supposedly it had footage of our guy. Yellow Eyes himself.”

“I… yeah. I got it. I’ll get on it and dig up what I can,” Serafina said. Then she continued, her voice coming much more softly now. “You’re not mad anymore?”

Chloe sighed and looked at Gus, then winked with one eye.

“No, I’m not mad anymore. But please don’t use my stuff to search for things,” said Chloe.

“Sorry. I thought it was incognito. I didn’t realize it wasn’t. I can clear it from your laptop,” Serafina said quickly.

“I mean, it’s not that bad, but—”

“I know. Like you said. You don’t want to see ‘girls in glasses giving blowjobs’ on every search you make,” Serafina mumbled. “I just really want to do it right and—”

Chloe tapped a button on her phone and looked at Gus with a smile.

“You’re going to pretend that part of the conversation never happened,” Chloe said simply.

“Mmm… I dunno. My memory’s pretty good,” Gus said with a grin. “Might be fun to poke at Sera a bit and see if I can trip her up.”

“Please don’t. She’s already having enough troubles as it is. I promise I can help your memory in other ways if you just… forget it,” Chloe said. Then her phone started ringing.

“Fine,” Gus said with a chuckle.

Chloe tapped the button and the line connected.

“Sorry, Sera. I got back in the car with Gus. Was just getting ready,” Chloe said quickly.

“Oh. Oh! Yes… yes, thank you. Okay. Anything else you can tell me about this website?” Serafina asked, changing the topic smoothly.

“Ah, Gus?” Chloe asked, tapping the speaker button on her phone and holding it between them.

“Apparently, it’s a fansite of sorts. They were logging everything they knew about Yellow Eyes—when he was sighted, how, and they even had a forum,” Gus explained. “Not sure why it went down, but it did. If you can get anything on it, or even what was there, it would probably be really helpful.”

“I’m sure I can find it. Once something’s on the web, it’s always there. It never really goes away,” Serafina said.

“Got it. What are you two up to?” Gus asked.

“We’re at the local Fed office. Janelle and I are waiting for a meeting. We’re scheduled to go inside in a few minutes,” Serafina answered. “We’re supposed to go see a few politicians after this, as well. We’re booked until ten or so tonight.”

“Got it, thanks. We’ll see you then,” Gus said and nodded his head at the phone, catching Chloe’s eye.

“Bye,” Chloe said.

“Bye,” replied Serafina.

Then Chloe tapped the button.

“Okay, we’re going to the hotel. Now. I’m not letting you take us to something else that’ll probably be pointless once Sera finds that site,” Chloe growled. “Hotel, feed, sex, feed and movie, sex, feed, sex, feed, sex, feed.”

Smirking, Gus raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue.

He just squeezed Chloe’s hand.


Chapter 7 – Most Comfortable

 

Feeling a lot better after showering, Gus was partially leaning over Serafina’s shoulder as she navigated around her laptop.

“I found what we were looking for early this morning. It took some real digging, too,” Serafina grumbled. “I had to put far more of myself into the net than I wanted to. Pretty sure someone saw my data a few times, too. Annoying.”

“Good work,” Janelle murmured, standing next to Gus.

Chloe was still asleep. As much as she was trying to reset her sleeping patterns, it was still taking her a little time to adjust.

“The website itself is long since gone. It got more or less nuked by the Fed. It was hit with the Paranormal Distribution of Information act. Not a damn thing was left behind,” Serafina explained, still clicking through screens. “Hostname, site owner, records of who paid what, IP addresses—all of it is gone.

“The only reason I found anything was because idiots are still re-posting some of the videos on a few sites. With so many pictures and videos getting uploaded, they slip by for a while.”

Serafina clicked again and a video blew up on her screen.

“I present to you, Yellow Eyes,” she said as the video started.

In full, clear color, a man with golden wings, glowing eyes, and a burning sword of bright yellow flame marched through the frame. He passed through a set of doors and exited into what looked like a street.

“I have other videos, but this is the clearest one I’ve got. Where you can actually see Yellow Eyes,” said Serafina. “And it’s not editing or graphics or whatever people are trying to dismiss that as. That’s real. That’s an actual real… glowing… angry… Angel-thing.”

The video rewound itself and played again. Once it finished, Serafina called it back to the start and paused it right when the Angel was in full frame.

“Yellow Eyes is quite real. And is very… deadly. He leaves a lot of corpses behind,” said Serafina. “I wasn’t able to break into the PID systems or the local Fed. Mostly because they aren’t actually fully up and running yet. They’re still struggling to get everything put back together after the bombings and then the recruitment drive, so all of this info is web stuff.”

A series of still frames came up onto the screen.

“But there’s lots of video evidence to support that Yellow Eyes has a kill count that’s growing,” said the Spirit of Knowledge, starting another video.

This one was somewhat far away, but the glowing Angel wings were unmistakable.

“Is that a… floating… coat?” Janelle asked.

“Yes. It is. Pretty sure it’s a Demonic Spirit. You can’t see it on camera, but it’s likely filled with something very bad.

“And if you look closely, there’s a woman on the ground nearby,” Serafina said, pointing with a finger.

The Angel smashed a sword through the coat and stood there as the piece of clothing collapsed to the ground.

Then the Angel went over to the woman on the ground and the video cut out abruptly.

“I think there was more to that one, but that’s all I could get,” Serafina complained. “Most of the videos are the same. Yellow Eyes storming around, slaughtering things, and generally being an unleashed tornado of vengeance.”

“As if he were the Angel of Retribution?” Gus asked.

“As… as if he were the Angel of Retribution,” Serafina agreed. “I did tell you that from what I know, he isn’t someone to get involved with.”

“Him, hm?” Gus asked, wondering if that was the case. He’d met a number of women built like this individual was. A few undergarments and some clothes could disguise quite a few figures.

“Well, there is one more video. I saved it for last because… it’s kind of awesome,” Serafina said, bringing up another window.

A massive, fearsome creature blurred past and into frame. It was enormous. More like a truly large eighteen-wheeler that carried an oversized load.

The body of a lion, a face that almost looked Human, and a scorpion’s stinger for a tail.

“A Manticore,” Janelle breathed.

Smashing into an old large tree, the beast spun to the side and then tripped. It sprawled out across the road, its large paws tangling up in themselves.

People were screaming and yelling all around as they ran in different directions.

This was all happening in a very busy intersection.

Shifting to one side, the phone camera—because that’s what it was being recorded on—focused on a man that was partially wedged into the cracked front windshield of a car.

Leaping to his feet, golden wings swept out from his back and spread wide. He tucked something away at his side and then pulled forth a golden, burning sword from its sheath.

Holding the sword to one side of his body, the Angel glared at the manticore.

“It is time to suffer the wrath of Retribution!” screamed the Angel in a distinctly male voice, then Yellow Eyes charged headlong at the manticore.

The video cut off at that point, aiming towards the ground as the cameraman clearly ran away.

Janelle let out a slow sigh and took a step away from Serafina.

“Then it’s very likely Retribution,” said the Royal Elf. “Someone who… can kill a manticore in single combat. One that looked like it was old. Very old.”

“I don’t think that video is what got the site pulled, though,” murmured Serafina. “There’s a number of references to footage of some type of office attack. And more about a street fight involving the police, or more likely the PID. Everything after that just goes dark.”

“Alright. So… sounds like I need to go asking questions at the PID after all,” Gus said with a shake of his head.

“Maybe not. There’s a number of news reports about Yellow Eyes. And there were several made by one reporter in particular that seemed like she had a bead on who Yellow Eyes was,” countered Serafina. “It might just be wishful thinking, though, or the reporter blowing things out of proportion. I’d say, see if you can’t talk to her first. Then the PID.”

Gus grunted at that, then shrugged his shoulders.

He didn’t have a better idea.

“Got a phone number?” he asked.

Five minutes later, Gus walked back into the room where he’d spent the night with Chloe, the reporter’s phone number plugged into his cell.

The clack of the closing door was louder than he intended.

Grimacing, he walked farther into the room and checked the bed.

Chloe was right where he left her—sprawled out, naked, and tangled in the sheets. Small splashes of blood dotted the sheets from where she had gotten a little sloppy while feeding on him during their fun.

Sitting down on the unused second bed, Gus contemplated his phone. He didn’t want to make the call and wake up Chloe, but he also didn’t have much of a choice.

“I’m ‘wake,” grumbled Chloe. “Jus’ restin’.”

Turning her head toward him, she cracked open her eyes. Then she gave him a small smile and closed them again.

“Breakfast in bed?” she asked, her tone hopeful.

Grinning, Gus rolled his eyes but got up. Sitting down next to her, he just laid his arm down on the bed next to her.

Reaching over blindly, Chloe got ahold of her favorite knife and brought it over.

The cuts she’d made the night before were perfectly healed and gone without a scar. Chloe had spent some time simply licking at his wounds to get them to go away as they cooled off.

Chloe opened one eye and very carefully, and as gently as she could, parted Gus’s flesh with the blade. Blood began to well up along the small cut. Closing her knife, Chloe set it off to one side, slid under Gus’s arm, and drew it around herself while putting her naked rear against his hip.

Resting her head on him, she adjusted his arm until the cut was in front of her mouth. Then she closed her eyes, put her mouth to it, and began to very gently feed on him.

Letting out of a very soft moan, Chloe pushed harder against him, then laid still.

Tapping the dial button on his phone, Gus held it up to his ear as it began to ring.

Several rings later, the click of the phone being picked up was followed by a feminine voice. “Hello?”

“Hello, is this Jennifer Blaska?” Gus asked in his best PID officer voice.

“I’m sorry, who is this, and how did you get this number?” replied the voice.

Got her.

“My name is Gustavus Hellström. Formerly of the Fed, and the PID at different times. I’m working as a private investigator now,” Gus said, being direct and honest. The last thing he wanted to do was spook the reporter. “I work with Lark, LLC. We’re licensed out of Minnesota, but we’re also licensed in every state in the nation.”

Jenny was quiet on the other end of the line.

“Alright,” she said finally after a moment.

“I’m looking for information on Yellow Eyes,” Gus said as Chloe shifted her head around on his arm. “I was able to find your news pieces on him and was wondering if you had any other information? Or if you could share what you have? I have an interested party looking to find him.”

“I’m sorry, Gustavus, I can’t help you. Everything I have on Yellow Eyes is in those reports, have a good day,” the woman responded, then promptly hung up.

Pursing his lips, Gus thought about that. His gut told him that not only did Jenny have more, but she was likely protecting Yellow Eyes. Perhaps even knew who he was or had an idea of who he might be.

Which means I need to track her down and see if there’s anything in that head of hers.

Back to detective work, I suppose.

However, giving it further thought, he wasn’t quite sure how to find the reporter.

Run it by Serafina later and see what she says. Maybe she’ll have an idea.

At his side, Chloe began to snore softly, his wrist still pressed to her mouth.

In a few minutes, once she’s fully out.

 

***

 

Sitting at a small coffee shop, Gus idly tapped a thumb against the cup in front of him.

Across from him was Serafina. The direct stare of her large eyes through her glasses was almost uncomfortable.

She seemed to blink much less frequently than most everyone else and her stare could grow to be somewhat heavy after a while.

“I think this is a perfect disguise for us,” Serafina proclaimed, tilting her head to one side. “What do you think?”

“I mean… it’s definitely a good spot,” Gus admitted.

Glancing out the window, he got a solid view of the gym where Jenny often went.

And according to Serafina, she never missed going on Thursday afternoon at four. Apparently, there was some sort of class she attended regularly.

“Is there a problem then?” questioned the Spirit of Knowledge.

“Ah, no. No, there’s no problem. It’s a good spot, a good disguise, and it’s certainly well-thought-out,” Gus said finally, shaking his head with a soft laugh. “You’re just really intense sometimes Sera. And the way you stare definitely doesn’t fit the ‘disguise’ as you called it. If we’re supposed to be on a date, then I don’t think staring at me like that is the right play.”

“Ah, yes. That’s fair. I must confess that I often feel rather awkward in this fleshy prison. Vulnerable. Exposed,” Serafina said, looking rather thoughtful. Finally, she broke eye contact and looked at the drink in front of her. “Things here just don’t make as much sense as they do in the other place.”

“Ah… were you not… is that like… Indali?” Gus said, indicating Serafina’s body with a finger, his coffee cup held in his left hand.

“I think my projection is far prettier than she is, thank you,” Indali said in his mind. “And my figure is significantly better.”

Gus didn’t respond to her. He was trying to have a conversation with Serafina and having one in his head with Indali would only split his attention too thinly.

“No, she’s a lot bigger than I am,” Serafina said, promptly grabbing her chest with both hands.

“I meant… are you a projection?” Gus asked, being far more direct than he wanted to be.

“No, I am as I was born. I just… don’t… feel at home in this,” Serafina murmured, resting her hands on the table for a moment before picking up her drink with both hands. “I feel more natural when I’m inside of the net.

“My parents never really got that. They’re both traditional, you could say.”

“Librarians?” Gus asked, with a smirk. “Maybe bookstore owners?”

“Yes. They’re librarians,” Serafina said, and then chuckled softly. “It really is almost cliché. Guess that fits for me, too. We’re all more comfortable in our own environments.”’

“That’s a fact I can’t argue,” Gus said, lifting his cup up and taking a drink.

And what’s my environment then?

If there wasn’t panic and fear on tap at hospitals, high schools, and dentist offices, what would I be doing?

Running around, trying to scare people for a meal?

Hm. I wonder how many monster fairy tales started there.

“I’ve never been on a date,” Serafina admitted with a shrug of her shoulders. “I’m just figuring things out as we go.”

“I mean… wait, how old are you?” Gus asked, suddenly deeply suspicious. He knew spirits had a tendency to age fast, then become almost immortal.

“I’m officially eighteen. I joined the force a year ago,” Serafina said, looking rather confused. “Why? Is there an issue?”

Yeah. There’s an issue. You’re barely a child and—

“My mother thinks I waited too long to get married. She was already done bearing children by the time she was twelve,” Serafina said, looking annoyed.

Right. Okay.

Age very fast, become immortal.

Looking across the street toward the gym, Gus wondered when Jenny would arrive.

“She’s still a few minutes out,” Serafina responded as if reading his mind. Looking back at her, he found she had her phone out and was looking at it. “I popped into her phone and I’m tracking it. Only a street or two away. Not far, really. Pity. I thought we’d have more time. She left early today.”

Gus nodded his head in surprise.

Alright. She really is my tech guru then. If it’s electronic or anything to do with that, it’s all hers.

“Just give me a heads up when I need to pay attention. In the meantime,” Gus said and then grinned, “tell me more about yourself, Sera. You were kind of in the middle of nowhere when we met.”

“Oh. That’s just home,” Serafina said with a laugh. Her left hand was cradling her phone, and the tip of her pinky was slid up against the charging port. Her eyes held a strange static-like shifting in the pupils. “I was born and raised there. All my siblings are up there. Sixteen of them, before you ask.”

“So it’s true? The only thing to do way out in the middle of nowhere is drink or breed?” Gus teased, taking a sip of his coffee.

Serafina made a face at that and then snorted.

“Apparently. My mom tried to set me up so often, it was… it was honestly like something out of a bad movie by the end. Though you’re not wrong. I do have something in the ballpark of thirty or forty nieces and nephews,” admitted Serafina. “And a few of my brothers are… a bit too much in the drinker category. So I guess, yes. Drink or breed. Or go hang out with people outside of a store. In the parking lot.”

“Hang out… in a parking lot?” Gus asked with a laugh.

“There really wasn’t much else to do. And my parents didn’t get the internet for us until I was ten,” Serafina said defensively. “Ah, she’s here. She caught a number of green lights. Damnit.”

Flicking his eyes over to the front of the gym, Gus waited, watching. Each and every woman who walked by, he did a cursory pass of their mind—slipping in, and then out, as if he were never there.

No one was the wiser.

A woman with short black hair that was pulled back and wearing form-fitting gym attire hurried by the windows.

Diving into her mind, Gus found that she was his target. She was the reason he was here.

Except all he found were cursory, topical thoughts.

Then there was a sudden shift in her thoughts and he could peer into her memories.

She knew Yellow Eyes. Knew exactly who he was. Had met him several times. Was even rather attracted to him.

As quickly as it all became something he could sense and pick through, it slammed shut once more. Everything was closed off to him.

Right. Definitely something to hide there. And information that I’m going to need. Which means we need to follow her around a lot more.

“How are you with GPS indicators?” Gus asked. He was glad he’d brought a number of gadgets and toys with him. “And how hard was it for you to follow her cell?”

From his years on the force, he’d learned that you couldn’t have enough tools in your trunk. No matter where you ended up, you could always need one of them.

“Not very, but I can’t stay in it too long. Overheats the phone pretty quickly or the battery explodes. As to an indicator… I mean, they work. Not a big electronic piece so there’s not a whole lot of interaction,” Serafina asked a bit dubiously. “Why?”

“Cause you and I are going to go break a few laws,” Gus murmured, taking a sip of his coffee. “And that means we’ll be running around most of today and tomorrow. Maybe even the day after. Hope you like not taking showers and sitting motionless for a while.”

The hard part wasn’t going to be getting the tracker onto her car. That always went pretty well.

Most people just didn’t pay enough attention and likely wouldn’t notice when it happened. They were always tied up in their own business and affairs.

No, it’s never the setup. It’s always following them and trying to figure out if wherever they’re going makes sense.

Or even matters.

But since I just poked at Yellow Eyes, it’s very likely she’ll want to meet up with him. Most people don’t trust phones after they’ve been tapped like this.

“I spent two years just doing online gaming and surfing the web. Pretty sure I didn’t shower for two weeks once,” Serafina said wrinkling her nose. “Rather horrifying to think back on it, actually.”

Gus only smirked at that.

Showers in the desert hadn’t even been the stuff of dreams, they were mythic fables.


Chapter 8 - Growth

 

“This one,” Serafina said, motioning to a sedan.

“Alright. Just keep an eye out for me,” Gus said and then pulled out the powerfully-magnetic black transponder from his coat pocket.

Moving up between the sedan and another vehicle, Gus got down on his hands and knees.

Sighing, he shifted onto his back.

I feel older. Mentally and in spirit.

But I’m not older, am I?

Sliding underneath the sedan, Gus looked around for a few seconds before he found an ideal place to pop on the transponder.

It clunked into place rather loudly as the magnet came in contact with the vehicle.

“What was that?” Serafina asked.

“The magnet,” Gus said simply and began to shimmy himself out from under the car.

Except as he did so, he saw a second transponder there.

One placed by someone else at some point in the past.

“Oh?” he asked curiously.

Getting his hand on it, he ripped it free from the car and stood up.

“Oh, what?” queried Serafina, her voice sounding annoyed.

“Found something. Need you to do your magical hoo-doo on it,” Gus said, walking over to her.

He popped open the magnetic case and found the transponder inside. Flipping it end over end he found the battery port and popped it open.

She needs to be able to access the power, right? So… this’ll do.

Holding it out to Serafina as he came up next to her, he glanced around.

No one was around. The parking garage was quiet except for the low sounds of cars outside.

“Someone else’s,” Gus murmured. “Give it a lick and tell me what you think?”

Serafina looked at him, then down to his hands.

She stuck her finger into the transponder and stood still.

“Got it,” she said and then shook her head, pulling her hand back. “I think it’s Fed. Can’t be sure until I can get to a computer.”

“Great,” Gus said and then closed the case back up.

“Battery is halfway discharged. I’d say it’s been there for a while,” Serafina added.

Nodding his head, Gus didn’t doubt that. If the reporter had been in contact with Yellow Eyes, there was the distinct possibility that the Fed had been tracking her.

He knew he’d have done the same thing if he was working the case.

Getting back between the two sedans, Gus stuffed the transponder into the undercarriage of the car next to the target’s.

Enjoy the wild goose chase as they suddenly start going to places they’ve never been before.

Sorry… not sorry.

Smirking to himself, Gus got it attached and then got back out again.

“Alright, how long do you think she’ll be in there?” Gus asked.

“An hour total,” Serafina murmured. “At least, that’s how long the class is listed for.”

Pulling her phone out of her pocket, Serafina tapped the button and looked at the screen.

“That means we have another twenty minutes,” she said, looking back to Gus.

“Great. Let’s go get snacks and things. Especially drinks. I’ll need a Gatorade bottle or two for myself,” Gus said. “Wide enough opening, but also a wide body, so it doesn’t splash back.”

“Splash back?” Serafina asked, her brows drawing together.

“Yeah, when you pee in it,” Gus said with a laugh, putting his hand on her back. “Not like you can just step out to go to the bathroom if we’re hiding. Come on, let’s go.”

“Ha, no. We’re buying a funnel and something that can cut it. I’m not peeing into a jar or a bottle. It goes everywhere. Aiming isn’t something I can do.”

A funnel? Huh.

That works.

“Somewhat,” Indali murmured. “I found that if you did it just right, and pulled, you could aim if you had to. One didn’t want to let their pants down completely in prison.”

Ah. That’s a good point.

 

***

 

Groaning, Gus opened his eyes. The shaking stopped as soon as he did so.

“She’s leaving,” Serafina reported.

“Oh? Oh. Great. Good,” Gus said, trying to snap his mind into action. Checking out his surroundings, he found that nothing had changed during the evening. Everything looked the same.

It was also still nighttime.

“You didn’t miss anything. Though, Serafina did have an interesting talk with both Chloe and Janelle. Then she also took a number of photos of you,” Indali said with a laugh. “I found it endearing. I asked her to send me some of them.”

Of course, you did.

“Anything on her phone?” Gus asked, pulling the lever on the seat and sliding it into the full upright position.

Being able to sleep in any position, at any time, was one skill he couldn’t imagine living without anymore.

Turning his head, he looked at his partner in this endeavor.

Her eyes were wide and unseeing. They were also glowing faintly as she stared down at the phone in her lap.

“No. She’s being very careful,” Serafina answered. “Hasn’t texted or called anyone since you made contact. Given her history, that’s abnormal. She’s a chatterbox normally.

“But she just started moving around suddenly, then exited her apartment. She’s in the elevator heading down now.”

“You’re a helluva partner, Sera,” said Gus and then tapped the headlight controls on the car to make sure they were in the off position.

Grabbing the key, he cranked the engine over and started it. If they were already up and running, it’d be easier for them in the long run.

“No idea on where? Nothing on her computer or… laptop or whatever else she might have?” Gus asked.

“Not a thing. She hasn’t used anything or any of her devices. She’s in full electronic lockdown,” Serafina answered.

Frowning, Gus considered that. It made him feel rather odd about the idea of following her.

Turning the car back off, he instead decided they’d trail, rather than tail.

“What are you doing?” asked Serafina, her eyes finally moving away from her phone to him.

“If she’s that spooked, she’s likely going to have increased situational awareness. She’ll be looking for someone following her,” Gus explained. “Which means we need to actually let her go about her business. We can follow further back with our GPS signal. The delay is so low that we can be a street or two behind and be fine.

“And at night, there are a lot fewer cars on the road. Far more likely to spot us if we keep making the same turns as she does.”

“Mmm. I’m not very good at this,” Serafina muttered. “We should go get Chloe. I can do tech support from afar.”

Actually. That’s… yeah.

I know Janelle set this up, but at this point… I’ve got the active lead and she’s just waiting on meetings.

And it’s not like Chloe can’t get the App to watch Jenny’s car.

“Accurate. There’s no reason not to swap. Not to mention, Chloe is being a little mopey from what I can tell,” Indali added.

Ah. Then, yeah. A good idea.

“Call Janelle, we’ll do a swap of personnel. You for Chloe, and you can keep us updated on any changes,” Gus said and started the car again.

Thirty minutes later—after an exchange of people and a quick bathroom break— Gus and Chloe were driving off to catch up to Jenny.

Chloe, however, was dressed like she was heading off to the club. Wearing a nearly see-through jacket, a top that looked like some sort of dominatrix bikini, miniskirt, knee-high boots, and stockings the likes of which he’d never seen before.

“What?” she asked, having caught Gus looking over at her.

“You look interesting,” said Gus, realizing he couldn’t just not answer her.

“Oh? Thank you. I was heading out to a Vampire Coven club to see if they had any information,” Chloe said.

“Ah. If you had a lead to go off, I should have kept Sera with me,” Gus said, as he passed through an intersection.

“I didn’t actually have anything. That was the point of going. I figured if I got lucky, someone would get chatty with me,” Chloe said and shifted in her seat. “Men like to try and buy me drinks. If I think they might have information, I let them. Then I ask them questions.

“I can be pretty damn simple, really.”

Gus wasn’t really sure how he felt about Chloe putting herself out there like that. The last time they’d tried something along those lines, he’d had to rescue her.

“Don’t be jealous. You’re the only man I feed from, and as your future Green, the only man I’ll be sleeping with. And before your brain wanders off, I’ll be clear, you’re also the only man I’ve slept with since I got out of prison. For a while before I went to prison, as well. A long while,” Chloe said with a chuckle. “Though I’m flattered to see you annoyed at other men buying me drinks. A girl does love to feel wanted.”

Frowning, Gus kept his eyes on the road and searched his feelings.

He found that she was partially correct.

The idea of other men coming on to her had indeed bothered him. Much as he’d felt at the idea of other men going after Trish. To the point that he’d temporarily marked the Dryad, like some sort of alpha in a pack would.

“I wouldn’t worry about it. No man with an ounce of pride would act any differently,” Indali mused.

I… thanks.

“Same road,” Chloe muttered. “She hasn’t turned at all. Just keep going.”

Nodding his head, Gus did as he was told.

“Really, don’t be jealous,” Chloe said, reaching over with her left hand and rubbing his knee. “I’m a one-man kind of girl.”

Unable to help himself, the ugly little ember in his heart cooled at her touch. Her statement smothered out anything that lingered.

“Thanks,” said Gus, finally managing to get past his little emotional blockade.

“Ahh, I think she reached whatever destination she was going to,” Chloe said. “The little dot isn’t moving now.”

Glancing down at his phone in her hand, he did indeed see that the dot was no longer moving.

“And where did she go at this time of night?” he murmured.

“No idea, but it’s still in city limits,” Chloe said.

Keeping the car rolling, they moved along the streets. Getting closer to both the transponder and the reporter.

Eventually, they drove past the location where the dot had stopped.

It was a shopping center which was, by and large, almost entirely closed. The only thing still open was a grocery store.

“Loop us back around. I’ll get out and do a slow stroll like I’m just getting off work from a party or a club. No idea what’s nearby, but there’s always something,” Chloe said, her head turning as they drove past the parking lot. “You wouldn’t believe how often I could get close to someone who wouldn’t work for the Coven posing like this.”

“No, I can believe it. I worked a number of murders that went just like that,” Gus said, pulling the car into the left lane and setting up for a U-turn.

“Awww, that would’ve been cute if we could have met while I was an enforcer,” Chloe said with a soft laugh. “Send me away to prison and we have a connection, only to get me released and freed. Then end up sharing a bed with me.”

Snorting, Gus pulled the car around in a U-turn and drove up to the alley entryway that ran along the back of the shopping center.

“Alright, give me a kiss before I open the door,” Chloe said, unbuckling the seatbelt.

“What, for cover?” Gus asked with a laugh.

“No, because I want you to kiss me,” Chloe said with a snicker. “Just go wait at the exit to the parking lot. I’ll head that way.”

Rolling his eyes, he leaned over and kissed Chloe, who kissed him much more firmly in return.

Pulling away a second or two later, Chloe opened the door, stepped out, adjusted her clothes, and strutted away from his car.

Unable to help himself, Gus watched her hips for several seconds.

Alright… enough… being a very cliché man.

Need to go.

He got the impression that Indali had noticed his interest in Chloe’s walk. He hoped that wasn’t the case.

It was starting to feel like Indali was creating some type of “How to Handle Gus” playbook.

Going with what Chloe had suggested, Gus drove into the alleyway and slowly made his way back to the road.

Two U-turns later, he re-entered the parking lot from the far entrance. Pulling into a spot, he killed the headlights and put it in park.

Making sure his foot was off the brake, he turned to look for Chloe.

She was walking along the shop fronts, looking like a woman on her way home who wanted nothing to do with anyone. The hip-rolling walk was gone, and she appeared more like a woman on a mission.

Ha.

She did that strut just to get me to look at her.

Which worked, he had to admit.

Chloe paused for a second, and looked into a small bag she was carrying which he hadn’t even noticed. After a brief pause, she grew still and then looked into her purse. Afterwards, she closed it back up and started walking again, while casually looking at the storefront she was passing.

Ah, that must be it. And that must be Jenny’s sedan.

Can’t tell from here.

“I think it is.”

Squinting, Gus tried to focus on the storefront. He needed to know what it was so he could come back to it later.

There was just enough light to make out the name.

Worst Comic Store Ever.

Gus shrugged his shoulders and waited for Chloe. They at least had one destination on Jenny now.

 

***

 

“Ugh, it itches,” Chloe said, scratching at her knee. “I mean, at least I’m not catching fire, but after wearing this all night, it definitely itches.”

“I offered several times to let you go change clothes. You said no every time,” Gus said, looking at the Vampire.

“I mean… yeah… you did. But you keep looking at me. And I like it,” admitted Chloe even as she scratched at her skin. “What’s a felon gotta do to get her man to look at her, huh?”

“I mean…” Gus felt his words trail off.

He wasn’t pushing women away anymore. He’d actively started sleeping with anyone Melody was adding to their contractor marriage.

But he was more like a man at a table only eating what was presented to him.

“I think you look amazing,” Gus said, catching Chloe’s eyes with his own. “And you’re right. I am looking. A lot. But even in regular clothes, you’d still catch my attention. I did check you out even in your prison jumper, remember?”

Chloe watched him for several seconds before she smiled at him. Then reached up and patted his cheek.

“Yes, and I gave you a lovely mental fantasy of what I wanted to do to you. And the other night was exactly what I promised, wasn’t it?” Chloe purred at him.

Clearing his throat, Gus was about to change the subject when he realized he didn’t have to.

“Yeah, it was. Can’t deny it. Was damn good, Chloe,” Gus said with a chuckle. “Definitely something you’ll need to repeat with regularity. Especially when you looked up as I finished.”

Slowly, Chloe turned deep, dark red. From her chin to her hairline. Obviously, she hadn’t expected him to reply directly.

Letting out a shaky breath through her nose, Chloe cleared her throat.

“Well, good that you know it,” she said finally. “And want more. Lady has to… has to keep her man on a hook, right?”

“Consider me hooked,” Gus said, still holding her eyes with his own.

Clearing her throat again, Chloe slowly looked down at the phone in her lap.
They were waiting for Jenny to leave the comic bookstore so they could go in and have a chat with whoever was there. Or at least, read the mind of whoever was inside.

Lifting her head back up suddenly, Chloe stared right at him.

“Fine, Mr. Hooked. I want it. Tonight. You’re going to give it to me. I have needs, too,” demanded Chloe.

“Alright. You wanna feed before, after, or both?”

“I… ah… both. And during. A little,” Chloe murmured, her newfound bravery starting to bleed off a bit. “I was thinking… maybe I could go to a Para-dentist and have some implants put in. What… do you think?”

“That’d be up to you. I haven’t noticed you having any problems without them so far, but that’s— Ah, she’s leaving,” Gus said, his eyes being drawn over to the front of the comic shop. Jenny left by herself, got in her car, and drove away quickly.

“It’s nine am. Store hours says it opens at nine. So… you could probably go in there,” Chloe said, looking down to the phone. “I’ll stay here and watch where she goes. Keep an eye on it.”

“Sure,” Gus said with a smirk. Chloe needed some time to herself to process her thoughts it seemed. “Implants or not, you’re still Chloe. Just do what you feel is good for you.”

Leaning forward, Gus caught her chin with a fingertip and then kissed her. Lingering for several seconds, he slowly pulled away and then opened his door.

“Not fair, Gustavus Hellström,” Chloe said from inside the car. “You’re supposed to be closed off and buttoned up. Not charming.”

“We all grow up at some point. I’m just finally starting to move,” Gus said, leaning his head down to peer at Chloe.

“Grow less,” complained Chloe with a frown.

“You like it when I’m fully grown. You said so yourself,” teased Gus, grinning at her.

To which Chloe immediately turned deep, dark red again.

“Close the door already, jerk,” grumbled the blushing Vampire.

Closing the door, he adjusted his holster, pulled down on his coat, then headed for the shop front.

He wanted to get a good idea of what he was dealing with here. And anyone the reporter scrambled off to see during non-work hours was someone he wanted to see.

Especially after having confronted her directly about Yellow Eyes.

Maybe she’ll have led me straight to him. That’d be rather nice, wouldn’t it?

People just can’t help themselves with stuff like this.

They have to know. Have to talk. Have to warn others.

It’s what makes secrets so hard.

“Unless you kill the others holding it,” Indali countered.

True. That’s definitely one way to keep it secret.

Walking up to the door, he noted that the sign said they were closed. That they still weren’t open despite it being opening hours.

Putting his hand on the bar, Gus gave it a pull. With an odd pop, the door opened.

Frowning, Gus looked at the locking mechanism. To his eyes, it looked like the lock itself was actually fully extended, it just hadn’t engaged itself in the slot.

Raising an eyebrow, Gus ran his fingertip over it and pushed on it.

Sure enough, it didn’t move at all. Jenny hadn’t closed the door correctly when she left. Or whoever had followed her to the door hadn’t checked to make sure it was closed all the way and had turned the lock on nothing.

At this point… what’s breaking and entering anymore?

I killed a presidential candidate.

“Fair point. A minor crime like this wouldn’t add much at all in the way of time,” said Indali. “Though, I’d very much like you to not be arrested. I’d be locked into an evidence box for a very long time, I think.”

Heh. Yeah, you would.

Looking around, he found there were no cameras on him, and no one was looking his way.

Pulling open the door quietly, he stepped inside the store and cloaked himself. Drowning himself in his personal magic that would disguise him. Hide him away from prying eyes and let him move about unseen.

Pulling the door shut behind himself, he set it to be exactly as it had been when he’d walked up. Resting on the latch, looking closed, but not actually being so.

That and he didn’t want to make any noise trying to lock the door properly.

The last thing he needed or wanted was to alert whoever was in here that someone had entered the shop.

He’d never been inside a comic bookstore, but it was exactly what he’d expect from one.

An endless amount of comic books on shelves, merchandise for those comic books, and a cash register.

Near the back was a separate area that was lower than the front.

There were voices coming from back there, as well.

Well, let’s go have a chat.


Chapter 9 – Last and Only

 

Moving toward the edge of the shelves, Gus found a series of tables laid out.

People can… read down here? I guess?

There was a group of people at one table. There were seven people, and they looked to be in the middle of some type of game that was laid out in front of them.

Gus had no personal experience with things like this and really didn’t know what it was. Except that it clearly had one person leading and six people following along.

There were five men and two women. All appeared to be in the early to late middle-age bracket.

“—atop the cliff. This is gonna be a weird one, so how about you all just announce what you want to do first,” said the person at the head of the table. He had a shaved head, green eyes, and a short brown goatee.

Gus pushed a thread of his power into the man’s mind and started to look at the rest of the people.

“The shit, Trav?” said the man on his immediate left. Much like the first, he also had a goatee and had a shaved head. His blue eyes were set behind a rather large pair of glasses. “You’re just setting us up to get thrown off the cliff. That or fucking Andie is going to knock me off somehow.”

“Awww, I’d never do that,” said a woman on the other side of the table. She had long brown hair, blue eyes, and looked like she was the troublemaker in the group. “I run up behind Will and ready myself.”

“See? Going to get me killed. God damnit,” grumbled Will.

“Oh. Oh. Uhm. I’m… I’m going to…” murmured the other woman at the table. She had chin-length blond hair that was a mess of curls. Squinting, she was looking at the table and the papers strewn across it. Her blue-gray eyes looked frustrated and concerned. “Uhm. I’m going to move to the edge and put up a barrier. Don’t forget to get your potions ready.”

“See? Mom’ll help,” Andie proclaimed. “No need to fear.”

“Get my ass killed,” complained Will.

“I’m going to move behind Sarinia’s barrier,” said the man on Sarinia’s right side. He had thinning brown hair, a goatee and mustache that was going gray, and hazel eyes. He turned his head, looked towards the man at the head of the table, and adjusted his glasses. “I’m going to put my pet on the other side near Will, though.”

“Thanks, honey,” Sarinia said to what was likely her husband. Or so Gus would guess from how they held their bodies close to one another.

“Doing the same,” said yet another man with a clean scalp and hazel eyes.

“The same as what?” asked the last man. He had a full beard, blue eyes, and dark brown hair that was thinning as well. “You didn’t really say what you were doing, Bill. I’m going to go line up with Will.”

“The same as Mike and Sarinia,” elaborated Bill. “Why, David?”

“Run out of mouth words?” Andie asked with a laugh.

“I’m talking,” Bill argued. “Nothing to say. Bad guys, gonna hit ’em with fire.”

“Alright now—”

Gus tuned it all out.

He didn’t really need to know whatever it was they were doing.

Just why Jenny was here with them.

Moving from person to person, he continued to lay small strands of power in their minds. Drifting closer as he did so, he noticed there was an extra chair off to one side. As if someone had been sitting there and talking with the group.

But not playing with them.

“—on Andie,” said Trav.

“See? Going to get me killed. Andie, I swear to fuck,” complained Will.

Slowly, Gus began to pick over each mind, one by one.

Everyone here knew of Yellow Eyes.

They were part of the “Watchers” group that’d once been quite active.

Tabulating data, putting together timelines, a Wiki, and being moderators on the forum that’d sprung up around it.

Most of them knew the same amount of information. They’d all watched the same videos and read the same stories. Speculated on the same things and talked about the same theories.

“Hahaha, I’m soooooory,” Andie wailed while laughing. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I didn’t think they’d chase me all the way up here.”

“You shot him with an arrow,” Bill said simply.

“Well, it was just one arrow,” Andie said in an offhand way.

“Pretty sure it only takes one arrow,” Michael added.

“Yeah, it’s a lot like getting pregnant,” Will grumbled. “Only takes one shot.”

“Come on, let’s make this work,” Sarinia said.

The entirety of the Watchers group was ripped offline, however, once the Fed had gotten involved.

They’d pulled down the server, questioned Bill heavily as he was the owner of the server, and told all of them to not discuss the case with anyone.

It was an agent with the first name of Althea. No one could seem to remember her last name.

Jenny had already been digging around through the site long before that, though. The Fed had made copies of all the stories, videos, and testimonies, and an interview had been conducted with each and every person at the table.

Alright. Jenny came here to make sure they didn’t have any data or leftover information on Yellow Eyes.

Why… we don’t really know. But we can guess.

She’s protecting Yellow Eyes. Trying to keep me from finding him.

With that in mind, it sounds like I need to go hit the Fed station and see what I can dig up.

Just an endless chase for information, it seems.

Nowhere nearer my target, but at least it’s another lead.

If I can get my hands on that server, I can hand it over to Sera and let her tear it down. Dig through it and see what she can find.

Turning on his heel, Gus headed right back toward the front door.

“See? We’re okay!” Andie cheered.

“David is dying,” Bill said.

“Mom’s got him. Don’t you, Mom?” Andie asked.

“I think Will is dying, too,” said Mike.

“No, he’s not. Bandages! I’m sure I’ve got some,” Andie said.

“You used them last time when you set the inn on fire this morning,” Trav reminded her.

“I did? Shit. Uhm…” Andie murmured.

The voices trailed off as Gus exited the comic shop.

He had a mission to do.

Reaching the car, he opened the door and got in.

“Uhm, Gus?” Chloe asked.

“Yeah?” he replied, pulling his seatbelt down and across him.

“Can’t see you,” said the Vampire.

“Oh, sorry,” Gus said, dismissing his magic. “There. Going to need to go hit the local Fed. They have what we need. I’ll drop you off at home.”

“Okay. I can get in touch with Janelle and see if we can get to those meetings still,” Chloe murmured. “The Fed, huh?”

“Yeah, they have a server with data I want. Then Sera can tear it apart for me.”

 

***

 

“Thank you for taking me with you this time,” Indali said from inside his head.

I mean, you’re my partner, right?

“You’re my Bearer,” Indali corrected.

Fine.

“And you’re taking the one you bear to the firing range. Soon. Then giving her a firm hard cleaning. Right?” Indali prompted. “Making sure to get deep in her cylinder? All the way to the back of it?”

I sure am. Going to stuff her cylinder, fill her barrel, and polish up her frame.

Then a complete tear-down. Every part pulled from another.

After I’ve scoured her inside and out, I’m going to throw her projection into the bed and ravage her, while her parts are all splayed out on my nightstand next to her.

Right where she belongs.

And while she’s broken down into all her base parts, I’m going to see if I can’t make her projection scream as I go for her insides.

Indali fell silent.

Deeply silent.

To the point that he wondered if her brain was functioning at all.

Taking the peace and quiet as a gift, Gus flexed his hands and then gave himself a shake. Crouching down low, he peered up at the building exterior.

The local Fed building was currently being run out of what was once an office building. The exterior was thankfully built in a dreadful over-artistic design.

One that presented him with a number of handholds and places to put his feet.

Since embracing what he was, he’d found climbing was actually enjoyable in a way.

Doubly so when I can enter somewhere without being seen.

Leaping upward, Gus grabbed hold of a jutting window frame.

Digging his fingers in, he started to pull himself up. Getting the toes of his shoes wedged in, he coiled up again, and then leaped upward once more.

Getting some momentum going now, Gus kept moving. Grabbing and jumping higher and higher.

Reaching the top of the building, he swung himself up onto the roof.

Standing up, he grabbed his coat and pulled down on it once.

“Hmph,” Gus said with a smirk. “Pretending to only be Human was really limiting me.”

“I would agree. You’re very formidable,” said Indali. Her voice was now calm and serene.

However, he could feel her emotions still bubbling beneath that.

She had survived what was likely one of the worst prisons in the world, while maintaining her composure and sanity.

Her self-control was as precise as a scalpel tip.

Keeping his magic wrapped around himself, Gus remained invisible. Moving over to the nearby roof access door, he tried the handle.

It was locked.

Considering using his picks for a few seconds, he finally decided against it.

Gripping the handle tightly, Gus simply twisted it as hard as he could.

There was a creaking noise followed by a clang. Then the handle turned and the door opened.

He didn’t know what he’d broken inside the lock, but he imagined it was in bits and pieces.

Stepping into the stairwell, Gus closed the door and looked at his gloved hand.

There was a slight tear in the fabric from the force he’d put on the doorknob, but it was still covering his fingers.

Or more importantly, his fingertips.

Gus took his time heading down the stairs. Taking each step slowly and quietly.

He had no idea where evidence would go. Or if the server was even here.

But Althea was likely here. And all he needed was to get into her head. From there, he could learn what she knew and get the server.

Between Althea’s case knowledge, the server, and what they’d already gleaned from Serafina’s searches, they’d have everything out there.

Then it’s just a matter of trying to figure out what we’re missing.

And that’s something best left to Melody.

“Yes. She’s very good at identifying patterns and figuring out puzzles,” Indali agreed.

Getting off at the first landing, Gus walked over to the door and pulled it open.

Looking inside, he found it was an empty office floor. There was nothing here at all.

Hm. They took the building, but couldn’t fill it. Too many… dead Feds. Not enough PID to cover it.

Going back into the stairwell, Gus went down another floor.

This one was actually staffed with people. Offices and desks throughout had people working at them.

Glancing into the nearest person’s mind, Gus started poking around to try and find out where Althea would be in the building.

It only took him checking three people to find that as one of the people most recently recruited to the Fed, she’d be on the ground floor.

Working a desk near the front of the building.

Sighing mentally at the waste of time, Gus regretted not simply going in the front door now.

“It’s not as if you knew. And entering the way you did was better for stealth,” soothed Indali.

With a nod, Gus walked down the stairs until he reached the ground floor. Exiting at this door, he entered a large, open layout.

The sound of chatter—people on phones and talking to other people—was somewhat loud. Mixed with all of that was the click and clack of keyboards and mice.

Busy day today. I wonder what’s going on.

I should send Mark a text. Check in on him.

“He’s fine, Bearer,” assured Indali. “Melody had lunch with Fin today. They’re just working things as they come. Mostly trying to stay out of trouble. Sounds like the Fed is undergoing some sort of overhaul.”

Mm. Thank you.

Slowly, Gus began to sweep mind to mind as he slid through the room. Checking to find Althea or anyone who would know which desk was hers exactly.

After a few minutes, he finally found her.

Though it was almost entirely by accident.

Passing right in front of him with a cup of coffee, she practically stepped on him in her haste.

He didn’t get a good look at her, but he’d label her as an islander with dark hair pulled back off her face.

Crouching down low next to the desk of someone else, he stared at the back of Althea’s head as she sat down at her own desk.

Carefully, he dropped a much thicker strand of power into her head than he normally used.

He was going to have to dig around for a bit in her thoughts. In her memories themselves.

The information she had inside her head was invaluable to him. Since it was clear after having gone through the minds of those he’d found at the comic shop that she’d been working the Yellow Eyes case.

Althea’s mind slowed down as he pushed deeper. Her thoughts becoming sluggish as he exerted more and more force.

Building himself a small fortified spot at the center of her mind, he began to comb through her long-term memory. Specifically, anything and everything to do with Yellow Eyes.

Practically going blank, Althea sat there, nearly motionless.

Gus was nervous about doing something like this.

Deep diving into a mind wasn’t something he did anymore. Certainly not with enough regularity to be any good at it.

The fact that she was physically responding to his digging only exacerbated his fears. He wasn’t doing her any good by forcing his way through her mind.

Slowly, he built up a story of what’d happened. Taking memories and slowly assembling into one cohesive picture.

It was rather simple when he got to the bottom of it.

She’d been hired into the PID from the regular police department. One of her first cases was Yellow Eyes.

After getting some traction with that case—and finding several promising leads as well as the Watchers’ server—she’d been promoted to the Fed.

Where she’d been handed the Yellow Eyes case and asked to work on it as well as her normal workload.

From there, the case had mostly gone cold in the last several weeks. Yellow Eyes as an individual had gone dark and hadn’t acted in a while.

There was more in her mind around the personal information on Yellow Eyes, suspicions of who it might be, but Gus couldn’t access them.

Buried deeply, and with what he felt was an actual psychic defense, her belief about Yellow Eyes’ identity was unavailable to Gus.

Everything else he’d pulled up from her was more of the same, either information he already knew or just more details on things he’d already figured out.

There wasn’t that much new information there which could help him out, other than what was clearly being guarded.

Or more specifically, her suspect list. Which he was starting to think actually had Yellow Eyes in it and the Fed had worked out some sort of deal with them.

And that means someone’s been here before. Or someone taught her how to hide her darkest secrets.

But… that means she might have figured it out based on the server.

So I just need to get that and get it over to Sera.

“That would be my personal choice as far as the course of action,” Indali stated. “Now get out of her head and let’s go. The server is here in the basement. Evidence lockup. Box six hundred and forty-two, HG.”

Pulling carefully out of Althea’s thoughts, Gus retracted himself completely. Removing every thread and scrap of power.

If she had an active defense or had been taught, that meant there was a Psyker—or someone as powerful—nearby. Leaving a bit of his own power behind in someone like this after having gone so deep, was just asking for someone to come looking.

Pivoting from where he was, Gus headed back toward the elevator and the stairwell. The roof access stairwell didn’t go into the basement for some reason.

He assumed it perhaps had something to do with a docking bay, but he had no way of actually knowing.

Taking the stairs, he made his way down quickly and entered the basement.

It was dark, unfinished, littered with bits of furniture, and was clearly being used as storage.

Not a great place for electronics. I can’t imagine this ‘server’ being much more than a computer. Or what we saw at the stadium.

Right?

“I’m unsure, but I would assume the same as you in this case,” Indali murmured. “Then again, they might not want the server to survive. This might be a good place for it to be left out to fail. So to speak.”

Gus wanted to argue that point, but he’d seen a number of times where things had been set aside deliberately to fade away.

One way or another.

Frowning, Gus moved deeper into the basement.

A significant portion of it was behind a chain-link fence that’d been put up. Boxes upon boxes were set on shelves or stacked up throughout the area.

It was certainly one of the least professional evidence lockers he’d seen, but at least it was semi-secured.

Gus found the entrance to the area.

Guarded by a single solitary man who was reading a magazine, the security was little better than a stage play.

Shaking his head, Gus walked right past the guard, unlatched the gate, and moved inside. Letting the gate swing open all on its own, and hang there, Gus didn’t bother to stick around.

The man was so wrapped up in his reading, Gus could have walked in without his magic on and he bet he’d still have a good chance of getting through.

Nothing… is organized at all.

Looking from box to box, Gus realized at that moment that things were not in an ascending or descending order. In fact, everything just seemed to be shoved anywhere without any logical placement.

“I suppose we search box to box then,” Indali said and then sighed. “It could be worse.”

Yes. Yes, it could.

We could have the same situation without any information at all.

At least we know there’s a server somewhere in here, I have most of the information we needed from Althea’s head, and we still have Jenny to follow.

Settling into the ugly and boring task, Gus began to go from box to box. Checking each and every one for what he was looking for.

An hour and a half of searching finally gave him the result he was looking for.

One box that did indeed look like it held the server they wanted. Along with a number of hard drives, flash sticks, and other electronic data storage.

Sera’s not going to be happy with all this coming back, is she?

“I think she’ll be very happy, actually. You see it as work for her to do, but I imagine she sees it the same way I do shooting endlessly at the range.

“It’s what we were made for. Constructed for,” Indali said simply. “I was made to shoot and kill people. I get the most enjoyment out of being used thusly. Good or ill, that is my function. I’m glad that you’re my Bonded, and you use me in such a way that we’re working for good. But that’s my purpose—to kill people. I’m a weapon. 

“Serafina is much the same way. A creature of intellect. One that is from, formed, and for, this era. One that likes nothing more than sinking herself into the internet and surfing along it as one might go for a drive. She is the least at home in her body.”

Listening, Gus couldn’t help but completely agree with her statement.

Indali and Serafina had very similar outlooks in the end, he imagined. They both were, and weren’t, physical people.

Well. Let’s hope she likes what I’m bringing home for her.

Because after this… I don’t know what to do. This is our last lead.


Chapter 10 – The Winged Horn

 

Indali had been right.

Serafina took it as a challenge, a job, and a joy. Jumping straight into everything Gus had brought her. Cords came and went, things were plugged in, and unplugged.

Disc drives were installed and uninstalled.

At some point, Gus realized there was no purpose in him sitting there and watching her. Her investment in her work was so great that within five minutes of starting, she no longer responded to anything he said or asked.

Chloe and Janelle were out interviewing more people, which left Gus alone with Indali.

She had been very quiet ever since he’d told her exactly what he planned to do to her when he could make the time for it.

She wasn’t exactly great company at the moment.

Which left Gus alone with his thoughts and nothing to do.

When his cell phone’s alarm started going off the next morning, it felt like he’d only been asleep for a few minutes.

Glancing down, he saw that he was covered up with his blanket, and wore only his boxers and an undershirt.

Groaning, he reached over and grabbed his cell phone.

Thumbing off the alarm, he slumped back into his bed.

“I dislike your alarm,” Janelle mumbled and snuggled in closer to his side, pressing her face into his bare shoulder. “The pitch of it makes my ears ring.”

“Sorry, Blue,” grunted Gus.

Lifting his hands, he rubbed his palms over his closed eyes and tried to get his mind into gear.

“Thank you,” Gus said after he finally processed that Janelle had made him comfortable at some point in the night. The last memory he had was closing his eyes and resting against the headboard.

“Didn’t do it. Sera got you in bed,” Janelle said and patted his chest. “Get breakfast?”

“Yeah, breakfast,” Gus said, blinking several times.

The Royal Elf started to snore softly, dropping back off into sleep.

Getting out of bed, Gus got dressed quickly after a brisk shower, then popped over into the second room.

Chloe was unsurprisingly asleep. The curtains were pulled tight and the room was cloaked in darkness.

Serafina was at the desk in the corner of the room, busily clicking through screen after screen. Her eyes were wide behind her glasses, glowing hotly.

Realizing she was still working, Gus turned right back around and left the room.

Standing in the hall, he contemplated what to do.

Before he could even get much further than asking himself what to do, his phone rang.

Frowning, he fished it out of his pocket and looked at it.

It was a number he didn’t know.

Tapping the accept button, he pulled it up to his ear.

“Hello?” he asked.

“Hello, Gus,” said Serafina. “I saw you checked in on me. I figured I’d call you and tell you what I have so far.”

“Uh, I can just go back in the room,” Gus said, turning around.

“Don’t bother. I’m not in that prison. I’m in your phone right now. I can multi-task much more efficiently when I’m not… when I’m not in my body,” Serafina said, sounding somewhat confused in her own explanation.

“You’re in my phone…” Gus repeated, wondering what that meant.

“Yes! Exactly. Much easier like this. That and you can take me along with you. If we get you a Bluetooth piece, I can be in your ear,” Serafina said with more than a little enthusiasm.

“I already have one tag-along. I’m not sure I need another,” muttered Gus.

“But I can be very helpful. If I’m with you, I can handle any tech needs or electronics, and not be a bother,” countered Serafina. “So… let’s go get breakfast, and buy an earpiece for me to inhabit. Two of them. With a portable charger. That way I can stay with you at all times.”

“I think it’s a good idea. Having three minds working together is much better than one by itself,” Indali argued. “Besides, she’s such a lovely and quiet young woman. I enjoy her company personally.”

“Tell me what you know and I’ll think about it. I’ll get breakfast in the meanwhile,” offered Gus, heading down the hall toward the elevators.

“Wonderful. Okay. Yellow Eyes and the Watchers’ server,” said Serafina. To Gus, it sounded like she was trying to focus her thoughts. “I’ve gone over everything you brought me. It was a lot. Like… there’s thousands and thousands of threads, videos, posts, and photos.

“There was a legitimate following for this guy. It’s a wonder it didn’t spread further on the net. This is… it’s pretty interesting.”

“I imagine it got curtailed pretty hard at the same time they were getting rid of all the bombing videos and everything else,” Gus suggested, hitting the elevator button to go down. “Just got added to the list of ‘delete this and nuke whoever put it up’.”

“Oh, yes. That makes sense. I suppose it all just rolls into one larger picture,” muttered Serafina.

His phone vibrated for a second.

“You just got another dirty picture from Melody. This one is at least a little less direct than the others she’s sent you,” Serafina said quickly. “I think someone told her about your pictures from Janelle. It seems like she’s trying to send more like that.”

“I may have let it slip that Janelle had sent photos and that you’d been responsive to them,” Indali said even before Serafina finished talking. Admitting it upfront. “One must get leverage where they can. And this was a perfect opportunity to have her owe me a favor or two.”

I mean… yeah, I get it. I’d probably have done the same.

Please guide her on my preferences, would you?

She doesn’t listen to me.

“Oh, she does. She just thinks you’re not telling her the whole truth. To be fair, you’re a little uncooperative sometimes.” Indali said.

I—yeah, I was. Not anymore. Moving forward with all this.

Not being a stick in the mud anymore.

Or at least, not as much.

“Anyway, I’ve been digging around. I’ve also got all of Althea’s notes from the case and everyone else who contributed to it,” continued Serafina. “Most of it is all pretty mundane. What you’d expect from a case file and workup.

“I’m still going through it, but I’ve also sent it over to Melody. She’s really good at pattern recognition. I think she’ll pick up on anything there.”

“Smart,” said Gus. He meant it, too. Giving that kind of thing to Melody suited her skills and interests.

The elevator door opened and Gus was let out into the lobby.

“Though I do have one thing for you to work on tonight. There’s a bar in town. One that the Watchers were apparently using as an impromptu meet-up to discuss things in person and hash out their thoughts,” Serafina explained.

“And you’re betting that they’re still going there, if not more so, now that the website is down,” Gus concluded.

“Exactly.”

“Guess I’m going to a bar tonight. What’s the name?”

“The Winged Horn.”

Huh. Sounds Angelic.

 

***

 

Walking along the sidewalk with his hands in his pockets, Gus wasn’t quite sure what to do with himself.

Not for the first time as of late, he felt like he was doing his old job again. Running leads down, picking through cast-offs, and rummaging around in forgotten secrets that no one wanted explored.

“This is kinda exciting,” Chloe said from his side. “I never thought you and I would get to spend so much time together.”

“I mean… the new gig has us doing a lot of things when the normals wouldn’t be out and about. It stands to reason, doesn’t it?” Gus asked, turning to look at the Vampire.

She was dressed in a simpler fashion than the last time he’d seen her, but it was still flirtatious looking. It was also more than a little racy, given how tight her jeans were and how much of her skin was on show with her loose and flowing blouse.

“I mean… yeah. Okay. It won’t always be like this, though,” Chloe argued, putting her fingertips into the very small pockets.

“Of course, it won’t. And there will be times where I’m not needed at all. Where it might be you and Melody,” Gus responded with a smirk. “That’s the whole idea of the company Mel’s putting together. The only reason it’ll actually work, though, is that almost all of our living costs are in the same pot. Really brings down our overhead. Or that’s how Jan phrased it.”

“Yeah. I get it. It’s kinda how we had to do it back home when I was Human,” Chloe said, nodding her head. “Wasn’t a lot to go around, but you shared what you had so that others would share with you when you didn’t have any.”

“You know, I’m rather curious about that. I’d love to hear stories about your life. I can’t imagine living as long as you have,” Gus confessed. Up ahead, he could see the bar they were heading for.

“It isn’t as fun as you think. There are long periods of time where… where honestly you just live. Big spaces of boring where you go from one thing to another. Just like any mortal would,” Chloe said with a sigh. “It all bleeds together. I’ve talked to older Vampires who felt even more jaded. The longer you live, the more it just… all loses its color. Especially if you’re not enjoying what you do.

“The idea of being in prison for as long as I was supposed to be… I considered killing myself many times. Just to escape it.”

“Glad you didn’t.”

“Me, too!” Chloe said and then laughed. “Me, too… so much.”

Heading up the steps to the bar, Gus pulled the door open for Chloe and then followed her inside.

There were quite a number of people here. Almost every table had people, the bar was nearly full, and quite a few people were simply standing around talking to one another.

The music wasn’t very loud, and the few TVs that were sprinkled throughout had the news on, rather than any type of sports.

Definitely… not what I was expecting.

The most surprising part was that the room was a fifty-fifty split between Paras and normals. It was rather surprising.

There were quite a few different types throughout the room. From Succubi, Necromancers, and even a Zombie, to more mundane things like Mages, Weres, and Vampires.

Quite a few people noticed Chloe—it was hard not to given how pretty she actually was—but then they all noticed Gus.

Shit. I still reek of being a cop, don’t I?

Catching up with Chloe, he stuck his arm around her waist and laid his hand on her hip. It was extremely possessive, but it was also pretty far from what a cop would do.

Chloe looked very pleased with the development, though, and just kept walking. Leading him straight to the bar.

A lovely Valkyrie behind the bar slid over to the open spot where Chloe had just shimmied up. She had short brown hair that fell no lower than her jaw, warm brown eyes, and a tank top which really emphasized that she’d gotten a partial win in the genetic lottery.

She eyed Chloe, then Gus, and gave them both a polite, flirty smile. The same smile bartenders the world over had available at all times.

“What can I get you?” asked the Valkyrie.

“Anything with some red in it for me,” Chloe said, leaning against the bar top with her hip and turning sideways. Then she pulled on Gus, bringing him up to the bartop next to her. “You, babe?”

“No idea. Whatever you recommend,” Gus said, talking to the bartender.

“Sure thing. That’ll be ten even,” said the bartender, turning her back to Chloe and Gus as she started to prep their drinks.

Chloe turned and smiled at him.

“How nice. It wasn’t this easy to order at a bar before I went to prison,” Chloe whispered as Gus pulled out his wallet. He made sure that everyone could see there was no hidden badge there.

Due to every bad TV-drama and movie forcing the idea into people’s heads that detectives had badges on their wallets, he’d found that he could often clear suspicion from unknowing civilians by showing off his very boring wallet.

Dropping the money on the bartop, Gus smiled at Chloe.

“Glad you’re enjoying the change,” Gus said, sliding his arm around Chloe’s waist again.

“Boy am I ever,” she said with a grin, turning back to the bartender.

Gus took this as his chance to start messing around into people’s minds. 

They’d be less likely to be paying attention to him now. Less aware of him now that they felt sure he was just a man with an odd persona, out with his Vampire girlfriend.

Keeping his eyes on Chloe, which wasn’t that hard to do, he began to drop bits of his power into each and every person in the bar.

From the bartender—who had absolutely zero interest in him—to the guy in the corner who was completely fixated on the Were on the other side of the bar.

Slowly, he began to listen to their thoughts.

And just a little deeper.

Pushing ever so slightly on why they were here at this bar in particular. Why this one, when there were so many others around.

He was able to quickly start eliminating people. Those who were here for the bartenders, here because it was close or because they’d just wandered in.

Faster than he expected, he’d narrowed it down to those who were here for the correlation to Yellow Eyes.

Of which, there were quite a few people. More than seventy percent of the bar patrons, in fact.

“—bring us a second round in a minute?” Chloe asked.

“Sure, no worries,” said the bartender, who was apparently named Laurie. Or so Gus picked up from her thoughts.

Of everyone at the bar, her thoughts were interesting to him.

While everyone here wanted to talk about Yellow Eyes, or something about him, or the fact that this bar had been a focal point apparently for several key events, she seemed unique.

Her thoughts mostly consisted of hoping for someone to walk through the door of the bar. Someone she’d taken far too many extra shifts just to see if he’d show up.

An interest that was altogether unhealthy, but was quickly becoming an obsession for her.

It pulled at the very fabric of her existence at times. That who she was, as a Valkyrie, was now wholly defined by this one man and what he represented.

This man was Yellow Eyes. Justice incarnate itself.

To her, he was a shining beacon of everything she yearned for. Everything she wished to surround herself with and everything she would die for.

As a Valkyrie without a pantheon, without the support of a deity, she was always working toward bringing the world up out of the disgusting mess it was in.

But always at risk in doing so.

Without someone to bestow their faith and belief in, Valkyries lacked a great deal of power.

Yellow Eyes—or Warner James as she knew him—was that hope to her.

And she’d not hesitated at all to tell every Valkyrie she knew.

Word was spreading of Yellow Eyes and his quest for justice through her community. Even if none of them could prove Warner was indeed Yellow Eyes, they were all under the assumption he was one and the same.

Quite a number of those Valkyries were all gathering in the nearby areas.

Gus’s hold on everyone’s thoughts was snapped off suddenly.

Cleanly, quickly, and efficiently.

Whoever had done it, had only felt what was going on, but clearly couldn’t figure out where it had originated.

He could feel the magic of whoever had just severed his mind-reading ability searching around wildly to find the mind reader. Moving from person to person and checking them.

Gus decided this was a good time to blend in.

Chloe was in the middle of taking the first sip of her drink.

Leaning in, he pressed his forehead to her jaw, then reached out and picked up his drink with his left hand.

The Vampire was momentarily surprised, but she didn’t react poorly.

In fact, she laughed, slung an arm around his shoulders and pulled him in closer.

“Oh. Well, hello there,” Chloe murmured, lowering her drink. “And that’s actually a lovely little mix they made for me. I’m having quite the night already.”

Lifting his head up, Gus pressed his lips to Chloe’s and kissed her.

Chloe very happily and readily kissed him back. Her arm tightened around his shoulders and she held him close, pinning him against her body.

Feeling the tracking magic settle over them, it hesitated for a moment, then fled away, checking the person directly next to them at the bar.

He couldn’t tell if it was his proximity to Chloe that had confused the tracking magic, but he was glad one way or the other.

That and kissing Chloe was a very fun experience to be sure.

After probably longer than was suitable for a bar, Gus let up and eased back from Chloe.

“Oooh, we need to go out like this more often if this is how you get,” Chloe said with a laugh. Then she leaned against him and bit at his neck gently. “I’m all flustered now.”

Trailing the tracking magic back after it’d searched every single person, Gus found it went to a sour-looking woman. She was standing in the doorway that led to a backroom.

Without even brushing his powers over the woman, he knew beyond a doubt she was an Angelic.

A strong one.

One who had likely been around since the dawn of time he imagined, given her strength.

He couldn’t get a good look at her—given her position and how Chloe was practically vamping him right here and now—but he doubted he wanted to look too closely at her anyway.

She was the type of person that could probably feel someone’s gaze on them.

And getting her attention was definitely not something he wanted to do.

Reaching up, he slid his left hand into Chloe’s hair and held her head against his neck. It was mildly embarrassing having her go at him like this, but it kept him off people’s radar.

“Nn!” Chloe moaned, her free hand snagging in his shirt and holding onto him.

He felt it when she suddenly bit into his neck as if she wanted to feed from him. The empty spots where her fangs would be prevented her from doing much of anything to him.

Several seconds after she tried to drink directly from him, she shuddered and pulled back.

“Okay… I’m getting those damn implants,” she said in a husky whisper. “Damn. Okay. Where’s my drink. Shit.”

Turning back to the bar, she grabbed her drink and started to down it. No longer enjoying it as a drink, but wanting to feel like she was feeding.

Or so he imagined.

Thankfully, the Angelic woman turned and retreated back into the back room.

Laurie, the bartender, came by.  She dropped another drink off for Chloe, and smiled at Gus.

Dutifully, he pulled out his wallet and dropped down two more fifties.

“Just keep an eye on her. She’s thirstier than she thought,” Gus asked. “Stronger in the red is probably better.”

“I get that,” Laurie said wryly, picking up the money and leaving.

Chloe finished downing her drink and set it back on the bar, then immediately picked up the second one.

“Definitely need to do this again,” Chloe said, her voice sounding a bit higher-pitched now.

“Come on. There’s a booth open over there,” Gus said, pulling Chloe toward the open seating.

“Whew, yeah. Sorry. Just… a bit light-headed. I think the alcohol is going straight to my head,” Chloe mumbled, moving with Gus.

Getting Chloe seated, Gus slid in next to her and pulled out his phone quickly.

He was pretty sure Serafina was still connected to it, given how hot it was.

Tapping in a quick message to her and sending it, he waited for a second.

The response from Serafina came immediately.

 

“Warner James is definitely a name that shows up in the reports. I’ll dig into it and get you an address.”

 

Perfect. We finally have a name to actually check into.

Next to him, Chloe picked up her drink and took another long gulp of it.

Now we just have to get through tonight and keep listening in when we can.


Chapter 11 – Cut Free

 

“That’s… Yellow Eyes?” Janelle asked from the seat next to him.

“I mean, that’s Warner James,” Gus murmured. They were watching a man in his thirties slowly walking toward his car.

He was currently leaving the hospital after having likely undergone some testing or treatment.

“And Warner James is Yellow Eyes?” prompted Janelle.

“So it would seem,” said Gus. “I’ll find out when they get a little closer and I can tap into his thoughts, but… he’s got some very normal Human fears.

“Very normal Human fears, especially relating to mortality. About him dying before his daughter gets out of high school.”

“Retribution isn’t Human,” Janelle said.

“Nor is he mortal, or so our information tells us,” Gus added. “Which means… Yellow Eyes—while he is an interesting character and has Angelic aspects—isn’t Retribution.”

“And that leads us back to square one,” said Janelle with a long sigh. “All of my contacts are drained, and everyone I’ve talked to either doesn’t want to talk or doesn’t know anything.”

“Kind of at the same spot myself. Not much to go off of anymore. The few tidbits we had were all tied up in Yellow Eyes and—”

The man they were watching paused when he reached the vehicle he’d arrived in, and promptly threw up. Bending over at the waist and emptying up his guts.

An attractive young woman rushed over to his side and started to care for him right then and there.

At the same time, Gus had pushed a fraction of power into the man’s mind.

He was definitely Yellow Eyes.

Waging a one-man war against injustice, forcing his brand of vindication upon those he deemed unworthy, and hunting down evil, Yellow Eyes was a force upon the world.

Except, he was also apparently very unhealthy as of late. His health had deteriorated rapidly in the last week or two. To the point that his girlfriend, Daria, had forced him to go to a number of medical specialists.

Each visit resulted in more tests and treatments for his symptoms, without any actual progress on determining what was wrong with him. Each and every day was getting worse for Warner. His energy draining away, his stamina fading, and his strength betraying him.

“And Yellow Eyes is definitely not Retribution,” Gus said with a shake of his head. “He’s very much a Human, and very much going through what is likely the end of his life.

“I’m going to bet that whatever he does to become Yellow Eyes is eating away at him. I can’t imagine him being able to continue much longer. He’s choosing the Yellow Eyes persona over his own life.”

“I see,” Janelle murmured and then leaned her head back against the headrest. “We should call and check in with Melody. She said she might have something for us today. That she was running a few things by her nephew-in-law.”

Only nephew-in-law that I know of is Sam.

I mean, I imagine that given his age, he’s definitely someone who could give us some insight into this.

He did help us cross over to other planes previously.

“Great,” Gus said and pulled out his phone.

Before he could even tap in the number, it was already dialing Melody.

“On it,” Serafina said through his earpiece.

Not sure I particularly like this.

“Having two people who preempt your needs is something to be thankful for,” grumbled Indali.

I… you’re right, Orange. I’m complaining over nothing. You’re right.

“Thank you, Sera,” Gus said and then turned to look at Janelle.

She quirked an eyebrow and smiled back at him.

“Where do I requisition a personal assistant?” she asked in an amused tone.

“I don’t honestly know, not sure how I got Sera to begin with,” Gus admitted honestly.

If Serafina heard him, she remained silent.

The line started ringing in his ear.

It picked up almost before the first ring even ended.

“Gus! My love! My Indigo! My husband! I’m so delighted you called me. Did you like that last photo I sent?” Melody practically screamed into the phone.

“I did actually. The nightgown looked lovely on you,” Gus answered. He really had liked the photo. It’d been right up his alley.

“Really? Fantastic! I bought a whole bunch more stuff like that. I can’t wait to show them off to you. Some with a teeny bit more fabric… some with a lot less,” Melody purred. “But, I don’t think that’s why you’re calling me. Is it?”

“No, it isn’t. The last lead we had just dried up. Jan mentioned you might have something for us?” Gus asked.

“You’re in luck because I do indeed. Sam runs a building out of Larimer. I’m going to send you an address. He said he can pop you over to Retribution’s Redoubt. Which at this point might be somewhere to look, despite Sam and a number of others having already gone over it with a fine-toothed comb,” Melody said. “If anyone can find a trail, though, it’s you, my darling Indigo.”

Gus couldn’t argue that fact.

He’d become far more aware of his tracking ability after having hunted down Janelle.

“Got it. Hit me with an address?” Gus asked.

“Sera probably already has it. I imagine she’s listening in. I’ll send it over anyway. Now… let’s talk more about what photos to send you. ‘Kay?” Melody said.

“I… ‘kay,” Gus agreed.

 

***

 

Getting out of the car, Gus looked at the building they’d parked in front of.

It looked like an apartment building if he had to be honest.

The exterior had the look of something thirty years out of date. One of those buildings where anything that would put it into a condemned state was repaired, but nothing else.

“Looks like a safe house,” Janelle commented.

“Was thinking the same,” Gus muttered. “It’s almost so obvious in its disregard for the exterior that it stands out. But… whatever. It’s not as if I haven’t gone into similar places and been surprised by it actually just being a slum.”

“True,” Janelle concurred. “Are we supposed to go in?”

“Melody didn’t say. I figure we go in. Or at least try,” Gus said. “Sam seems like a pretty mellow guy, so I figure he’s probably waiting for us to show up.”

“I haven’t had the pleasure,” Janelle commented as she followed Gus to the front door. “Melody speaks fondly of him.”

“Yeah. I get the impression he’s helped her out in the past. Probably with her Contracts, given his background.

“He’s an Incubus. Incredibly handsome. He’s probably going to make your knees a little weak. He isn’t actively doing that to you. He’s just… a very old Incubus and his power tends to radiate out,” warned Gus.

Opening the door for Janelle, Gus took a step to the side, then followed her in.

The lobby was more or less what one would expect from the outside.

A rundown entry that had no one there. There was some serious dirt buildup on the walls, and it looked like someone hadn’t cleaned the floor in weeks.

“Ah, perfect timing,” said a voice from nowhere. “Come in, come in.”

A portal unzipped itself out of nothing, with Sameerixis, or Sam, standing on the other side of it.

He was more or less exactly as Gus remembered him.

Sam’s dark brown hair was still in a ponytail that didn’t belong with the times. But it didn’t matter at all, given how handsome he was.

Today he dressed in casual clothes. Jeans and a t-shirt that made him stand out more so because of how they clashed with his looks.

His almost black eyes moved from Gus to Janelle, and back.

“Uncle,” Sam said with a wide grin. “You’re looking good. And this must be Janelle. The one you went off on that mad dash to save. I can definitely see why you went to all the trouble.”

“Hey, Sam,” Gus said with a grin. Marching up to the man, he deliberately hugged him and held onto him. “How’re things? Melody says hi, of course. And I’d like to formally invite you and the family over at some point for dinner.”

Sam had gone stiff at the sudden embrace but then relaxed and laughed, hugging Gus back in return.

“Oh? I’d like that! I can bring over some of my brats. Introduce them to you,” Sam said, patting Gus on the back. “They’ve been curious about meeting their Uncle Gus, the Boogieman.”

Stepping away from Sam and fully entering the other plane, Gus looked back to Janelle.

Her cheeks were red, but she was stoic-looking.

If the Incubus had any effect on her, she was smothering it completely, or it was quite minimal.

“Sameerixis, a pleasure to meet you,” Janelle said, stepping through the portal and holding out her hand.

“A pleasure indeed,” Sam said, bowing his head and shaking her hand.

Janelle stepped through to the other side and Sam shut the portal with a wave of his hand.

“So, I understand you’re on a crusade to find another wayward lamb. This time the Angel of Retribution himself,” Sam said, turning toward Gus.

“Yeah. The Originator is coming back. On a job to find Retribution and make it easier,” Gus said, deciding to completely trust Sam.

Blinking slowly, Gus couldn’t really tell what was going on in the man’s head.

“Melody told me,” Sam admitted, then let out a snort of laughter. “Well! Let’s get you on your way then. I’m going to get you over to Retribution’s Redoubt. It was his last stronghold, where he set up his defensive position against our Silent overlord.”

“Great, thanks,” Gus said, scratching at his side.

“But of course,” murmured the Incubus. Turning to the side, he pulled his hand through the air itself and a portal formed. It yawned open quickly, showing off a courtyard. On each side of the courtyard were walls. “Nothing to fear inside the walls, but don’t go outside if you can avoid it. The plane is full of… well… injustice. Brimming with it.”

“Got it.”

Gus stepped through without another word, looking around.

Not far away sat a giant set of scales that were heavily imbalanced to one side. A mass of black cubes was piled up atop one another.

“That’s better,” complained Janelle after the portal shut behind her. “He really does put out a lot of sexual magic. You have to actively fight against it.”

“I mean, he’d be a terrible Incubus if he didn’t, right?” Gus asked with a soft laugh, staring at the scales. “And… if this is Retribution’s last hold, and he was here for the creation of the world, are these then a literal representation of the scales of justice?”

Janelle followed his gaze, looking at the massive construct that dominated the courtyard.

“I’m not sure it’s a representation. It might be the actual thing,” mumbled Janelle. “We are way out of our league here, aren’t we.”

The last part of her statement wasn’t really a question.

“I think maybe we are,” said Gus after some thought. “But that’s the way it goes. We’re just much smaller pieces on a rather large board.

“But hey, at least we’re not the pawns. Could be worse.”

Unable to resist an odd sensation, Gus was slowly moving closer to the scales.

“And how do you know that?” Janelle asked.

“Because unfortunately, this is the end-game. The opening moves are long since over. They’ve been shifting pieces around the board for a while now. Getting ready to start swapping higher values with one another. And that’s where we are.”

Laying his hand to the scale, Gus had an immediate sense of magic.

Primal, unchallenged, creation magic.

The stuff of the very universe itself. That which was made in the beginning. Bound for all time into the scales of justice.

Weighing the world out, one action at a time.

“I find that less than encouraging,” Janelle said.

“I mean, yeah, but at least we’re not the pawns,” Gus repeated, staring into the magic that was rapidly whirl-winding through his mind and soul.

Tearing him apart from the inside out and leaving bits of him all over.

His mind blanked out, and Gus was carried away.

Only to snap back into himself as if he’d been flung there.

“Gus?!” shouted Janelle, jerking at his arm. Trying to get his hand free from the scales.

“Huh? Yeah, sorry, sorry,” he said, pulling his hand away from the scales.

Leftover inside of him was a fraction of a millionth decimal point of a percent of the sheer raw magnitude of what he’d felt.

It boiled away inside his chest, demanding to be set free to return from whence it came.

Indignant, righteous, and firm in its belief that it was correct. That it was the choice that all should follow.

Justice itself and terribly incensed at being used thusly.

Hanging onto that filament of magic, Gus clawed at it, pressing it down and keeping it put. He needed it, he realized.

Needed it to find Retribution.

As he closed himself up around that bit of magic, he felt the fort around them respond in kind.

The mortar between the bricks became firm and resilient, the stones themselves moving closer together. Chips and cracks that’d started to eat at the masonry filled themselves in and shifted back into their true place.

Responding to him as if he were the owner of the scales and fort itself.

Banners unfurled from long-forgotten flagpoles that had been barren moments ago.

Then it all faded away again, everything slowly returning to how it’d been.

As if realizing that Gus wasn’t its true owner, that Retribution hadn’t actually returned and that justice wouldn’t be meted out.

“Our world is dying,” Janelle whispered, watching as a banner tore free from the pole where it hung, and slipped away into the wind. Fluttering into the sky and vanishing over one of the walls. “Isn’t it?”

“I think it is,” Gus agreed, a lump in his throat. “I think it really is.”

Holding on tightly to the speck of long-lost magic, Gus slowly looked one way, then the other.

He saw nothing, of course, and could only blame his own foolishness for even trying.

Sinking into his true self, Gus became a Boogieman of unqualified power in the pursuit and tracking of prey.

A hunter.

The trail of magic went in every direction. Unendingly, as if eons had passed as Retribution left, fought, came back, rested, and then did it again.

And again.

And again for unending years.

Only to vanish into obscurity.

The most recent path led to a wall. It felt much older than Gus would wish, but he had no other options available to him.

Reaching the wall, he could see where it had gone straight into the bricks.

“There’s a trigger,” Janelle said, and then reached up to press on what looked like a very normal brick. Then she kicked at the bottom of the wall.

There was a hard clack from inside the wall, and part of it swung inward on creaking hinges.

“Retribution is dead, isn’t he?” Janelle asked as they stared at a dark staircase that descended into the earth.

“There is no path that leads back up from there. Which means this was a one-way trip,” replied Gus. “Either he’s alive down there, or dead down there.”

Silently, the two of them began heading down the steps. Halfway down, Gus pulled out his phone, flipped on the flashlight, and used it to guide the way.

“I wonder what happened to my projection when the portal closed,” Indali mused.

Did you just leave a pile of clothes in a chair somewhere?

“I imagine I did. Oh, well. I can remake her in a flash. I’ve already remade her so many times it’s as easy as blinking,” mused Indali.

“Sera, you didn’t tag along for this did you?” Gus asked, suddenly feeling rather apprehensive.

There was no response from his earpiece or his phone.

Oh, thank goodness.

“Yes, I imagine she’d be leaving behind her body in such a shift. One cannot cut away their soul from the body without repercussions.”

Reaching the bottom of the stairwell, Gus’s flashlight hit the center of the chamber.

The truth was revealed to him in that moment.

Torches which had once been set up in the corners of the room had long ago burned away into ash and dust. Nothing more than charred remains were left behind.

Of the chamber, there was only one other noteworthy aspect of it.

A large corpse in the very center of the room.

It was in an odd kneeling position, almost as if it were in supplication. Its forehead pressed to its wrists, and its hands held out in front of itself. The hair, a golden brown, covered the face and hung down past it like a curtain.

Stretched out to either side were large white wings that hung limply at the sides of the body. The feathers were dirty and covered in dust. 

From what he could see of its flesh, the body had become mummified in this cold, dark, dry room.

“And so ended Retribution,” Gus murmured softly.

Janelle walked over to one of the wingtips and knelt down there, looking at the ground.

“It’s almost ritualistic. There’s a number of concentric circles drawn out around him,” she said. “Whatever he was attempting to do, he’d planned it in advance and put the work into it.”

Grimacing, Gus turned his attention to what was around the remains of Retribution.

He was indeed crouched down amongst what looked like circles in circles in circles. Spreading inside, and outside, of the great circle in the middle.

“Damn. He killed himself, didn’t he?” Gus asked, shaking his head.

“I don’t know. But there’s no violence on him. Not that I can see. No blood anywhere under him, no stains,” Janelle observed. “No indications of any trauma to the head. And his body position doesn’t look like it changed from the moment of death. It’s almost as if he just… wasted away right there.”

“Starvation? Dehydration?” Gus speculated. In front of the Angel was a sword laid out on the ground. Next to that were two round tokens. He couldn’t identify what, if anything, was inscribed on either one, but he had the impression they were decorated.

Reaching out to touch them, Gus found his hand couldn’t cross the circle.

His fingertips couldn’t move past an invisible barrier that seemed to project up from the circle.

“Huh,” Gus said, poking at the air itself.

It felt quite solid to his finger. There was no give in it whatsoever.

“In his death, he sealed away his corpse,” Janelle guessed, running her hand over the magical shell that surrounded the Angel. “I don’t even know what to make of this. An actual Angel. A Creation Angel. One who was there for the formation of the universe itself.

“Dead. Dead and forgotten in a fortress of his own making, waging a solitary war he would never win.”

Chewing at his lower lip, Gus slowly shook his head.

“Now we have to go back to our client and tell them that we found Retribution. But in finding him, we confirmed the worst possible outcome,” said Gus slowly. “That one of the keys to fighting their war is gone. Long since gone and turned into a mummy.”

Clicking his tongue, Gus got to his feet and stared at the corpse for several seconds.

“Rest in whatever peace you were able to find,” he said after thinking on his words. He could respect the Angel for what his purpose had been. “I don’t think anyone can take up the mantle you held, but we all have to do our part. Don’t we?”

Gus released the small bit of magic he’d held captive back into the world and lifted his phone up a bit higher. He didn’t quite feel that this was right to do, but he did need proof.

Slowly, he began walking around the corpse and took pictures. Of the body, the items, and the circles.

He also took a short one minute video just in case he missed anything in the photos.

“Alright, that’s our proof,” Gus said.

Turning on his heel, he began marching back up the stairs and out of the final resting place of Retribution.


Chapter 12 – Large Family Tree

 

Stepping out of the portal and back into his home plane, Gus found that Sam was no longer here.

There was a glamour set up on the far wall of the lobby that Gus could see right through. On the other side of it was a portal that was partially open, a clear invitation for Gus to pop on over.

Maybe another time.

Unfortunately, I have to relay some bad news back to the boss, and then she has to tell the clients.

Looking at his phone, he tapped the screen, flicked it open, and then thumbed the call directory.

Moving toward the front of the building, he hit the last contact—which was Melody—and then stuck his phone back in his pocket.

The line began to ring in his earpiece and picked up on the first ring. He wasn’t really sure how Melody always managed it, but she did.

“Hello, darling!” Melody said loudly into the phone. “So? How’d the little extra-planar trip with Jan, go? She knocked up?”

Rolling his eyes, Gus moved to the front of the building and opened the door for Janelle.

“No, Jan isn’t pregnant, though we did find what we were looking for,” Gus said, turning and looking at the Royal Elf as she passed by him.

She gave him a raised eyebrow at his comment.

“And how do you know that?” she asked with an evil-looking smile that gave Gus a small twinge of fear.

Exiting the building, Gus reached into his pocket and pulled out the keys to the car. Passing them off to Janelle, he crossed her path and went toward the passenger side of the car.

“—doesn’t sound like a good thing,” Melody muttered.

“Because it isn’t,” Gus agreed, looking around himself. “Just give me a few seconds to get in the car. That’ll help with the volume.”

“Ah, yes. You don’t have anyone with you to cast a simple magic spell to block people from listening in,” Melody said and then clicked her tongue. “I’ll see if I can’t get a Siren-stone from Fin. That’d help.”

Gus thought about the little stone Mark carried on his person and realized it would indeed be helpful.

“Thanks, Mel. I’d like that. I do love gadgets and toys,” Gus said as he opened the door and got into the car. Once both doors were closed, he sighed. “Our best lead, Yellow Eyes isn’t Retribution. Retribution is dead.”

“Wait… what?” Melody asked, her tone growing quite lifeless.

“Yellow Eyes, Warner, isn’t Retribution. He’s just a vigilante with something Angelic going on. Maybe a Nephilim but that’s not something you can tell at a glance. Seems like he’s borrowing power that isn’t his. But he’s just a Human having a bad time,” Gus said, getting his seatbelt on.

“Alright. Got it. And… the second part?” asked Melody with a sigh.

“We found Retribution. He was in that plane Sam sent us off to,” explained Gus. “Hidden passageway in the wall. Found a dead mummified Angel at the end in a room. Retribution was a big guy, apparently. Easily almost seven-foot tall. Massive wings. Very dead.

“I took photos and a video just to make sure we had proof of it. Couldn’t touch the corpse though. Had a magic circle around it.”

There was a creak over the line that sounded like Melody leaning back in a chair.

“Right. In other words, we did our job. We found Retribution. He’s just dead,” murmured Melody.

“Just so,” Gus agreed.

“I’ll set up a formal meeting with our clients. We can give them the run-down in person. I really just…” Melody paused mid-sentence. “I just wanted it to go well. My father has told me a lot about the Originator. A lot about the before-times and what was supposed to happen. The idea of him being able to return… to… fix things… was an idea I was really enamored with.”

“Well, it isn’t like that won’t happen now. It’ll just be harder. For all we know, the clients will have another job for us in the same vein,” countered Gus. “And how is your dad?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him since before we got this gig,” Melody said with a complete lack of concern. “He drops off the face of the earth sometimes for a while. The longest was two years. Was something weird happening in South America, I guess.

“He’ll turn up. Probably with some new stories and a souvenir or two. I mean, that’s how he found my mom.”

Melody laughed at her own words, but to Gus, it had a serious undertone of something else in it.

He wasn’t going to ask about Melody’s mother. Nor was he going to bother her about it in any way. If she wanted to talk about it, she would. She was never hesitant to discuss her feelings or annoyances with him.

Provided the time was right.

Until then, he’d just wait.

 

***

 

Running a hand through his hair, Gus turned his head and looked at Melody.

“—not a problem. We’ll just shift some of the offshore assets and bring some back onshore. We don’t lose anything, it just looks like it on paper if we do it right. Can you handle that, Sera?” Melody asked, pulling the wheel to the right and moving them out of the lane.

Serafina’s response wasn’t something Gus could hear given that Melody was using an earpiece.

Everyone had already suggested to her several times over that she could put it through to her car, but she wasn’t having it. The idea of someone walking by and possibly hearing the whole conversation through her window was a fear of hers.

To her, someone only having half the conversation was considered preferable.

“Great, thanks. That’ll make it a lot—” Melody stopped talking, turning her head to the side.

Likely listening to someone’s response. I wonder what it was to get her to stop talking, though.

Turning around, Gus looked at the back seat where Vanessa was sitting with Trish.

Dressed in a business-casual skirt and blouse, Trish was—as ever—a stunning picture of beauty. The moment his eyes touched her, those green eyes that seemed to glow with an inner light caught his own.

Then she smiled at him and he felt his libido instantly respond to her. Because with Trish, that picture of beauty included a massive dollop of sexual domination over him.

Her white hair was tied loosely behind her head, her slightly tipped ears standing out more prominently now since Janelle had joined their little marriage.

“I know, and I agree,” Trish said before Gus could say anything. Her smile only grew wider as she spoke, her eyes glittering as she held him enthralled. “But it’s just how she is. None of us would change her for a minute.”

“I dunno,” Vanessa grumbled with a shake of her head, sending her dark-brown ponytail swaying back and forth. Light-brown eyes that viewed the world critically in nearly every way were now locked to the back of Melody’s headrest. Then she looked at Gus and reached up to adjust the blouse she was wearing. If he didn’t miss his guess, Trish had helped her dress today, and she looked just as lovely as the Dryad did. “It would be nice if she actually listened sometimes. She can be stubborn-stupid.”

“Says the other stubborn-stupid beautiful woman,” Gus said, looking at Vanessa with a grin.

Vanessa’s eyes flashed with that comment.

“Oh, you—”

Stopping mid-sentence, Vanessa closed her mouth.

Then she smiled and shrugged a shoulder at him.

“You love me for who I am,” she said with a strong amount of confidence. “Stubborn-stupid and all.”

“You’re right. Amazingly enough, I do,” Gus said, grinning at her. 

“Oooh, I know who I’m pairing up several times tonight already,” Trish said with a deep undertone of excitement. She was the unquestioned ringleader in their nightly games if she was around. Everyone typically would just pile up into her bedroom and wait. “I can’t wait to watch you two. I’ll start with Vanessa suc— Ah, we’re here.”

The car came to a stop and Melody put it in park.

“Indeed, here we are,” Melody said, turning to the rest of the car. “My lovely Colors. My Contracts. How I love all three of you. Though I must confess, I do have my favorite.”

Turning in her seat, Melody put both of her hands on Gus’s face, pulled him across the center console and kissed him hard.

“I mean, he’s my favorite, too, so… I don’t care,” Vanessa said, opening her car door.

“It does go without saying who my favorite is as well. The favorite of us all. But I think she said it for his benefit,” Trish agreed, opening her door as well.

It wasn’t until the doors closed that Melody released Gus.

“They’re not wrong,” Melody admitted, patting Gus’s cheek and kissing him again. “You are the favorite of everyone. To be fair, sex with everyone else is fun, and I do love them. Especially with a Dryad conducting our fun. But you’re my one and only true love, Gustavus. Had you told me I wasn’t allowed any others, I would have been content with only you.”

“Really? Little late now,” Gus responded with a chuckle.

“Tell me to send them away, and I will,” Melody said seriously, all fun and games vanishing from her face. “Speak the words and you’ll be the only one for me, Gus, my love. My husband. I’ll shatter everything, my contracts, the marriage certificates, everything. In fact… don’t say anything. Be absolutely silent.

“Watch as I blow everything apart and dedicate myself to you. And only you, my Gus. My Indigo. My spiritual partner. My link. My other half. There is no length I won’t go to, to show you the depth of my love for you. Sweetest Indigo.”

As Melody spoke, the Indigo contract had started to glow faintly, but now was brighter than he’d ever seen it. Brighter than even her red contract, which was like the sun at times.

It was almost blinding at the moment.

“I formally renounce all my Contracts—” Melody began in a serious tone. “And revert all indentured spirits to the—”

Before she could finish, Gus put his right hand over her mouth in a panicked rush.

Holy shit, she really was canceling everything!

Staring at the Contractor only a few inches from him, he could barely see her through the glow of her Indigo contract. It was growing brighter and brighter by the second.

Without meaning to, and simply being too close to her, he accidentally peeked into her mind.

It was full of nothing but startlingly simple thoughts of sacrificing everything for him. Worrying, in a paranoid and psychotic fashion, that she’d ruined things by forcing other women on Gus.

That she truly did love only him in this way. That to her, he was her one and only. Everyone else was fun, and she cared for them. Loved them.

But there was only one Gus in the entirety of the universe.

And everything needed to burn, die, or be removed to show her dedication to him.

There were no other answers available to her.

Gus was her answer and all would burn for him.

Shocked by the intensity of it all, Gus shuddered and recoiled from her clearly fractured mind. Melody looked like she was going to jerk her head away and try again.

“I love you, Melody Hellström. Now stop glowing so brightly, so I can see your pretty face,” Gus murmured quietly.

With his words, the Indigo contract glowed so brightly that it felt like a flash-bang was going off constantly, then it was gone in a moment. Subsiding to a very deep and steady glowing color.

Fuck. She really is crazy.

But… crazy for me.

“Calm… calm yourself,” whispered Gus. “Calm, calm. Calm. No need for an example or show. Okay? Everything is fine. Your mind is just running away with you.”

The bright glow of her contract faltered for a second, flickered, then slowly went out.

“There we go. Everything is okay. Right? Not going to do anything rash?” Gus asked, slowly pulling his hand away from her mouth.

“No,” said Melody almost under her breath. “Nothing rash.”

“Good. You’re okay now?”

“Yes. I’m okay.”

“Great. Now let’s go close up this job, and then reset your contracts. I don’t care if they’re due or not, we’re going to make sure they’re all quite solid.”

“Got it. That’d… okay. Yes.”

“Great,” Gus said, then gave Melody a kiss. “Now get your sweet ass moving.”

Getting out of the car, Gus adjusted his coat and looked over toward Trish and Vanessa.

“She just had a hiccup, we’re good,” he said by way of explanation.

Trish nodded her head, though Vanessa looked curious.

Gus gave her a flick of his hand, trying to wave her off the subject.

Frowning, Vanessa gave him a grudging nod, then turned back to Trish.

Walking over to Melody’s door, Gus opened it and held it there.

“Come along, Mrs. Hellström, I do believe we’re on time, but we could easily be late,” Gus said.

Staring at him from the driver’s seat, Melody sat there, her hands in her lap.

Grimacing, she put her hands over her face and held them there for several seconds.

He had the feeling like she was casting a spell, but he had nothing to confirm that.

“I’m sorry. I just didn’t like being away from you. I knew what was going on with you, and Jan, and Chloe, and maybe Sera and… and I got jealous. I got envious. Then I realized it could be the opposite. That you hated what was happening and I might lose you like that,” Melody admitted in a rush. “And now…”

Melody’s voice trailed off.

Which was, oddly enough, followed by a grunt.

“Okay, all better,” Melody said in a much calmer tone, letting her hands drop. “And yes, I’d like help with my contracts tonight. Thank you.”

Getting out of the car, Melody gave Gus a quick kiss before going over to Trish and Vanessa.

Mmm. She’s not handling this half as well as she pretends she is.

That or there’s something wrong with her contracts. Maybe I can get ahold of Dave and see what he thinks.

Or Sam.

“I think it’s just the reality of it. She knows you love her, but she also has… well… her mind isn’t right. And as you said, it runs away with her.”

True.

Gus followed the trio of women into the building as he considered the situation.

They led him straight into a meeting room where he sat in a chair without really seeing anyone or anything, so deep was he in his worries for Melody.

It wasn’t until Vanessa dug an elbow in his side that he pulled himself out of his thoughts.

Looking around, he found that Kat and Leanne had joined them. Both of the women were clearly dressed for work today.

Which made sense since they’d asked Melody to meet them at their building.

“—said you had results?” Leanne asked, taking a seat at the meeting room table.

“Yes,” Melody said, pulling her bag closer to herself and opening it. Reaching inside, she pulled out a manila folder. Reaching across to the other side of the table, Melody set it down in front of Leanne. “At first, we were following leads on an individual known as Yellow Eyes.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of him,” Kat said with a small laugh. “There was this whole website around him. It was rather curious. I’ve never seen anything like it. I won’t lie that I’d half expected him to show up in your search for Retribution. I’m gratified to hear you had a similar thought.”

“Yes. Gus was able to track down the server that hosted that site actually. Everything on it mostly ended up feeding back on itself,” Melody explained. “One of my techs is still going through it to see if there’s anything worthwhile, but most of it was just people talking about what they didn’t know.”

“Sounds like a lot of online forums and boards out there,” cracked Leanne.

“Indeed,” Melody agreed, any trace of her earlier break with sanity long gone. “We were able to eliminate Yellow Eyes as a candidate. He’s just a very unique Human, from what we can tell. Though he’s currently experiencing some health problems. From the records my tech was able to pull up, it looks like some form of cancer, but they’re not sure. A lot more tests still to do.”

“That’s a pity,” Leanne said, resting her fingers on the manila folder. She’d demonstrated a great amount of self-control so far in not opening it. “Based on what I’d heard of him from Kit, he was quite the warrior for justice.”

Kit..? Oh. Right.

Kit. Kat.

Leanne. Lilly.

“Is it… Kit, or Kat?” Gus asked, interrupting the flow of the meeting. “And Leanne, or Lily?”

Both women looked at him with surprise, then Leanne snorted.

“Lily would be lovely to hear for once,” Lily said.

“Kit, please,” Kit added, then turned back to Melody.

“You know, I do agree with Lily. It’ll be nice to hear my own name,” Kit said inside his mind. He hadn’t even felt her enter. “And though I do regret that you found Retribution dead, it isn’t the end, as Melody hinted at previously. I’ll let Lily discuss it when we get to it.”

You’re just too strong.

Far too strong.

“Thank you. I’ve had a lot of practice. My husband… helped me focus my power to a very precise point,” Kit said.

“—moved onto another plane opened by a Planar Lord,” Melody said and then tapped the folder in front of Lily. “We were able to locate Retribution on that plane, as it was apparently his personal plane.”

Lily opened the folder and was presented with one of the photos Gus had taken.

“Damn,” sighed Lily. Picking up the picture, she looked at it with a good deal of intensity.

“I already peeked through all your memories. I didn’t see anything I could help with, but Lily might be able to figure out something. She’s far more into the arcane of this world than I am. She’ll offer any input if you ask,” suggested Kit.

“Lily,” Gus began as the woman slowly sorted through the pictures. “Those circles all around Retribution. Any thoughts? I get the impression you’re somewhat of an expert on the arcane.”

Lily’s eyebrows lifted slightly on her forehead, then she smirked and glanced over at Kit.

“Yes, you could say that,” she muttered. “As to what I see… no. I don’t know what the circles are. But they’re clearly representative of some type of magic.”

“Gustavus was unable to physically touch the corpse, by the way,” Melody added. “Those circles were projecting a field upward that prevented anyone from crossing.”

“Warding, as well? Why would you put up warding around a corpse?” Lily asked herself. “It’s just a corpse. Though… the corpse of an Angel who was around at the dawn of time, so… maybe I could see that.

“A witch doctor or a necromancer could do a lot with a corpse like that. And that’s just the obvious people. I mean, if I could get my hands on that, I’m sure I could cast a false soul into it and turn it to my bidding.

“In fact, how about you take me there and—”

“Lily, focus,” Kit said, tapping her fingers against the table.

“Yes… focus,” Lily replied, setting the photos back down in the folder. “Well. That means we need to move to the next job, then. We can pay you in advance for the job in its entirety again. If you’re available and we can agree on a price.”

“We’re always willing to hear jobs out,” Melody said with a wide smile. 

“Wonderful. Let me just call someone in,” Lily said and then got up out of her chair. Walking over to the door, she opened it and looked outside. “We’ll need you. Could you come in?”

Holding the door open to the side, Lily stood there waiting.

In walked a young man Gus immediately recognized.

A green-eyed, brown-haired youth who seemed far too self-confident and clearly knew he was good looking.

“Alex!?” Melody exclaimed loudly.

“Ah! Auntie Mel!” said the young man with a laugh. “I had no idea you’d be here. You brought Uncle Gus, too. Hi, Uncle.”

Uncle what?

Melody bounced out of her seat and wrapped up Alex in a hug, holding the young man tightly.

“Auntie… stop it…” muttered the young man.

“Not on your life, mister. I haven’t seen you in a year or two. You’ve gotten so big. How’s Abby?” Melody said, leaning back and looking at the young man.

Abby? As in… Abigail? Is he…

“Oh, about as well as you’d expect. Dad’s keeping her busy,” Alex said. “You know how he is with her.”

“That I do,” Melody said with a laugh and then looked at Gus and the rest of the room. “This is Alex Winters. My nephew. He’s Sam’s son.”

Snorting at that, Gus wasn’t surprised in the least.

Son of an Incubus. Of course, he is.

He was still rather amused at the little prank Alex had played on him previously.

“Oh, and Uncle Gus, just forget that little favor we had going. I thought for sure I’d have to have you bail me out of prison,” Alex said with a wave of his hand. “Five beat someone nearly to death. She really can be a violent thing sometimes.”

“What? What favor are—”

Melody’s question was cut short when her phone went off with a strange ringtone that Gus had never heard before.

“Ah… damn,” Melody said, looking at Kit and Lily. “I’m sorry, but I have to take this. It’s my father.”

Pulling her phone out of her pocket, Melody tapped it and flicked a finger across the screen.

“Tell Great-Uncle Miles hi for me,” Alex said, taking the seat next to Melody’s, “and that his birthday present last year was amazing.”

Leaning across the table, Gus got Alex’s attention with a look alone.

“Really? Sam’s kid? You didn’t even tell me?” Gus asked.

“I… you know what? Yeah. Bad form on my part. Sorry, Uncle Gus. That’s on me,” Alex said with a nod of his head. “Don’t… tell my dad, will you? He gets a bit touchy about bad salesmanship.”

Of course, he does. He’s an Incubus.

“I actually like the young man. He’d survive when others wouldn’t,” Indali murmured.

Yeah, me too. Reminds me of a few people I knew.

“I’m so sorry,” Melody said, looking rather confused. Her phone somewhat forgotten in her right hand. “I just… told my father about what was going on and he really wants to be here. I imagine he’ll—”

“Be right here,” said a man’s voice from the doorway behind Melody. “Ah, looks like the end of the world started without me.”

Standing there was the Curator.

A personage of power and influence over most of the world and most countries.

He appeared to be in his mid-thirties, had light-brown hair and brown eyes with rings of bright blue in the middle of them.

It was still one of the strangest pairs of eyes Gus had ever seen.

“Gus! Good to see you,” Dave said, looking straight at Gus. Then he looked at Kit and Lily. “Hello, hello. I’m Melody’s father, the Curator. I’m known as Dave in the current time period.”

Lily and Kit were both staring hard at Dave as if he were a ghost.

“I’m sorry, should I not be here?” Dave asked, looking very unsure.

“You look like my husband, Felix,” Lily blurted out.

“I think he looks more like Vince,” Kit muttered. “So strange.”

For the first time that Gus could ever remember, Dave looked stunned.

Standing there, the Curator watched the two women with unmoving eyes and held breath.

Several seconds slipped away before he let out a slow sigh.

“I’m sorry. You said I look like someone? I’m afraid I have no relatives here on this plane. Other than a daughter,” Dave said with a somewhat cold tone.

“Yes. You look like my husband. And… yes, his brother, too,” Lily repeated. “Sorry. It’s just so strange.”

“Not a problem, not a problem. And… ah, your names are?” Dave asked.

To Gus, he still sounded like he was on edge.

“Kit. Kit Campbell.”

“Lilian Campbell.”

Dave nodded his head and then shook it.

“Sorry, and you’re married to… who?” he asked.

“Felix Campbell,” both women said at the same time.

“My sister is married to Felix’s brother, Vince Campbell,” Trish added helpfully from her side of the table.

Dave’s head swung in her direction and he stared at her.

“Oh my shit, you’re a Dryad,” he croaked suddenly. Then he started to laugh, followed by hiccupping sobs. “There are no Dryads here anymore.”

What the fuck?

“My name’s Miles. Miles Campbell. I’m Vince’s father and Felix’s uncle. They’re cousins, not brothers,” Dave said in a broken voice. “And I’m Melody’s dad. So I guess that makes you all sisters-in-law. Except for you, little Dryad. You’re in a weird legal-incest thing.”


Chapter 13 – Rat Warrens

 

Faster than Gus expected, Dave—now Miles in Gus’s head since that’s what everyone was now calling him—had seated himself on the other side of the table near Kit and Lily. Melody had quickly joined in and was asking questions of all three of them. They were all exchanging stories about Felix and Vince. Melody’s brother and cousin, respectively.

It seemed everyone else quickly realized this was somewhat of a family moment and had turned to their own discussions.

Alex waited around for a minute, then simply left the room, apparently having somewhere else he’d rather be if he didn’t need to be sitting here.

Vanessa ended up on a phone call with what sounded like Serafina but Gus couldn’t be completely sure.

For his part, Gus spent the time chatting with Trish.

The Elven Dryad Sorceress had been curious to learn more of Miles and the Campbell girls, but had also realized she was a very minor piece in their puzzle.

Ten minutes passed before the Campbell family seemed to realize what they’d done and sheepishly turned back to Gus, Vanessa, and Trish.

“I’m so sorry,” Miles said shaking his head. “I’m—”

“Just catching up with family,” Gus said, interrupting gently. “And I get it. I’d probably do the same. Don’t worry about it. So apparently I have a brother-in-law and cousin-in-law?”

“Ah… yes,” Miles said, glancing at Melody. “Felix is my nephew from my brother. My twin brother. Vince is my son. They’re in… separate… universes. I’m surprised they found one another to be honest.”

“Really?” Lily asked with a chuckle. “Felix never surprises me anymore. If he hadn’t done something mind-boggling in a week or so I started to get worried. It meant something much larger was coming.”

Miles shook his head and laughed, looking at Lily.

“See, I don’t know that Felix. My nephew was a fairly quiet and easy-going guy. He definitely inherited a great deal of his father’s powers, but… they were locked away until he turned eighteen,” Miles explained.

“His… father had the same powers?” Kit asked.

“Similar powers. Not quite the same,” Miles said with a wave of his hand. “He technically wasn’t in possession of them himself, though, until he was an adult. Quirk of the powers that be versus what power he was given. Then again, his powers were… actually, that’s a good question. How did he end up expanding his powers?”

“Ah… he… owns me,” Lily said with a weird look.

“Me, too,” Kit murmured. “Skipper took over the city and slavery became legal in a way. Superheroes were bought and sold like toaster ovens. Felix bought me and… and put me back together after Skipper tore me apart.”

“Skipper,” growled Miles and then rolled his eyes. “Should have killed her when I had the chance.”

“What?” Lily asked. “You knew Skipper?”

“Unfortunately. She’s an agent of our enemy. Has been for a while. Long story and—”

Miles paused, looking around the room.

“And not mine to tell,” he said finally, looking backing to his nieces-in-law. “Anyway. That would definitely explain why Felix was able to power up.

“But enough of all this. We should really be talking about taking back this universe from the Silent One.”

“Sure,” Gus said, watching Melody as everyone else talked.

He could tell she was desperate to ask more questions about her brother and cousin. All she wanted to do was sit down and drag every little fact out of everyone here until she “knew enough”.

Most likely doubly so, since she had no idea that her father had had a family before her.

Pushing his way into Melody’s thoughts, Gus sat himself down right at the center of her mind.

In such a way that she knew he was there. Knew he was there and that he wasn’t going anywhere.

At first, her thoughts scrabbled all over him, like goats going up a cliff face. Much in the same way they had been darting around in every direction possible just as he entered. A wild disarray of scattered bits of memories, thoughts, and empty spots she’d noticed from her father’s past.

Tightly held together by sheer force of will lest she might explode in a frenzy of excitement.

Suddenly all those thoughts simply collapsed atop him and went still. Her mind centering itself and bracing against the slow, steady calm that was Gus.

Melody’s shoulders slowly dipped, her body posture mellowing out, and her entire being looked far more relaxed. More of her thoughts moved over to him and began to pile up all over his presence.

Miles noticed the change and glanced at Melody, then back to Gus.

“So… we’re all here to bring back the Originator,” Miles said. “He’s… an interesting person, to say the least. He can definitely give the Silent One a fight, though. He has already and is still continuing to do so, I imagine.

“A fight that’s gone on for an untold number of years. Across worlds, universes, and galaxies over eons and eons. I honestly can’t even begin to think about how many lifetimes he’s watched and lived through.”

“Uh-huh,” Gus said, wondering when Miles would get to the point.

Inside Melody’s head, Gus could feel it as she settled into a very comfortable mindset. One that was rapidly warming up with thoughts of him.

And what she wanted to do to him.

“Errr, sorry. Bringing it all back the Originator,” Miles muttered. “I’ve been digging around into this Council you stirred up. And what they’ve been doing behind the scenes.”

Now Gus was interested, turning his full attention to Miles.

“At first, I thought they were just a clandestine group, out for some type of purpose or goal,” said Miles. “Except when I made some headway into them, I found that most of my sources were blocked.

“That my primary avenues of gaining information weren’t available to me and weren’t usable. And let’s be direct here, a lot of those are mystical by your standards. There’s no way anyone could actually hide from me.”

“Council?” Lily asked quietly.

“Council. They’re… well, they’re all Boogiemen, believe it or not,” Miles said with a laugh. “In fact, I’m pretty sure it comprises almost the entire population of Boogiemen. Given that most people think they were hunted to extinction, them making a group for themselves isn’t surprising.

“Gus here has been thwarting their plans for a while now. They were behind the Fed bombings, the terrorist attack on the bowl game, and several other situations that aren’t worth mentioning.”

“All Boogiemen?” Gus asked, feeling rather odd about that statement.

“Yes. All. After I looked into your own background, I started to really look around into your race as a whole,” explained Miles. “And believe me, I can look. You, your mother, and your sister are the only ones of your race I’ve ever found that aren’t in the Council.

“And given that your mother doesn’t know her parents, it leaves some interesting and open-ended questions. Like, was she a one-night stand no one expected, a lost child, or a kidnapping?”

Blinking, Gus didn’t quite know how to fit those questions and thoughts into his life.

It opened a very large hole in what he believed about his family.

“Given that you’re not a normal variety of Boogieman either with your special heritage… I’d say your family is definitely part of the Council. Likely a leading member of it, in fact,” said Miles. “The question becomes, how did your mother fall outside of their grasp, and why?

“But that’s somewhat beside the point. Because the Council works for the Silent One. They have their own goals and desires, but at the end of the day, they gain a large amount of power by serving him. They get a lot of benefits from that, and from the Silent One’s agents. Like Seville and Skipper.”

“Does that mean we need to go after the Council?” Vanessa asked, standing at the end of the table. “And didn’t we already rip a good hole in them? We busted an entire compound, didn’t we?”

“Yes, we do need to go after them,” Miles agreed. “And yes, you did poke a hole into their organization. Except you didn’t.”

“We didn’t?” Trish asked.

“The Fed found a base, and it was hit. Information was gained,” said Miles. “And then it all vanished. It was removed from existence. The only people with any knowledge of it are in this room and your friends in the Fed.

“And I imagine they’ve all been told to ask no questions about it, and never bring it up again. No one is looking for more underground bases. Those that were found which hadn’t been hit, are now non-existent.”

“What?” Gus asked, now feeling rather nervous and annoyed.

“The Fed is compromised. Or at least the governing body of it or those above it. Fin and Mark are going to be given some very boring jobs for the foreseeable future,” Miles murmured. “All information about those underground bases is gone now. As if they never existed.

“Thankfully, I have all that data. All the reports. All the flagged possible underground bases. I even took the liberty of launching my own drones with ground-penetrating radar. Just to confirm things. Should never go in without confirmation.”

“And what were you planning on doing?” Melody asked, turning toward her father.

“Hit them, of course. But now that I know I’m not alone, I don’t have to. In fact, I think this would be a great time to use your company, dear,” Miles said, smiling at his daughter. “I think a few of you should go visit one location in particular. One that had the largest footprint I’d seen. Truly massive, in fact. More like the size of a city all its own.”

“And where’s that?” Trish asked.

“A small town by the name of Coolie, California. Not much more than a couple thousand people live there, but there’s a lot more going on there, obviously,” Miles said, turning toward Melody again. “Like I said, a perfect opportunity for your company. You can investigate, infiltrate, and hunt all at the same time.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Melody said, then gave her father a rather predatory smile. “Let’s talk numbers. My people aren’t cheap and I’ve got the best-in-class people.”

Even as she spoke, Melody’s thoughts were well past “warm” territory and had dipped down into the “molten hot” type of thoughts. Crowding around Gus’s presence and slowly drowning him in sexual fantasies of the things she wanted him to do to her.

Or her to him.

 

***

 

Driving into the city, Gus was a little concerned with the situation.

Melody, Janelle, Indali, and Chloe were all heading off to a second location. A smaller base that Miles had identified, though it was still something he wanted looked into.

That left him with Serafina, Trish, and Vanessa.

Being the larger location, he’d been given Serafina as his tech support and Trish as his magical counterpart.

Indali would serve as their home base coordinator between the two locations since she could be in both groups.

What bothered him, though, was that he wasn’t with Melody.

Again.

In both of the two jobs they’d been hired for, he’d been separated from her. It was starting to annoy him.

Much as Melody did care for the others, so did he, but Melody also held a unique place for him.

“It’s the color of your contract. It’s also why you’re Indigo,” Indali murmured. “I’m glad that you care for me in your way, but if you didn’t love Melody above all others, you’d be a very poor Indigo for her. And it’s also why she loves you in the same way.”

Gus’s eyebrows went upward at that comment.

You’re right.

I didn’t really think of it like that, but you’re right. That’s the very nature of the Indigo contract, isn’t it?

“Yes, it is. We were all chosen for our roles specific by color, based on us as people. You’re Indigo. Love and fidelity. If you hadn’t resisted having so many people join the contractor marriage, you’d also be a poor Indigo.”

Letting out a slow breath, Gus turned his head and looked over to Vanessa who was driving. Then glanced to the backseat where Trish was sleeping. Her head was resting against the glass, her full lips glistening, her lovely face slightly illuminated by the sun peeking through the side window.

It’s not as if I don’t love them. Or you.

“Of course, you love us. But not in the same way. And I’m not offended by that either. You were quite… ah… tender… with me the other night. I know you care,” Indali said. “The others would agree if you asked them. They all understand the situation as well.”

“Ness. I love you,” Gus said, looking toward her.

“Don’t I know it, you big lug. I think I’d like a little less kissing next time. It was really… nice… but… you actually chapped my lips,” Vanessa said with a chuckle, glancing over at him. “And before you say something stupid, yes, I know you love Melody in a different way. You’re her Indigo. She talked to all of us about it when we were contracted. That you were different and would be above all others. That was the point of the Indigo.”

“See? I told you that they’d answer the same. Though I’m surprised she told you about what Melody said. She had us promise we wouldn’t tell you if we could avoid it,” said Indali.

What? Why not?

“Because she was afraid you’d feel guilty about it.”

Thinking about it, Gus realized he probably would have, if he hadn’t thought of it first.

Reaching to the console, he took Vanessa’s right hand in his left and held onto it.

“So, partner, what do we think we should do first?” Gus asked, squeezing her hand.

Vanessa didn’t respond immediately. Her hand was somewhat limp in his own in fact.

Then she squeezed his very firmly, holding to it, in fact.

“Get to the hotel. See what’s going on with it, check-in, ask about food,” Vanessa murmured. “Normal stuff so we don’t stand out. We’ll be here a bit and they’re definitely going to check us out. Let’s just try to make sure you don’t get too much attention. The beard and shaved head definitely do a fair job of disguising you but there’s no reason to push it.”

Gus couldn’t really disagree with that. Trish had given him a month’s worth of facial hair to work with this morning.

Pairing that without having any hair on his head made him look radically different.

“Sounds like a good plan. I think a lot of this is going to be sneaking around at night for me, and you and Trish asking questions during the day,” Gus mused.

“Yeah. I agree with you. I think we’ll start asking around about jobs, places to rent, that sort of thing,” said Vanessa. “See if we can’t get in a bit with the locals. Sera did a pretty deep check to see if there’s anything on the net. And there really isn’t. This is going to be like something out of an old TV-show.”

Grunting at that, Gus leaned back into his chair.

She wasn’t wrong. It really did feel like this would be a lot of digging around, snooping, and investigating.

And to be honest, he’d be thankful for that.

He was far more comfortable with that and knew he was good at it.

Looking out the window as they rolled through the city, Gus had the feeling that most everyone here was unaware of what was going on beneath them.

That they were all going about their lives in blissful ignorance.

But there’ll be a few. A handful.

Those are the ones I have to find. Find them, scour their thoughts, and figure it all out.

“Agreed. Once we’ve done that, I can check in with Mel,” Indali said.

Yeah. Though… I really think we should push. See if we can collect as much as we can.

Last time we left and they ended up catching wind of what we were going to do.

I really don’t want to pull out.

“I don’t remember you pulling out, and I didn’t ask you to either. Either time,” said Indali, clearly smiling as she said it. “And yes, I do agree that we should probably not let up once we get in. It definitely seems like they’re far more entrenched than anyone believed.”

As he’d promised he’d do, Gus had taken Indali apart and then taken her apart. She didn’t seem to let him forget it for much more than an hour or two, either.

Agreed. If it comes down to it, will you lie for me?

“Lie… for you?” Indali asked, her tone switching rapidly to curious and concerned.

If I ask you to cut your projection and lie to anyone who asks that we can communicate with anyone, would you? For me?

“I… lie to Mel?” Indali clarified.

Yep. Lie to Mel.

Would you lie for me if I asked you to?

If we don’t tell her certain things and act without her knowledge, she has plausible deniability. She can blame me for it if it went wrong, even if it went right for us.

“I see. Yes, of course, I’ll lie for you,” said Indali without a pause. “You may have a special place for Melody, but we all have a special place for you, Indigo. I have no problem at all lying to the others for you. Nor would I say no if you asked me to leave the others and you and I slip away together.”

I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks.

“Here we are,” Vanessa said, taking her hand from his and pulling the wheel to the right.

Bumping up into a parking lot, Gus realized that the “hotel” they were staying at was certainly generous with that term.

Because to him, it looked far more like a motel and no one could ever confuse it with anything else.

“Well, let’s see how bad it is,” Gus murmured. “We can let Trish doze a bit longer. Just lock the doors.”

“Sure, no worries,” Vanessa said, unbuckling her seatbelt.

“I’m suddenly thankful I’m not there with you. We’re actually in a rather nice hotel over here,” Indali admitted.

Stepping out of the car, Gus glanced down at his shoes.

A rat ran over them and scurried off into a hole dug out of the corner of the building.

Yeah, I think I’d rather be there, too. In fact, I might just sleep in the car.


Chapter 14 – Low Heat

 

“I swear I’ve never been hit on so much before,” muttered Trish as she sat down on the bed. Then she leaned back and flopped onto it, her legs hanging off the edge. “I mean, I get hit on a lot. But… it was never-ending today.”

“Yeah, they were definitely giving you a run,” Vanessa growled, taking a seat at the small desk off to one side.

“I didn’t even dress in a nice way. I’m just in a frumpy blouse and jeans that are really loose,” Trish muttered.

“To be fair, you’re probably the single most beautiful woman I’ve ever met,” Gus offered from where he was sitting on the loveseat. “I mean, really, Trish. You’d give any woman on the planet anxiety if they put you next to her. I doubt this little bit of nowhere has anything like you. Regardless of what you’re wearing.”

“Awww, Indigo. I love you,” Trish said, turning her head toward Gus. The smile spreading across her face was like the sun rising.

“I mean… it’s true though,” Gus said with a shrug of his shoulders. “You really are amazing to look at.”

“Thank you, I’m so glad you think that way,” Trish said, wrinkling her nose. Then she kissed the air toward him. “I’ll make sure I reward you for those lovely comments later. But I think tonight you’re working.”

“Definitely working,” Gus agreed.

“We didn’t find out diddly squat,” Vanessa said, closing her eyes. “Other than that the only places to work here are all entry-level blue-collar stuff. That or farmwork. Places to rent are here and there. Some houses to buy.

“Not a whole lot of new people moving in though. Older little city. Not a lot in the way of development. Which kinda begs the question. How do you get new jobs without new people? And how do you get new people without new jobs?”

“I have no idea. I’m a city boy, born and bred,” Gus said with a chuckle.

“It can be sponsored in, like the city offsetting taxes or providing a cash amount. That isn’t likely to happen unless it’s something desperately needed.

“I imagine the more likely occurrence—and what I’ve personally seen— is people moving in for the distinct intention of opening up a business. Usually because whatever they’re opening doesn’t currently exist,” Indali murmured. “I mean, imagine if they didn’t have a hardware store. It wouldn’t take long for someone to open one up, now would it?”

“I don’t like being so far from my tree,” Trish muttered, still watching Gus. “I think I’d like it moved. And you’ll need to help me, Indigo. I promise to pay you handsomely for the job.”

“Your… tree?” Gus asked, not quite sure what she meant.

“Oh. Oh! I never really talked about that at all, did I?” Trish said with a soft laugh. “As I’m a Dryad, I do have a tree. I don’t have to be around it as much as my sisters do. Or even as close.”

“A tree,” Gus said, his mind jumping straight to the one outside of the PID that he’d adopted.

“Yes. It’s… it’s the tree outside the PID building. The one you were taking care of… my Indigo,” Trish murmured, slowly rolling over onto her stomach. Then she slowly inched forward onto the bed and got up on her elbows.

“I had no idea,” Gus admitted. “It just… looked like it needed help.”

“I know. But I was already mildly interested in you before I realized you were the one taking care of my poor tree,” said Trish. “Then when I realized you were… well, I always made sure I came a little earlier to work so I could take care of your area. If I came at my original time you were always gone.”

Unable to help himself, Gus started to laugh and shook his head.

“I started staying later just so I could sneak a few looks at you,” admitted Gus. “That and uh… hand you my trashcan.”

Trish just kept smiling at him, slowly tilting her head to one side. The glow in her eyes was growing by the second.

Her slow, steady gaze was rapidly heating up. 

“Alright. This is rather cute and all… but I think you need to get rollin’. Don’t you?” Vanessa asked. There was a slight edge to her voice but she didn’t sound annoyed.

“She’s interested in a three-way but is too tired. Wants a three-way, in fact, I bet. If you two keep getting lovey-dovey like that she’s going to have a hard time saying no despite being exhausted. Well, that’s what I think at least,” Indali guessed. “That’s how I’d be feeling. When Trish starts getting Glowy-Eyes and you’re around, there’s very little that can stop her.”

Groaning, Trish sighed and put her face down onto the bed.

As if she were hiding.

“Yes, he does need to get going,” Trish said in a muffled voice. Then she lifted her head back up and looked at him. Her eyes were still glowing, but they weren’t getting any brighter. “But he’s going to wake us up when he gets back, aren’t you, Gus?”

“If I can, I will,” Gus said, then stood up.

Trish nodded and put her head back down on the covers.

Gus was dressed in clothing that would be useful for hunting at night. The only thing he had on him that he didn’t quite want was Indali.

But that was mostly because he didn’t plan on using her as a weapon. He was only taking her along to take her along.

Because she’d actually been hurt the last time he hadn’t taken her along.

“I’m ready,” Serafina said in his ear. “I’ve tapped into everything in the city that could be useful to us. Cameras, ATMs, doorbells, anything that might give us an idea of what’s going on.”

Much in the same way he didn’t want Indali with him, Serafina was going to be tagging along as well.

Except he couldn’t really argue very much with her presence.

She would be providing him with real-time tech-support, oversight, assistance, and generally being useful.

“And I’m here as well,” Indali said partly in the background. “We figured it’d be easier if we could all talk and share information at the same time.”

Great.

That’s… great.

Gus walked over to Vanessa and knelt down partway to meet her eye to eye.

“You okay, my Yellow? My love?” Gus asked in a quiet voice, holding her gaze with his own.

Vanessa took in a slow breath, watching his face. Then let it out with a sigh and a smile.

“Wake me up first,” Vanessa whispered, reaching up and setting her hand to his cheek. “I want some alone time with you. I miss you and… I want a three-way after I get a nap. But only after we can talk and just hang out.”

“Okay. I can do that,” Gus said with a smile. What she really meant was she wanted to have sex alone with him first. “Trish? I’m going to wake Ness up first. We’re going to try to have sex without waking you up.”

“That sounds fun,” Trish said, her face still buried in the covers. “Do it next to me on the same bed. Make it a fun challenge.”

Vanessa was blushing bright red now, as she stared up at him. Though, she also had a smirk on her face and looked rather amused.

“Awful,” she murmured, then pulled gently on his cheek and kissed him tenderly. “Go on. Come back and get me already.”

“Definitely going to do that. Sleep well until then,” Gus murmured and stood up again.

He stopped by the closet and grabbed his long trench coat. Throwing it on, he pulled the empty trash bag out of the unused trash can and stuffed it in a coat pocket.

He had to leave via the hallway and lobby. That meant there was no telling who he might run into. Traipsing about in his sneak-wear wasn’t going to win him the “best-concealed detective” award.

Leaving through horror magic had its own problems, as well.

If there was a camera in the hall, or the door swipes were recorded elsewhere, they’d have an invisible man wandering around.

It was just easier for him to leave, vanish into the night, and come back in the morning.

“Goodnight love,” Trish said in a purr. “I do hope you two wake me up so I can watch.”

“Night, my Indigo,” Vanessa called.

“Goodnight, loves,” Gus replied with a grin.

Opening the door, Gus got his coat settled and closed, then stepped out into the hall.

Glancing around, he couldn’t see any cameras, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. Especially in today’s age, where a camera could be so incredibly small.

Walking down the hall, Gus got to the lobby without incident.

Standing at the desk was the same man who’d checked them in earlier this morning. At this point, Gus was pretty sure the man was the owner. He was a fairly nondescript looking man in his fifties with brown hair and blue eyes.

Across the desk from him was a younger man in his late twenties. He was good looking, had dark-green eyes, and blond hair.

“—just tell me, huh?” asked the younger man as Gus walked up.

“Uh-huh. Besides—” Pausing, the owner turned to look at Gus.

The flash of surprise and panic in his eyes was all he needed to realize this young fool was asking about Trish.

“Let me guess,” Gus said with a growl as he walked up to the desk. “You want to know what the gorgeous woman’s name is. Or what room she’s in.”

Putting his elbow onto the desk, Gus leaned toward the young man.

“Her name is none of your concern, and she’s also my wife. As to her room number, that’s also none of your concern and not something you should really be asking about,” Gus said in a low voice. “And if anyone were to find out her name, or her room number, I think I’d have to give someone the beating of their life. Possibly breaking both their arms, their legs, and maybe a few other things.”

The raw fear flowing out of both men only fed Gus’s anger. It was obvious they had been indeed talking about Trish.

“Did you just threa—” Gus turned and looked at the owner as soon as he started talking. His words died off very quickly.

Fear boiled out of the man in waves now. What little bravery he’d worked up in that second was snuffed out like a candle in the wind.

“I… would never deign to share… share a customer’s information,” muttered the man.

“Well, then you clearly have nothing to worry about. And since you’re the only one who has that information, I know who to come looking for if say… someone drops by tomorrow. Or flowers show up, or candy, or anything like that. Right?” Gus asked in a flat tone.

Nodding his head slightly, the man’s face had gone white.

With a sneaking suspicion, Gus snapped a thread of power into the man’s mind and scoured his thoughts in a flash.

Unfortunately, the hotel owner—who was named Nick—had already shared Trish’s information with a man who came by. The son of the sheriff. A twenty-year-old deputy who didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground.

“Great. Then there shouldn’t be an issue,” Gus said with a bleak smile, then turned and looked at the young man.

Who was already leaving. He clearly wanted nothing to do with any of them.

“And if there is an issue, I’ll see you back here, Nick,” murmured Gus to the, unable to contain himself.

Turning, Gus left the lobby and went out into the parking lot. The night was full and dark. There was no one around. Reaching into his pockets, he pulled out some heavy-duty leather gloves. Ones with reinforced knuckles that could take a beating.

“Dig into the sheriff and his son, a deputy,” Gus said under his breath as he turned down the sidewalk and pulling on the gloves. He moved toward a dark corner of the building, wanting to get out of sight immediately.

“On it,” Serafina and Indali said at the same time.

“You check the web stuff, I’ll dig into the Fed. I still have those backdoors you left me,” said Indali.

“Oh, sure. That works. That’ll be quicker,” agreed Serafina.

Turning the corner, Gus shucked off his trench coat and pulled out the trash bag.

Stuffing the coat into it, he realized it wasn’t going to fit, but it’d at least hold most of it. Pulling off his boots and socks, he stuck them into the jacket and gave up. It was just too much, he needed a bag to put his cast-offs in.

Turning, he stuffed the bag into a nearby bush and made sure it was out of sight.

Standing there, he contemplated how he wanted to do this.

Then he realized that the simplest answer was the most fun one as well.

Let loose.

Letting out a slow heavy breath, Gus could feel his control melt away in a flash. The rigid mindset he kept over himself at all times bled off him and became nothing.

The fear he’d tasted from Nick and the young man was all he needed to kick start his horror magic. With a noiseless, magical whump he felt his heart shudder.

His vision changed and became brighter. Colors distorted, and light sources themselves became less intense.

It was as if a knot in his back just unwound and he could finally stretch himself out.

“That feels great,” Gus growled.

“Gus?” asked Serafina. “Is… is that you?”

“Course,” Gus said in a grunt as he coiled himself up, getting low to the ground.

Then he leaped upward, grabbing hold of the edge of the roof. Getting his feet to the edge, he looked toward the second-floor roof above him. Jumping once again he cleared the distance and landed atop it.

Flowing over to the edge, he stepped up to it and took in a deep breath. Inhaling the scent of the city.

There was more than enough fear permeating the night to keep his horror magic active.

Nick down below him, fearing for his life.

Trish back in the room, afraid that Gus wouldn’t wake her up for sex when he got back. That it was one of the only areas where she knew she had complete control, and she never wanted to lose her grasp on it.

Vanessa feeling terrified at how afraid she was that Gus was out there alone at night. Without a partner or backup.

And a multitude of others all around him. Living in their homes, renting rooms, moving about the streets, all with their everyday normalized fears.

“A hunt without a target,” Gus said and then leaped from the roof toward the street.

Hitting it with a slap of his feet, he crouched low to the ground and started to run on all fours.

He wasn’t in a race, he simply felt more comfortable lower to the ground. His figure wasn’t as easily spotted by the Humans. They couldn’t or didn’t want to spot him.

Sheep.

All of them.

Rolling along down the street, Gus kept his senses at their peak. Sorting through people’s fears as he went. In a place like this, there were bound to be people afraid of being caught.

It was merely a matter of finding them.

Snorting at the thought, he ran on until he reached an intersection. There were two cars stopped at it, waiting for the light to go green.

Moving off the road by leaping upward, Gus caught the top of the streetlight and hung to it with one hand. His bare feet holding to the metal with a creak.

“Got a hit on the deputy, nothing on the sheriff,” Serafina said. “Date rape. Didn’t make it to court. I say pay him a visit.”

“No,” said Gus, scanning the surrounding area, taking it all in. “I’m not Yellow Eyes and I don’t feed on justice like he does. Besides, now that you found him, chances are you’re already ruining his life.”

Gus could distantly see what looked like a supermarket.

Serafina didn’t respond, but he could hear the angry clack of her keyboard as she worked her fingers back and forth on her instrument of destruction.

There wasn’t a whole lot to see from where he was at the moment, and he wasn’t quite sure where to begin either.

“Give me a search pattern to work with. Something I can do street by street. This is going to take some time and I don’t have a better idea on how to start other than randomly,” Gus admitted.

Bracing himself against the light post, he dove forward toward the ground.

Hitting the ground running, he was off at a trot, once more moving on all fours. He was very glad he’d remembered the gloves tonight.

“I got it, I’m already done with Deputy Dipshit,” grumbled Serafina.

Ha. She was ruining his life.

Good.

He could hear Indali laughing in his mind at his thoughts.

“Agreed. But I won’t tell her that aloud. I don’t want to encourage her into bad behavior. She’s still quite young,” Indali said.

Reaching the parking lot, Gus slowed down to inspect everything. Out in one corner, he could see several trucks and a sedan parked close together. Far removed from any customers who were looking to get late-night anything from the store.

Curious. Let’s go take a peek while we wait for a plan.

Staying in the shadows and out of the lights, Gus kept himself to a very slow crawl as far as speed went. He wanted to sneak up on this group and see what they were up to.

I’m going to use you to talk to Sera. Stalking.

“Of course. It’s one of the reasons I’m here,” said Indali with a laugh. “You mentioned previously you couldn’t have spoken to anyone even if you’d wanted to.

“But you and I, my Bearer? We go above that. Beyond it. We’re with one another at all times.”

You’ve gotten awfully clingy since we had sex.

Gus’s thought was blunt and without any modesty to it.

He just couldn’t quite bring himself to care for society’s niceties while he was stalking prey.

“I… yes. I am. You possessed me wholly. Now I’m going to possess you. What you did to me, and then my projection, no one has ever done. In any way. That was a first for me, Gustavus. I will take my price from you in return,” Indali promised.

Do so.

Grimacing, Gus realized what he was looking at.

It was a bunch of teenagers hanging out.

Drinking beer, sounding like pale imitations of their parents, and trying their hardest to look like grown-ups in front of one another.

Rolling his eyes, Gus came to a stop and held himself in a crouch, watching the children.

They all reeked of fear, false bravado, and idiocy.

“Not all of us spent our teenage years running around in combat or hunting,” Indali murmured, reminding him that she’d been born of the fires of war. Her sentience granted simply through ending the lives of so many. “I’d almost be envious of them. Almost. Youth and life are wasted on the ignorant and young.”

Too true.

“—then I looked at her and was like, ‘Bring it, bitch!’” crowed one of the young men.

“You did not say that to your mom,” said one of the girls with a laugh.

“I sure did, then I just let loose and brrrrrrrrraahp—” belched the child. “Right in her face. Whew, that one stinks.”

“That’s just your breath, fuck-stick,” said a second young man.

“Yeah? Well, faaaaaahk—” burped the young man. The audience present laughed. Gus winced and shook his head. “You. Fuck you. Just like that.”

“Alright,” Serafina said, cutting through the stupidity. “I’ve got a layout for you that should give you a good path to sweep and clear. We’ll work it almost in a spiral.”

Great. Thanks. Where do I start?

Gus listened as Indali repeated his statement back to Serafina.

“What? Why are—Oh. Oh! I get it,” said Serafina. “Yeah, you can start there. Did you know you… look really different as a Bogie? I borrowed a drone from the police. I have it zoomed in on you. It’s really hard to see you, as well.”

Looking up, Gus couldn’t see or hear the drone up above him. But he didn’t doubt it was there.

After all, the whole point was to be there but unseen.

“Just head back to the road you were on, turn right, and start down that,” dictated Serafina. “I’ll lead you from there. It should only take us a few days to run the whole city down. Street to street until we hit the outskirts and plains.”

Alright.

Looking back to the laughing teenagers, Gus had a fun idea.

He knew for a fact that kids like this often found themselves in situations they shouldn’t be in. Mostly from being out like this, and doing exactly what they were doing.

No good was ever found when one was out late.

“You should all go home,” growled Gus, tinging his words with Horror magic. “Before something finds you.”

Turning, he prowled off into the bushes and started the search pattern.


Chapter 15 - Gifts

 

“Nothing,” grumbled Gus with a shake of his head. “Not a damn thing. It’s all the same stuff everywhere. Not a damn whiff or hint of anything at all.”

Growling under his breath, Gus began to trot back toward the center of the city.

Over the last four days, he had run every street, avenue, and boulevard. From the center to the very outskirts and everything in between.

Nobody was out of the ordinary.

Not one person reeked of any type of abnormal fear that you might be expected.

Nothing that would signify that these people were hiding a secret here. That they were all part of an elaborate organization built to seemingly bring the world to ruin.

“Just a bunch of small-town people living their lives. This is a waste,” Gus complained.

“Certainly feels more like home than I’d like it to,” Serafina muttered.

Realizing he was borderline being insulting to her, Gus sighed.

“Sorry, Sera. I don’t mean anything by it. I’m just frustrated at the fact that we haven’t found anything. Not a hint, clue, or a whiff of anything that’d tell us what was going on,” said Gus. “We should have found something by now, shouldn’t we?”

“I’m not sure,” Indali said over the line. “Trish and Ness can’t find anything that stands out of the ordinary either. And honestly, neither have we. Mel is starting to think maybe both sites are actually abandoned. That we’re wandering around an empty home, so to speak.”

“To be fair, I wouldn’t stick around in a location that was likely compromised,” Sera added. “I mean, that’s some grade-A level idiocy. Isn’t it?”

“Only if you assume they’re not condescending pricks who believe they’re smarter than everyone else,” muttered Gus. “Ego is often the downfall of the intelligent.”

Everyone grew quiet as Gus made his way back to the hotel. There really wasn’t anything else for him to do. He would check in with Mel in the morning and report his findings.

Which were nil.

“She’s waiting for you again,” mumbled Serafina.

Rolling his eyes, Gus didn’t deviate from his course.

Since scaring off the teenagers the first night, none of them had returned.

Except for one young girl who seemed particularly determined to get in touch with him. With something that’d left without a trace except for some claw marks in the ground.

Something that didn’t actually sound Human at all.

When Gus had re-watched the footage from Serafina’s drone, he’d been surprised to hear just how abnormal his voice was.

He knew it wasn’t his normal voice when he was shifted into his true form, but he hadn’t known it was that different.

“Why not ask her?” Indali offered.

“What?” Gus asked.

“Ask the girl. She wants to reach out to something that isn’t Human. That means she’s predisposed to the Para world. Curiosity, or being part of it,” said Indali, her voice firming up as she went. “It’s not like Trish and Ness have gotten anyone to talk to them about much. You’ve all been dealing with adults so far. Why not the teenager? It couldn’t hurt.”

Gus realized she was certainly right. It couldn’t hurt.

There wasn’t anything else that he had to go on, and there were no leads.

Trish and Vanessa had turned up even less than he had. All they’d managed to do was get hit on repeatedly and asked out.

Though the deputy who’d asked about Trish hadn’t said or done anything as of yet. 

Either Nick warned him off or he’s busy dealing with Sera’s misery.

Cutting the corner of a yard once he got closer to the grocery store, Gus leaped upward. Landing easily atop a roof, he ran across it and jumped to the next.

From there, he bounced through a backyard, caught a shed, and flew toward a light post.

Hitting it with a light pinging noise, Gus swung his legs out, let go, and spun across the intersection. Neatly avoiding several cars passing through, and waiting on each side.

Landing atop a bush, Gus went deeper into the shrubs and started through another side yard.

“Back corner?” Gus asked as he jumped a fence with a hop and a quick handhold on the top.

“Yes. Do you know how hard it is to track you by the way?” Serafina grumbled.

“I would hope it’d be extremely difficult,” said Gus with a chortle. “Now imagine if I was actively trying to hide. I’m just running around right now. Mute it.”

Gus wrapped himself up in his magic, cloaking himself until there was no trace of him left behind.

Almost in the same spot where the teenagers had been the first time was a lone beat-up sedan. It looked like it had been on its last leg two legs ago. It was likely being held together by Bondo, duct tape, and a prayer.

Sitting on the hood, facing the dark shadows and bushes where Gus had been last time, waited a young woman.

She had to be fresh out of high school, he guessed. Like she was about to go to college or join the workforce.

Then he realized she was wearing what appeared to be an apron that hung at her waist, the top half having been pulled up and over her head.

Waitress? Something like that?

Creeping closer, Gus inspected her a bit more intently.

She was young and attractive. Her light-brown hair was pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail behind her head.

There was wariness in her pale-green eyes. A cynicism that came from living a worn life. Stained in such a way that it was easy to spot in her. As if someone had put a black thumbprint between her eyes. Like she’d been saddled with cares and worries that weren’t her own.

How long does she normally wait around?

“One second,” Indali responded.

Gus imagined the two were talking or reviewing footage.

Tilting his head to one side, Gus briefly considered poking into her thoughts.

He was trying to avoid that at all costs, however. The last thing he needed was someone noticing that memories and thoughts were being raided.

And after his recent close encounter at the bar, he wasn’t willing to risk it. Poking into Nick’s mind had been a mistake and a lapse of good judgement.

“Until around midnight, then she packs it in and heads home. You’ve got about five minutes at most,” Indali came back with.

And what exactly does she ask for?

“She… literally just sits there more often than not. Sometimes she’ll say, ‘I’m here’ but that’s about it,” Indali answered. “No idea what she’s looking for but… clearly it’s to at least contact you.”

Thinking, Gus came up with the best answer.

Direct and as a Boogieman.

That was what had attracted her here after all.

“Should I eat you?” Gus asked from the darkness. Letting his horror magic creep into his words. “If you keep coming out here, you’re clearly making yourself a gift.”

The fear that shot out of her was intense.

Sharp.

Almost like a piece of hard rock candy that refused to yield regardless of how you bit it.

Tinged with something else he couldn’t identify, but quite delicious.

Using that fear, Gus snapped a binding of magic around her arms and knees. With a jerk of magic, he brought her to the ground. She landed on her ass with a thump.

“I accept the gift of you,” Gus said simply as he tightened his control. There would be no way for her to wriggle free.

“I-I-I—”

“Am dinner,” said Gus in a hungry voice and then yanked again on the magic.

The woman was pulled five feet away from her car, her shoulders on the ground now.

Slowly, he began pulling her into the darkened bushes.

“No! No, no, I-I-I’m— I want to know— I-I don’t—”

Her words failed her as her feet and ankles slid into the bushes.

Her panic was rising to an incredible level. Gus paused to simply sit and enjoy the meal she was providing him.

“We’ll start with the toes,” Gus murmured, taking hold of her shoes and pulling them off her feet.

“Please! I’m willing to barter! I want out of this shit-hole!” squeaked the woman.

Having gotten one shoe off, Gus set it down to one side and contemplated how to proceed.

“Why make yourself a meal if you want out?” Gus asked.

“I’m not a meal! I’m… I’m… I have… I have nothing—” said the woman in a choked voiced that was followed by a sob. “You’re gonna kill me. I’m gonna die here.”

“And why would you want to leave? This little city of yours seems quite mundane,” Gus asked. “Don’t many people want to come to a place like this? Why wouldn’t you want to be here?”

“B-b-because that’s exactly it. We all… grow up and… live here and we never leave. You work at the few places you can or you go work at the plant,” whimpered the woman.

Steel plant, right? We checked it. Didn’t find anything.

“Didn’t find anything at all. Ness and Trish even applied there. The union isn’t hiring at the moment. Not a hint of anything on the net or in the Fed database,” Indali confirmed.

“Then go work at the plant. You’re pretty enough that if you have some smarts you can make that work for you,” growled Gus.

“Everyone who works at the plant comes out different,” mumbled the woman, apparently having forgotten Gus had told her he planned on eating her.

“Different?” Gus asked, a feeling of hope running through him.

“Yeah. Different,” said the woman with a sniffle. “My older sister, Janet, she just wasn’t the same after she started working there. Like… like a ghost of herself.

“She forgot a lot of things, too. I don’t… I don’t want to work at the plant. But I can’t afford to live on my own just working at the diner. I… I wanted to barter and make a deal to get out of here. I just need a chance.”

“That feels like we definitely need to look deeper into the plant,” Indali muttered. “Try getting inside it.”

Agreed.

“Does your father work at the plant?” Gus asked.

“Yeah… h-he does. Mom used to work at the plant, but she got… she got injured and she died,” said the woman with a hiccupping sob. “I’m looking after my little sisters now and Dad… Dad isn’t real nice to them a-a-and I need to get them out and— Don’t eat me, please!”

Clicking his tongue, Gus put the woman’s shoe back on and then adjusted it to make sure it fit right.

“Take me to your home. Let’s see if something is wrong with your father,” Gus murmured.

Just because he hadn’t sensed anything out of the ordinary, didn’t mean there wasn’t. It just meant they’d have to start really digging into the locals.

“You… you mean it?” asked the woman as she lifted her head up. She looked down past her body toward where her feet were hidden in the bushes. “You’ll help me? You won’t eat me?”

“How could I possibly eat a woman trying to help her sisters?” asked Gus honestly and dismissed his magic. “And your name?”

“I’m Lucy,” said the woman, propping herself up on her elbows. “Lucy Barrows. And… what do I call you?”

“Mr. Dark will do,” Gus said. “Now. Let’s go see your dad.”

 

 

***

 

Lucy drove quietly, her hands locked to the steering wheel in a white-knuckled grip.

The fear bubbling away inside her wasn’t as strong as it had been, but it was certainly there.

Except Gus wasn’t the reason or cause.

From what he could tell, it was what Lucy expected to find at home.

“I’m late,” she said when she pulled into the driveway of a small quaint little home. “He’s… he’s going to be mad if he catches me.”

Gus glanced at the clock and saw it was two minutes past midnight.

Quirking an eyebrow, he wondered if Lucy’s father was the unbending and stupid type. He’d met the type often enough.

Those without forgiveness or mercy.

Hard-hearted fools who had no empathy in them.

Turning the key, Lucy shut her car off. It rattled and whirred for several cycles before it finally shut off.

To Gus, it sounded like it shouldn’t ever start again. But given the general disrepair of the vehicle, that seemed to be the theme.

Opening the door, Lucy got out of the car and awkwardly stepped to the side, looking around every which way.

What a sweetheart. She’s waiting for me.

Slipping out of the car, Gus put his hand atop hers and gently shut the door.

His touch caused Lucy to shiver as she locked her car.

Holding her keys tight in her hand, she went to the door.

Getting it open quietly, she pushed the door wide and stepped inside. Turning, she waited several seconds—more than enough time for Gus to get in—and then closed the door.

Throwing the deadbolt and the doorknob turn, she locked the front door and then put her keys on a hook nearby.

She looked relieved as her gaze swept the darkened interior.

Moving quickly, she vanished into a hallway. Opening a single door, she stuck her head in, paused, and then closed the door. Moving to the second of three doors, she opened it and went inside.

Once more, Gus followed her, entering what was apparently her bedroom.

There were bits of color here and there, some small decorations, but not much.

It was obvious at a glance that she lived a muted life that had little to no warmth or softness to it.

“Sorry, I had to… had to check on my sisters. They’re sleeping,” Lucy apologized, looking around her room. “Are… you there, Mr. Dark?”

“Yes,” Gus said.

“Oh! Oh. Okay. Good. Uhm. Dad’s not home, I guess. He’d normally already be all over me. Sometimes he works late at the plant and—”

There was a boom as Lucy’s door slammed open. The doorknob passed into a hole in the wall that previously existed. As if this weren’t the first time this had happened.

“Who the hell are you talking to?” demanded a man who was easily six foot and three hundred pounds. He had dark-brown eyes, brown curly hair, and a pale complexion. Looking around the room, he saw no one else there. “And why the fuck are you late? You know you’re not supposed to be late!”

“Dad, the-there’s no one here! Please, lower your voice? The girls are slee—”

Before Lucy could finish, and faster than Gus was expecting, the man slapped Lucy across the face with an open hand.

“I’m going to—”

Before the man could finish his sentence, Gus had smashed a hole into his mind. Spearing it with a powerful burst of horror magic fed from the insane blast of fear from Lucy at what her father was likely going to do.

Apparently, beatings—especially ones that couldn’t be seen with clothes on—were a common occurrence here. They had been for quite some time.

Lucy even took beatings herself that would have gone to her younger sisters.

What Gus found in the man’s mind about the plant was absolutely nothing, however.

Which, honestly, was rather enlightening.

The number of memories, details, and thoughts that were all missing led to a rather shocking conclusion for Gus.

They were definitely looking for the steel plant when it came to the likely entry point to the base beneath the city.

Because there was nothing in the man’s mind at all about work. Not a hint, whiff, or stray thought.

Nothing about hating his boss, co-workers who’d wronged him, a fridge thief, watercooler gossip, pointless meetings, emails that made no sense, or customers that people hated.

No worries about parking spaces, cars being broken into, being late or early, missing lunch or a break, wondering about paychecks or overtime.

There was none of that at any level or degree. 

No one on the entirety of the planet has a mind like this. It’s been scoured clean.

“Yes, I would agree. It would seem our target is and has been the plant. We’ll need to get inside it,” Indali agreed. “I wonder if having their minds wiped at the end of the day is some sort of business practice. It would certainly make it that much harder for someone to figure it out from the outside. Not even a chance to overhear anything.”

Yeah, but I can’t imagine it’s healthy for a mind to be like this. At all.

We spend more time at work with co-workers than we do our own family. It’s why so many men and women cheat with people that they work with.

“Once more, I would agree. Definitely seems to be the cause of some problems. And young Lucy did mention her sister’s behavior changed,” Indali added.

In the dark recesses of the man’s mind, Gus could see there was only one real thought about work. That he needed to get his daughter to start working at the plant sooner rather than later.

That he would continue to punish her, make her work for her own money, charge her rent, and be awful to her until she did so.

He needed her to go work at the plant. Wanted her to, desperately.

“—Dark?! What’re you doing? Please! Don’t hurt him. He’s my dad!” Lucy begged, her hands on her father’s shoulders.

The older man was standing upright, his body tense and stiff as a board. As if he had an active electrical current from the house traveling from his head to his feet.

Snorting, Gus released the man’s mind, but not before blanking him into a stupor. Something that was more akin to a drunken bender.

If anyone were to look into his memories, it would look like Lucy’s father had drank until he blacked out.

Collapsing to the ground, the man lay unmoving on the floor.

“He’s fine,” Gus said before Lucy could panic. “Just sleeping it off like a bad night out with too many empty bottles in his wake.

“And you were right. It’s the plant. That’s what’s causing him to act this way, and also what likely changed your sister. His goal is to get you to work there, as well.”

“I…” Lucy paused, leaning over her father, her hands fluttering in front of herself. “He’s been pushing really hard for me to join them at the plant. Really, really hard. I guess… that makes sense. What… is it exactly?”

“Doesn’t matter. What does matter is that it’s time for you to go,” Gus said, coming to a choice. “Start packing. For you and your sisters.”

He liked Lucy. She seemed like a nice young woman who was kind and trying to do her best. For herself and her sisters.

Gus could definitely understand trying to protect others, even if it meant putting yourself in harm’s way.

Using some horror magic, he snapped a spell around Lucy’s head that would make it so she couldn’t hear him.

“What? I can’t… I—” Lucy murmured, looking around her room.

Then she suddenly stood up and marched to her closet.

“Sera, you’ve already hacked my bank accounts, right?” Gus asked.

He was almost positive she already had.

Given her personality, that she was becoming more clingy and possessive of him, and that she’d likely snooped through his life, he’d bet on her knowing everything about him.

“I…”

“Right?” Gus prompted when Serafina’s voice fell off.

“Yes, I did.”

“Great. I need you to park eighty thousand of that blood-money of mine into this girl’s account. I’m sure you already tore her apart as well, right?” Gus asked.

“I… did, yes. You’re not mad, are you?” Serafina asked, the sound of her keyboard clacking as her fingers probably flew across the keyboard.

“Not at all. It’s just who you are. How you personally express your interest and care. It’ll probably get worse once we start sleeping together,” Gus admitted. “Speaking of, your induction and orgy is next when we meet up, isn’t it?”

Serafina had declined to have sex before her orgy and contract, despite Chloe indulging repeatedly and often before her own.

“I… yes. Yes, it is. I’m really looking forward to it,” Serafina murmured. “Done. I put a hundred thousand into her account. Non-traceable and without a trail. I made sure her father has no access to it, and that there’s no way for him to track her down either.

“The extra twenty grand is from me. I… can definitely see myself in her if my mom and dad hadn’t been who they are.”

“That’s very generous of you. That’s more than enough to get her and her sisters moving in the right direction. Thanks, Sera. You’re a good woman,” Gus said. Then he canceled the spell around Lucy’s head. “Get your sisters, and leave. Don’t look back. Your bank account has more than enough money to get you anywhere you want.”

“I… what?” Lucy asked, looking up from the suitcase she’d been packing.

“Leave. Move. Travel. Don’t come back. Make a life, get a job, go to college,” Gus said.

“Okay,” Lucy murmured softly. “Okay. I can do that. I… thank you… Mr. Dark. Is… will I see you again?”

“No. You won’t. He’ll sleep until morning. Make sure you’re gone,” Gus said and walked over to the door to her bedroom. Opening, he stepped through it into the hallway.

“Then… thank you, Mr. Dark. I’ll never forget you,” Lucy said before Gus closed the door.

Gus needed to go talk to Vanessa and Trish. They needed to plan their next steps.

“I’m already getting Mel, Janelle, and Chloe up. Don’t worry about us, Bearer. I’ll get it ready,” said Indali.

Thanks.


Chapter 16 – Fools

 

Taking hold of Trish’s shoulder, Gus gently applied pressure to it.

He’d found that she would wake quite easily with just this. There was no shaking needed at all.

Slowly, the lovely Dryad’s eyes slid open. They focused on him and began to slowly glow.

Smiling at him, she reached up and laid a hand to his cheek.

“Oh. Hello, dear. You need a little more already? I’m tired but… flattered and very willing,” purred Trish.

“I… yes. I do need more,” Gus admitted. “But… I woke you up for work.”

“Poo,” Trish said with a pout, her fingers caressing his jaw. “No time at all for something quick? I can be very quick.”

“They’re already waiting on the line. Just waiting on you and Ness,” said Gus apologetically.

“Drat. Afterward, then. Just you and I. I like our three-ways, but I want you to myself for a bit. Just like Ness does,” Trish said patting his cheek.

Then she slowly sat up in bed, revealing that she was quite nude.

She always slept naked. Her stated reason being, “Just in case you want some while I sleep. You can just wake me up with it”.

Turning away from the beautiful woman who had way too much power over him sexually, Gus began to shake Vanessa awake.

She was nothing like Trish and needed to be physically woken up.

“Ungh. Not right now. Have Trish first,” Vanessa complained, rolling toward him and putting her hand on his forearm. “Then come back for me.”

“You’ve got them well-trained to being woken up for sex. I didn’t realize you did it that often,” Serafina grumbled.

“More like Trish has us trained,” Gus said under his breath and then shook Vanessa a little more.

“Come on, my beautiful Yellow. I’m not waking you up for fun, it’s for work,” Gus said, raising his volume this time. “Even though I wish I was waking you for fun.”

Groaning, Vanessa sat up and started scrubbing at her eyes.

“We’re ready over here. Put your phone on speaker, I’ll transfer myself into it directly then connect everything up,” Serafina ordered, her voice still holding an edge of annoyance to it.

Pulling his phone free from his pocket, he held it. Standing between the two beds, he imagined this was the best probable location for both women to hear it.

Tapping the speakerphone, Gus cleared his throat.

“We’re here,” he said.

“Hello, Indigo!” Melody said in a sugary sweet voice. “My love! I love you!”

“Hi… Rainbow. I love you, too,” Gus muttered, glancing toward Vanessa and then Trish.

Neither woman looked perturbed at his statement.

“I hear you have news for your wives?” Melody asked, a smile clear in her voice. “Tell us.”

Rolling his eyes, Gus shook his head.

“Yeah. It’s the steel plant that we’re looking for here. Found someone who works there and dug into their head a bit,” Gus said. “I know we said it wasn’t worth me skulking around in people’s thoughts, but this was a good opportunity. And it paid off.”

“I’m so glad to hear it. Tell me, Indigo. Tell me sweet nothings and what you did. And when we’re done… I want you to talk dirty to me over the phone,” Melody purred at him. “Tell me all the wickedly evil things you want to do to me.”

“There was nothing in his head at all about work,” said Gus, ignoring Melody to a degree. “Nothing about his boss, coworkers, parking lot, lunch, being late, early, overtime. Nothing. Not a damn thing.

“Which means he either doesn’t have a job at all, which doesn’t match his memories by the way, or he’s getting mind-wiped at the end of every day or shift.”

The silence in the hotel room, as well as across the line, was rather intense. It felt heavy.

“The amount of power a psyker requires to mind-wipe is significant,” Indali murmured.

“According to records, the plant employs four thousand people in various roles,” added Serafina.

“In other words,” Melody began. “They’d need enough psychic power to mind-wipe four thousand people every day.

“That means a small group of twenty people—perhaps as strong as Gus—or hundreds of medium-grade psykers.”

Gus hadn’t actually considered that angle.

Holy shit. We’re out of our league by a continent.

“Yes, we are. But let’s keep that between us, my Bearer,” agreed Indali.

I know, I know. You don’t need to scold me, my Weapon. I know.

“You… you called me your weapon.”

Well, you are. Aren’t you, my Weapon?

“I… yes, I am. I’m your Weapon. You’re my Bearer. We are inseparable. I can’t imagine ever being in another’s hand.

“I love the feel of your finger caressing my trigger. When you thumb my hammer back. When you push my cylinder down and eject my cartridges. I love the feel of your fingers against my handle. Especially when you—”

Weapon, this isn’t the time, is it? You’re going to get me more worked up than I already am given the response earlier from Trish and Ness. I enjoy firing you as much as you enjoy being fired.

“Oh. Oh! Sorry. I had no idea that… you never said…well. Well. Okay. I’m… very happy to know that,” Indali said, clearly flustered.

“—not much else we can do with it, other than digging deeper, I suppose,” Melody said. Gus had missed whatever had been said before that. “Indigo, you’ll just have to try and sneak into the plant. Probably during the day. See what’s going on there. Yellow, Red, can you start focusing your efforts on that?”

“Of course,” Trish said with a small yawn and her arms stretched over her head. Gus had to keep his eyes on the phone. “Right, Yellow, my sweet?”

“Yes. Not a problem. We’ve got this,” Vanessa agreed, her cheeks coloring at Trish’s comment. She also kept her eyes locked on Gus’s phone just as he did.

“I’d suggest asking prominent members of the city in a roundabout way,” mused Melody. “They’ll probably tell you what they can, given that you’re both so lovely. With any luck, they’ll let something slip. There’s bound to be someone who knows more than they should, despite the wipes.”

“Got it. We’ll start with the sheriff, the mayor, and maybe some of the deputies. They all seem to have a crush on Trish,” Vanessa said. “I’m sure we can get them to let something slip.”

“Hmph. I’ve done nothing to encourage that other than exist. Nor will I do anything to encourage them to tell me something, even if it means we don’t learn anything.

“That’s not something I want to even consider. Men will take something like that and run with it for far too long,” grumped Trish. “At least they’re not being stupid and driving past the hotel repeatedly or trying to find out what room I’m in from the front desk.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Vanessa said quickly.

“Nor I. None of us would want our beautiful and sexy Red to demean herself at all. You’re our Dryad, no one else's,” Melody said quite firmly on the line.

There was a chorus of agreements from everyone.

“Great. Then… you two should get back to bed. You’ll have a long day of running around tomorrow,” Melody said. “Gus, stay on the phone for a few minutes?”

He knew what she wanted, and apparently everyone else did as well.

Everyone quickly said goodbye, hung up, or in Vanessa’s case, rolled over onto her side. Putting her back to Gus.

“Uh,” Gus said intelligently.

Trish nodded her head slowly, her eyes starting to glow brightly as she stared at him. Then she crooked a finger and slid sideways in the bed.

Putting the same finger to her lips, Trish gave him a knowing look and smiled at him.

Apparently, she had ideas for Gus while he was on the phone with Melody.

My life kind of became something like a teenager’s wet dream.

“I rather like it,” Indali countered. “Always gives me something to watch.”

 

***

 

Loud ringing slowly broke through Gus’s sleep. Interrupting a lovely dream he was having about what Trish had done to him last night.

Clearing his throat, he rolled over in the bed and looked at the bedside table. Coughing twice more, he finally got the phlegm out of his throat and grabbed his phone.

Looking at the screen, he realized it was Melody.

Tapping the accept button, he brought it up to his ear.

“Hey, love,” said Gus gruffly. “What’s up?”

“Oooh. That was such a sweet intro that it makes this all the harder,” grumbled Melody, her words snapping Gus into a much more alert state. “Trish and Ness got arrested by a sheriff. Sera intercepted his database pulls. We’ve got their fake IDs in place, so everything’s fine. The problem is they’re still in jail.”

“What?” Gus asked, clearing his throat again. “On what charges?”

“None at all. Looks like illegal detention,” said Melody. “Would certainly support the sheriff being in on this. The problem becomes that it makes it much harder for them to reasonably look around and ask questions if we push to get them out quickly.

“They can stick around if we let it run itself out, obviously, but… I don’t much like that.”

“Uh-huh. What’re you thinking?” Gus asked.

“Go raise a stink about Trish. Get her out. You’ve already established that she’s your wife. Ness hasn’t really been looked into as much as Trish. Not as pretty,” Melody admitted honestly. “In raising a stink about Trish, chances are they’ll dump Ness, too. Then you and Trish can just ‘vanish’ and Ness can stay behind.”

“Really? That’s rather complicated and built on a lot of assumptions,” Gus grumbled. He didn’t like things like that. “How about I just go camp out at the station and make sure things go well? If they don’t, I pop ’em out. If they do, we’re fine.”

Melody clicked her tongue, then took in a slow breath and held it.

Seconds ticked by as Gus sat there, rubbing at his eyes with his free hand.

“Fine. That works. It gives you all the benefit of looking innocent, too,” said Melody in a sigh. “I just don’t like leaving our wives behind bars. That’s… so not right.”

“They’ll be fine. I think you forget that Trish is a sorceress who cooked people alive. Then complained about losing a finger because the nail wouldn’t grow right,” Gus said honestly. “She’s stronger than we think. We just treat her like glass because she likes it.”

“Yeah… you’re right. You’re right,” Melody grumbled. “But she’s our glass.”

Snorting, Gus couldn’t help himself. He started laughing.

“Yes, she is. Don’t you worry, Rainbow. Your Indigo will go retrieve them one way or another,” Gus promised. “Just be calm. Alright?”

“Thank you. My Indigo. My one true love. With you, I can accomplish anything. All I need is you,” Melody said sweetly, clearly leaning into the phone. “I love you.”

“Uh-huh. Love you, too. Gonna get going. See you later, darling Rainbow,” said Gus and then he hung up the phone.

“She’s sitting here making cooing noises over the phone. Her Indigo and Red contracts are lit up like flares,” said Indali. “Could you not ramp her up so hard in the future?”

Smirking, Gus got out of the bed and got ready. He needed to get down to the sheriff’s station and check in on Vanessa and Trish.

It didn’t take him long to dress in his stalking clothes, pop the window open, and slip out there rather than the front door.

He imagined the lobby would phone the sheriff the moment Gus left.

This little city was all in it together, he imagined. In one way or another, they were all working together. Knowingly or unknowingly.

Making his way to the sheriff’s station while cloaked, Gus kept to the ground and open spaces, rather than traveling via roof and backyards.

With all the movement and cars during the day, he was better disguised there while cloaked. A blur, a shift of items, or general sounds, were far more likely to be muted or overlooked with a semi-truck driving by.

Thankfully, there were no impediments to him getting to the station. Nor getting inside.

In fact, he was able to ghost right by it all to get to the cells in the back.

Vanessa and Trish were occupying one cell between the two of them. There was no one else in a cell and everything was calm and quiet.

Easing up next to the bars, Gus took a look around.

The cell was what you’d expect. Slick tiles, one toilet, a bench, and four beds. There was nothing else at all.

More like a drunk tank or holding pen. Hm. I wonder what they’re doing.

Indali, does Sera see any cameras in here?

“A moment,” Indali responded.

“No cameras, you’re clear,” Sera said in his earpiece. “The cops are all in the entryway and around the building. No one back here. Which isn’t very good, you know. That’s some deliberate oversight failure.

“Want to bet they get a lot of ‘suicides’ in this place?”

Wouldn’t doubt it.

“Hey,” Gus said in a whisper. “You’re not alone.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” Trish said with a laugh. “Well, I certainly feel much better now.”

Coming over to where he’d spoken from, Trish sat down on the ground and stuck her arm through the bars. Her hand opened and closed twice in midair.

Realizing she just wanted to hold his hand, Gus put his into hers.

“Hello, Red,” Gus murmured softly, putting his brow to the bars.

“Indigo, my love. So good of you to come. Yellow told me you’d come,” Trish said, gesturing at Vanessa with her left hand. “Said you’d never let any harm befall us. I must admit I was still nervous, but she never lost faith in her love.”

Blushing, Vanessa looked to the side as she walked over to the bars. Standing above Trish, it likely appeared as if they were having a conversation if anyone peaked in.

“Yeah, I admit it. I believe in Gus. Our Indigo,” Vanessa grumbled. “So, we got arrested. No charges, no investigation, nothing. Just confiscated everything on us. I made sure to ask if we could leave when we arrived. Then I asked what the charges were. Ended it with asking for our phone call to contact an attorney and told them that until that occurred we were pleading the fifth and would no longer discuss anything with anyone.”

Gus nodded at that.

Illegal detention sometimes provided police a way out if you didn’t actively ask if you could leave. Otherwise, it was assumed you were there voluntarily

“How long?” Gus asked.

“An hour or so,” Trish murmured, squeezing Gus’s hand.

“So… seventy hours or so at the maximum unless they want to get petty. This’ll be dull,” Gus complained. “But at least we’re together. Want me to pop the lock and just come in there with you?”

“Oh! Would you? That’d be lovely. We can sit on each side of you and snuggle while we wait,” Trish said, holding much more firmly to his hand. “I contemplated killing everyone here but I didn’t think that’d be good for our investigation.”

Sometimes even Gus forgot that the lovely and bubbly Trish valued life about as much as it inconvenienced her.

“If they try anything funny, I’m going to turn the building into a bonfire,” she promised. “And then they can—”

There was a clack from nearby as the door to the station proper opened.

Not letting go of Trish’s hand, he did shift it down lower to appear more like she was just letting it hang through the bars.

A young man in his twenties wearing a sheriff’s uniform strutted into the room. He was attractive, with dark-blue eyes, dark-brown hair, and a strong-looking physique.

Vanessa and Trish both eyed the man warily, but neither held any recognition in their eyes for him.

“Hey,” said the man.

“It’s Deputy Dipshit, Sera says,” Indali offered.

“Are you here to tell us our counsel has arrived?” Vanessa asked.

Deputy Dipshit turned a full glare on Vanessa and stared at her.

“If you aren’t, then you have nothing to discuss with us since you clearly don’t have food for us,” Vanessa declared. “We’ve invoked our right to legal counsel, and aren’t talking otherwise.”

“You big city types always think you know the law,” Deputy Dipshit said.

“I can guarantee you that I know the law better than you do,” Vanessa muttered with a shake of her head. Her fake ID in the system didn’t list her as a police officer which meant she couldn’t just declare why she knew the law better.

“Idiots. I’m here to take Aleena for questioning,” said the deputy, indicating Trish.

“I refuse to answer anything, and have asked for counsel,” said Trish politely. “I believe that means ques—”

“Shut up!” shouted the deputy. Pulling a keyring off his belt, he drew his baton with the other. “You can come willingly for questioning or get dragged for questioning.”

Squeezing Trish’s hand, Gus stood up and waited.

There was no way this little sack of crap would take Trish anywhere without him being there.

“Fine. I’ll go sit in a chair while you ask questions and waste my time,” Trish said with a shake of her head.

“Smart and beautiful, good combination,” said the deputy appreciatively.

Rolling her eyes, Trish got to her feet and stepped out of the cell.

Deputy Dipshit slammed it shut and then gestured toward one of the doors along another wall.

“Right over there if you would. Number three,” he said.

Trish looked frustrated and annoyed, but not afraid or even nervous.

Even if Gus wasn’t here, she could more than likely take care of herself. He made it easier for her, but if she got tired and wanted to burn her way out of here, she obviously could. 

Going to the door, Trish tried the handle and opened the door. Gus slipped inside first before she could move in.

Right behind her came Deputy Dipshit, who then closed the door.

The interrogation room had four chairs, a single table, and what was likely a two-way mirror.

Indicating one of the seats, the deputy took the one across from it, slouching low in the chair.

“So! I hear you’re married?” asked the deputy.

Sighing, Trish took the seat that’d been pointed to, then folded her arms across her chest.

She said nothing.

Looking annoyed, the deputy shifted around in his seat.

“Where’s your husband? I’ve never seen him,” said the deputy.

Trish nodded her head, a frown on her face.

Once more, she said absolutely nothing to the slimy toad.

“Oh, come on. You can at least answer those questions, can’t you? They don’t have anything to do with you being here,” the deputy said, trying to cajole her into talking.

Trish blinked slowly and then sighed loudly. Tilting her head to one side, she made no move otherwise. She said nothing and wouldn’t be baited into talking to him about anything.

Gus had the feeling he wasn’t here to actually question her, though.

This seemed as though he wanted to talk to her more than anything else.

Nodding his head, the deputy seemed to be considering the situation as a whole. His mind slowly working through what was happening.

“Answer me when I ask you a question!” shouted the deputy, suddenly leaning forward and slamming his hands onto the desk.

Trish jumped at the sudden outburst, causing her to flinch away from him. She let out a quick flare of fear then reigned it in rapidly.

She wasn’t afraid of the deputy, but his sudden action had definitely scared her.

“I’ll make you talk,” threatened the deputy.

Well, here we go then.


Chapter 17 - Limits

 

Breathing heavily, the deputy glared at Trish across the table. His hands were spread wide and his fingers flexed against the table.

Trish raised her eyebrows, watching the angry young man.

“May I go back to my cell now?” Trish asked after several seconds. “Because honestly, this is only going to get you in trouble once my lawyer does arrive. I have no doubt my husband is already aware of my arrest and has contacted them. It’s more a question of when, not if, my lawyer does arrive.”

Sighing, Trish shook her head and look away and to the side.

“Your friend really shouldn’t have brought us here. I can’t imagine your father will be very happy when he shows up to find out what’s going on,” Trish finished and went silent.

Ah. So it was one of the deputies who got huffy about them asking questions.

That or they just wanted the two pretty girls in jail.

Unbelievably, the deputy slapped Trish across the face. The crack of his palm was loud in the room.

Of everyone in his life, Trish had most stoked his baser instincts. His primal need to dominate and conquer.

She was his woman, his and his alone. He knew that his predatory instincts were correct; he needed to guard her and their future children.

Every time she locked his eyes with her own, she slammed him with that earthy, sexual magic that Dryads had. It called to the truth of whatever someone was.

And Gus was a monster who hunted Humans. A race of creatures who—more often than not—killed their prey just to feed on their fear of death.

Roaring, Gus launched himself at the deputy. He had only a second to react as Gus drove him into the ground.

Staring up into Gus’s face was a frightened little man, in love with his own power, and drunk off the feeling that he could do whatever he wanted.

Gus, however, was proof made manifest that one could never be sure they were actually at the top of the food chain.

“No, don’t—”

Gus didn’t hear what Trish said. He was too busy carving tunnels into the deputy’s mind. Winding his way through the man’s thoughts, memories, and beliefs.

He was a grotesque, evil monster of a Human. One who would make Gus seem practically heaven-sent in comparison.

There was also a good bit of information about the plant inside his head. He didn’t work there, but quite often he worked with everyone who came out of there.

There’d also been a number of instances where he’d been called up to the plant to “deal with people” who were problematic. People who hadn’t belonged and had shown up unannounced.

People who were never seen or heard from again.

It also meant that Trish and Vanessa really couldn’t ask many questions about the plant. This was a much more secure location than they’d originally thought it was.

“I know just what to do with you,” growled Gus even as the deputy began to shriek endlessly.

Pulling his arm back, Gus smashed a right hook across the jaw of the man, sending him straight into unconsciousness.

He really did know what to do with the deputy, too.

“No one’s behind the mirror. I’m already removing the video feed,” Serafina stated. “Give me a minute. Don’t leave yet.”

“He shouldn’t have touched you,” growled Gus, not looking at Trish as he stood up.

“Mmm. Thank you, Indigo,” Trish murmured from behind him. He felt her hands rest on his back and begin to lightly pet him. “It’s okay. This is who you are. What you are. You’re my Indigo. A proud predator. My Boogieman. I know what you feel when you look at me. I know what I do to you. It’s okay. It’s not wrong to feel that way. I like it. I want you to feel it. It’s who I am as a Dryad.”

“You’re not mad?” Gus asked, finally turning to glance over his shoulder.

Trish was behind him, smiling with her eyes glowing. There was a red mark on her cheek where the deputy had struck her.

“Of course not! I’m a Dryad. I want to be possessed and marked. Now… get me back to my cell and you do what you need to with the deputy,” Trish said. Then she leaned forward and kissed him briefly.

“We’re good. Get going,” Serafina commanded.

Picking up the deputy, Gus casually flung him over his shoulder. Then he reactivated his stealth magic, pulling both of them out of view from reality.

Walking to the door, Gus opened it and looked back out to the cells. There was nothing out of the ordinary.

Moving over to the door of the cell where Vanessa waited, Gus used the deputy’s key to unlock it, letting Trish back in.

“I’ll explain later,” Trish said quietly with a hand wave at Vanessa. “Everything’s fine, Yellow.”

“I’ll be back,” Gus muttered.

Holding onto the deputy, Gus left. He had to take care of the deputy first and foremost. Then he wanted to get back to the cell and watch over Trish and Vanessa.

 

***

 

Coming back to the station after disposing of Deputy Dipshit, Gus watched the sheriff’s car pull into the front parking space.

There was no disguising the fact that the sheriff looked pissed. His face was flushed, his hands balled into fists, and every movement looked “sharp”. 

He slammed his car door as he got out and adjusted his uniform. He had graying-brown hair and dark-brown eyes. He was also starting to expand around the middle like so many aging men tended to do.

He must know about Trish and Ness. And he’s not very happy about it. I wonder why?

Hopefully, he knows just how illegal this all is. If they’re trying to keep a low profile, the last thing they want is something like this.

The question becomes… does he apologize and let them go, or try to do something even more stupid? Like… harm them.

Checking a growl, Gus sped up, getting in behind the sheriff as the man jerked open the door to the station.

Before the door had even fully closed, the sheriff was muttering incomprehensibly.

He’s not just angry, he’s furious.

“Roy! Jay-R! The hell are you two?” screamed the sheriff.

“Hoy? In here, boss!” called a voice from off to the right.

Stamping a foot down, the sheriff turned toward the voice and headed that way.

“Explain to me what the fuck you two did. Because what I saw in the computer and what Jay-R told me over the radio was both stupid,” demanded the sheriff, stepping into what was an office.

“We… uh… arrested the two women staying up at—”

“Yeah, I got that part! But why?!” shouted the sheriff. “Because as far as I can tell, you’re detaining them illegally!”

Leaning over the desk, the sheriff slammed his palm down against the deputy’s desk with a crack of flesh to wood.

The deputy had been relaxing back in his chair when the sheriff had first entered. Now, though, he looked very unnerved. Moving forward, he hunched over his desk, his black hair dangling into his dark-brown eyes and covering them.

“I mean… we can hold them for seventy-two. Can’t we?” mumbled the deputy.

“Sure, if you want to be a dickhead about it and raise their suspicions. And why are you detaining them at all? What’d they even do?” the sheriff demanded.

“Uh… they were asking about stuff. Like about… the plant and about the city and—”

“So? How does that matter at all!?” demanded the sheriff. “They’re new here! They’ve spent almost every day running down jobs, rental houses, and properties. Even going down to the damn local bank to talk about getting a mortgage.

“Why in the hell do you think they wouldn’t ask about the plant? Huh? It’s the single biggest thing we got? What kind of fool looking to move in wouldn’t ask?”

“I mean…yeah… yeah. That… yeah. But… well, Jay-R wanted to detain them,” admitted the deputy.

“And…? Why-is-that?” demanded the sheriff, punctuating each word with a stab of his fingers into the deputy’s shoulder.

“’Cause… he wanted to talk to ’em. He said he fell in love with the white-haired one and—”

“And wanted to detain her so he could talk to her!?” screamed the sheriff. “Oh my sweet sunny asshole, my boy is gonna to be the death of me.

“And where is he? He’s not back there right now is he!?”

“Ah… no. He was, but… then he left. The women are in their cell. They apparently didn’t see him come or go,” explained the deputy. 

“Well, thank fuck for that. The last thing I need right now is him bringing down an investigation on our heads. Now,” the sheriff said, standing upright, “get those two the fuck out of here, and apologize profusely. To the point that you’re on your god-dang knees licking their shoes. If you don’t recall, we need more people moving in. It helps. Remember?”

“I remember,” grumbled the deputy, pushing his chair out and standing up.

“Do you? Because I swear you don’t. You don’t remember a fucking thing! And I’m betting those two smart women in there—who we could have sorely used, you idiot—are going to bug the fuck out. Why the hell would they stay in a place like this when the local officers arrest them for no damn reason? Huh?”

Muttering under his breath, the deputy left his own office.

“I swear… the fuck… I’m going to have to do something about that boy,” mumbled the sheriff. Slapping the desk one more time, he left the office.

Deciding to follow the sheriff, since he’d said that said Ness and Trish would be fine, Gus trailed the man into his own office.

Walking inside his office, he flicked the door shut unexpectedly as he passed by, sending it bouncing into Gus’s knee.

Wincing at the pain, Gus ignored it and slipped into the office, moving into the corner.

Looking at the door, the door frame, and then leaning out to look around, the sheriff was clearly confused.

Holding onto the door, he tried closing it slowly. It obviously did so without issue.

Opening it, he then closed it again.

Shaking his head, the sheriff moved behind his desk and sat down, the chair creaking ominously.

Pulling open a drawer, the man took out a cell phone that looked like a burner phone to Gus and then tapped a key on it.

Holding it up to his ear, the sheriff moved back and forth slowly in his chair.

“Hey, got a minor situation,” the man said to someone who must have picked up on the other end. “Yeah, my idiot boy arrested two pretty girls for no reason other than they were pretty.”

Grimacing, the sheriff nodded his head and then rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, I know. I’ll take care of it. Just going to release the girls. We could have used them as part of the whole but I think they’ll leave,” the sheriff reiterated. Sitting there, he didn’t say anything for a moment. “Yeah, I do think they’ll leave. From what I saw when I ran ’em through the system they’re smart girls. Couple degrees each. Husband is apparently a writer. Just sits in his room all day. Looks like the Fed bombings scared them out of the big city. Would have been useful.”

Reclining backward, the sheriff sighed and looked up at the ceiling.

“Got it. You don’t have to keep saying it. I’ll take care of it, alright?” the sheriff muttered.

“Serafina’s already tracing it. We should have something to go off of by the time he hangs up,” Indali said.

You know. Having you two in my head isn’t so bad after all.

“Well, thank you, Bearer. I’ll be sure to relay that back to Sera.”

“If they stay? I mean—”

The sheriff paused as someone apparently cut him off.

“Fine, fine. Alright. I’ll keep an eye on them. I don’t see what the problem is,” the sheriff argued. “That’s all, though. That was the issue.”

Lowering the phone from his ear, the sheriff sighed and then let the phone drop down to his desktop.

Cracking it open along the edge of the frame, he casually scooped out the electronics inside. Gus couldn’t quite follow along but the man seemed to rip small components free of a circuit board, yanked the battery, and pulled a wire free as well.

There was a creak of a floorboard just beyond the door, followed by what sounded like a door slamming shut.

Picking up the phone, he paused and looked toward the door.

Footsteps headed back toward the office door and stopped outside of it.

“Uh, boss, they’re gone. But I think we might have a problem,” said the deputy in a muffled voice. “Apparently… Jay-R came in and tried to question the pretty one. After they asked for an attorney.”

“God… damnit… what—”

The sheriff shook his head, glaring down at the burner phone on his desk. Grabbing his trash can, he casually swept the remains into the bin. Standing up, he stepped away from his desk and went to the door.

“Okay, and what’d they say? Did it seem like they were going to cause a fuss?” the sheriff asked.

Not hesitating, Gus moved for the desk and scooped up the entirety of the burner phone’s remains out of the trashcan. Stuffing it all hurriedly into his pockets, the bits and pieces vanished into nothing.

Unfortunately, the sheriff shut the door as he left, closing Gus inside.

Looking around, he realized there wasn’t a quick or easy way out, but that the window was likely the best option. It was the least likely to give away any noise and the most likely to go overlooked.

Sliding it open, Gus popped out the screen and then slithered through the window. Pulling the window shut again, he wouldn’t be able to lock it, but that was the least of his worries.

Sliding the screen back in place, Gus moved around the side of the building to the front.

Trish and Vanessa were walking down the street away from the station. They weren’t waiting around and they looked like a pair of people who wanted nothing to do with anyone.

Both the sheriff and the deputy were standing at the curb staring at the two women as they left.

“—ing shit, Jay-R. He’s going to make me have to do something I don’t want to,” grumbled the sheriff. “And where did he go? You said he wasn’t back there.”

“Well, he wasn’t. He did go back there, but he wasn’t in there when I checked. He was gone,” muttered the deputy.

Your boy is gone. I took care of him. He won’t be bothering anyone ever again. His fate has long since been sealed.

Turning away from both Trish and Ness, as well as the sheriff and his deputy, Gus moved off into a back alleyway.

He wanted to know right now if he’d gotten all of the phone pieces and if it was even worth carrying around.

“Sera, you watching?” Gus asked quietly as he eased up beside a dumpster. He began to pull everything out of his pocket.

“Watching, yes. Seeing anything, no,” Sera grumbled.

Pulling out his phone, Gus flicked open the kickstand and set it to one side. He began laying out all the bits and pieces of the burner phone in front of it.

“Tap into my phone’s camera. Here’s everything I got from the burner,” said Gus as he finished emptying his pocket.

“Oh! Yes. Ahhh… let’s see,” said Serafina. “Get me closer to that circuit board.”

Picking up his phone, Gus moved the camera over the top of the pieces.

“Okay… no. This is garbage. He broke it up very well. It’d take more work to repair it, only to find out not much more information than I already have,” complained the Spirit of Knowledge. “Which wasn’t very much by the way. It was a burner phone calling a burner phone. I imagine both were destroyed as soon as the call was over.”

“Well, that at least gives me a direction,” said Gus as he picked up all the parts and pieces again.

“It does?” Indali asked with some confusion.

“Yeah. Follow the sheriff. Read his thoughts. See what he’s about,” explained Gus. Lifting the lid of the dumpster by only an inch, he stuffed the pieces of the burner in one at a time. Squeezing them through and trying to disturb the scene as little as possible. “Read his mind, see if I can’t get a peek of something. Because after today… I think Ness and Trish need to leave. They can’t stay here. Not without raising suspicion. If they expect them to leave from the treatment, it’d be odd if they didn’t. And it sounded like whoever was on the other line felt that way too.”

“Yes, they did. I snuck into the phone and heard their side of the conversation. They weren’t too angry, but they were certainly annoyed. They wanted Trish and Ness watched if they stayed,” Serafina confirmed.

“Sounds like they’re leaving then. And I’ll be staying,” whispered Gus.

“Trish can stay,” argued Indali. “She has more than enough power to mimic your own stealth magic. Hers is just far more likely to get spotted if she tries to go into more restricted areas than yours. But you did get Janelle through stuff like that. You could do that again, couldn’t you?”

Gus hadn’t quite explained that he’d been carrying Janelle around as if she were a shirt he was wearing. The idea of trying to run around with Trish attached to his front or back like that seemed counter-productive to getting anything done.

“I agree. You need someone there just in case. Trish can assist. Vanessa can come to assist us in turn after dropping the car off,” Serafina concurred. “I’ll talk to Melody about it. Give me a moment.”

Grimacing, Gus realized he wasn’t going to be able to back his way out of this one.

Because they were right.

He did need someone who was physically here with him who could assist him.

As useful as Indali and Serafina were, they weren’t actually here. They couldn’t help him with anything that wasn’t information.

Not to mention, Trish is a sorceress. She’s capable of doing a lot of things with just that alone.

It’s just… hard to be around your personal Nymph when you’re alone with her.

“Yes, I don’t envy you that. Even I have my limits. Trish doesn’t.”


Chapter 18 – Ever Deeper

 

Moving through the darkened superstore, Gus stopped in front of the canned goods.

“Oh, there’s a lot I can do here,” Trish said, reaching out and picking up several cans. “When I first came to this world, this was one of the few things I truly understood.”

“Really?” Gus asked, holding onto to the duffel bag they were filling. There was an empty one on his back as well.

“Yes, indeed. My world is… well, it was more of a ruin. Vince was working to restore order when I… came here,” Trish said, setting the cans in the duffel bag. “And cans? I knew cans. I’d often seen their remains and I’d even opened one. When I came here, I found cans and… well, I stole a lot of them.”

“Stole them?” Gus asked as they slowly walked down the canned goods aisle. Trish kept pulling things off shelves and putting them in the bag.

“Yes? I mean, I didn’t have any money, dear,” Trish said with a chuckle. “I didn’t know what money here even was. Or what a credit card was. Couldn’t speak a word of the language here. It’s taken me some time, but I feel like I’ve certainly adapted well to my unwished-for life.”

Raising his eyebrows, Gus hadn’t truly thought about that. Trish had shown up on what basically amounted to an alien world, without knowing the language, technology, or customs.

Glancing over at him, Trish gave him a wide smile and then said something in a language he’d never heard before. After a beat, her eyes began to glow and her smile grew wider.

She asked a question in the same language, then grabbed two cans of what looked like tomato soup and dropped them in the bag.

“Uh… sure?” Gus replied, unsure of what to say to that.

Laughing, Trish shook her head, then put her hand on Gus’s lower back.

“Anyway. Cans and jars are right up my alley. I’d be more than capable of feeding us on those alone even if that’s all we had,” Trish murmured. Turning at the end of the aisle, they crossed over and started down the next. “Do you have any preference on meats?”

Gus choked down the response he almost felt compelled to give.

Which was that he didn’t need to eat at all.

She’s just so damn happy about it. She hasn’t even thought about the fact that I don’t eat food.

“Are you so sure about that? She practiced fear cooking with Melody. For all you know, she’s asking what you prefer with your meal of fear,” Indali contested.

I… oh. Yes.

“Chicken,” Gus replied after thinking about it.

“Wonderful. Our dear Rainbow and I had worked with that one the most. That’ll make this much easier,” Trish murmured with the same radiant smile. “Have I mentioned how excited I am to have you to myself in the woods? It’s like… a dream come true. My own grove mate, in the woods, with just me.”

That sparked a question in Gus as Trish dropped several cans of nuts and dried fruits into the bag.

“Why didn’t you stay with your sister? You mentioned that you couldn’t join her grove, but… that was it,” said Gus.

“My Elven side,” Trish said with a sigh. “My Dryad magic is… different because of the Elvish blood. Healing and nature magic. Very lovely aspects of Dryad magic to have. Except that they don’t mesh with any other Dryad magic. At all.”

“Mesh?” Gus asked as they turned down another aisle after having reached the end.

“Yes. My Elven magic is very dominant. Where Dryad magic is passive and somewhat parasitic,” Trish explained. “Any type of Dryad magic I try to join gets ransacked by my Elven side. I can’t separate my Elven magical heritage from my Dryad magic. So… I can’t join a grove.”

“Ah, so you could only lead a grove, or not be in one,” Gus said, understanding dawning on him.

“I… yes. Lead a grove or not be in one,” Trish agreed, stopping dead in her tracks and looking into a freezer.

“Something we need?” Gus asked.

“Uh? Ah… no. No, sorry. I thought I saw something but realized it wouldn’t work without an oven,” Trish said apologetically. “Let’s keep going.”

Picking their way aisle by aisle, Gus and Trish ransacked the superstore of everything they’d need. And honestly, a lot of things Gus didn’t think they’d need.

He wasn’t going to argue with Trish, though.

There were quite a few people in his life who he would happily argue with and fight for his opinion.

Trish was a massive blind spot for him. One that continued to dig into him and pull out more and more of his inner self.

Doubly so since he’d been tapping into his true Boogieman self as of late.

He didn’t for a moment doubt that he was incredibly in love with Mel, and would do many things for her, but Trish had been clawing more of him away for herself.

By the time they got back to their campsite in the small wooded area out beyond the plant, Gus could only belatedly realize that he didn’t mind the hold Trish had on him.

Same hold I have on Mel, I guess.

“Yes, I would agree. I think it’s actually why Mel did it this way,” offered Indali. “You’re… not Human, Gus. You love us and love Mel, but… you’re a predator. Trish is a lovely and willing bit of prey for you.”

Setting down the cooler, Gus couldn’t help but follow Trish with his eyes as she slowly went from tree to tree. Speaking to them quietly, her eyes glowing all the while.

He wanted to toss her into a sleeping bag and bury himself inside her.

Having recently been in his true form for longer than he’d been since coming back home, he was having a hard time reigning in some of his thoughts.

“A predator with an appetite. Trish fits that need. She encourages it. She uses her magic to draw it out of you and spin it up faster,” Indali murmured. “Being what I am, and seeing your thoughts and everything through your eyes, I can honestly say this was all planned by Mel. You hold us all in thrall. Trish holds you in the same way. It’s why Mel made sure she’d be our ringleader when it came to the bedroom. It’d keep you coming back and complacent. Because no matter how hard you try to hide it, Gus, my Bearer, you’re a Boogieman. A predator of the dark. And Trish is your undying, ever-living prey. And she wants to be prey.”

Trish froze in place as she finished her chore. Slowly, she looked over her shoulder at him. Slightly hiding her face behind it and peeking at him in an innocent way.

Her eyes began to glow very brightly, a small bit of fear beginning to leak out of her.

Fear of being devoured by a powerful monster in the woods. A poor defenseless Dryad with no one to save her from the powerful beast and his hunger.

Behind that, he could feel her magic calling to him, wanting him to catch her. After a hard and relentless run through the woods.

A chase with a sexually rough ending.

Hunting a young woman as she ran from him through the night.

Only to feast on her fear after he inevitably caught her and had her.

It inflamed his darker side and raised it to a fever pitch.

Standing perfectly still for another second, Trish then dropped everything she had in her hands and bolted off into the dark. Her steps leading her away quickly into the night.

She was fast. Like a rabbit speeding away from a wolf.

Not thinking about it any longer, he gave in and went after the Dryad.

He’d never been so excited in his entire life.

 

***

 

Looking toward the rising sun, Gus squinted his eyes. He’d taken a brief nap at their camp after running Trish down in the woods.

As had she.

Now, he knew he needed to head into the plant and see what he could figure out.

Everything revolved around that one location here and it was likely the way into the underground facility.

Looking at the wild-haired Dryad, Gus made sure she was alright. There were several bite marks on her shoulders and neck, and her makeup was a bit smeared from sweat, but she looked fine otherwise.

He then turned his attention to the camouflage bubble she’d put up around them.

All she’d done was take his own magic, stolen it from him quite literally, and then expanded it. Embedding the magic into the trees around the site and then feeding it power from the earth.

She’d be joining him later tonight and entering the plant afterhours.

Provided he could determine what was going on before then, during the day.

Picking up his Bluetooth device from its charging case, he slipped it into his ear.

“Don’t forget to aim the solar panel,” cautioned Serafina as soon as he got the earpiece firmly situated.

“Yes, dear,” Gus said with a smirk.

Reaching down, he grabbed the solar panel that was part of the generator they’d stolen and angled it to the east.

“Of course, Gusta— Gus. I have to watch out for you. You’re my Indigo,” Serafina replied. “I… love you.”

Well, that’s different.

“She was up a good part of the night, reading what looked like some type of comic book. I didn’t see much of it, but it clearly had the look of a romance to it,” Indali said. “Do remember, she’s very young.”

Nodding his head, Gus did have to remember that while Serafina was technically mature, she was still young in years.

“Love you too, Sera. Now, off we go,” murmured Gus.

Adjusting his clothes, making sure Indali was strapped tight to him, he fled the campsite.

Leaping upward, he caught hold of a tree branch, braced his feet on it, and propelled himself higher and further.

In seconds, he was actually moving from tree to tree much faster than he could have run along the ground.

Even when a branch broke or a tree shifted more than he expected, his body could recover far quicker than his mind could even keep up with.

“I’m still surprised you had sex with Trish while in your Boogieman form,” Indali commented as Gus exited the wooded area and landed down near the perimeter fence of the plant. “You’ve never done that.”

Blinking, Gus realized she was right.

That was something he’d never done in his entire life.

In fact, when he put his mind to it, he felt incredibly comfortable right now.

The mere thought of going back to his Human self sounded restrictive.

Grunting, Gus got down low and shot up over the fence in a single bound. Landing on the other side without an issue.

Looking around, he didn’t see anything to cause him concern and started forward toward the plant’s wall.

It was a very large building. One that had its own perimeter fence, security team patrolling through the parking lot, an entry point with a booth and guards, as well as cameras everywhere.

Seen actual military checkpoints with fewer defenses.

“Yes, it certainly does appear to be far more than just a plant that produces steel,” Indali said.

“Right? This is obviously something else. I can’t wait to get into their system,” added Serafina.

Suddenly remembering that he was supposed to plug Serafina in, he went to check his pockets.

“It’s there. I would have told you if it wasn’t. Really, my Bearer, have more faith in me,” purred Indali.

I… sorry. Thank you. I’m… adjusting to this whole thing.

It’s still kinda new to me.

“At least you’re not fighting the harem aspect anymore. I was genuinely worried for a bit there.”

It… wasn’t that I wasn’t attracted. Just feel like my attention isn’t being split evenly or fairly.

“Legitimate concern. I’m sure we all feel that way.”

People were pulling into parking spaces, getting out of their cars, talking, and generally “going to work” as one might expect.

Crouching down low, Gus leaped upward and started to scale the wall. Far above him were a line of windows and a single patio.

Most likely a smoker’s patio since those had to be separate nowadays.

Smoker’s prison. Always a great place to listen in on people.

Reaching the patio, Gus crawled up and over the edge. Looking around, he quickly identified an entry door with an RFID reader.

“Sera, you’re my tech-girl. You ready for something?” Gus asked.

“I’m your girl, period, Gus,” Serafina argued. “And yes, I’m ready.”

“Got an RFID reader here I need to get past and… actually, hold on,” Gus muttered. “Any chance you can block any cameras peering at this door?”

“Not yet,” admitted Serafina.

This looked like a fairly simple lock to him. One he’d seen and dealt with a number of times in his life. There was, unfortunately, a very shocking vulnerability with them.

Reaching into one of the few pockets he had, he pulled out his pick set. Opening the bottom of it, he withdrew a high-powered magnet about the size of his thumb.

Holding it up to the side of the RFID reader, he attached it to the upper end. There was a very faint click from inside the box.

And then we try the door… and—

Gus reached over and pulled the handle.

The door opened easily.

Putting away his magnet, Gus held the handle in the open position. Once he was ready, he opened the door and stepped into the plant.

“That was… unexpected,” Indali said.

Half of those things work with a switch powered by an electromagnet. Just smack a really strong magnet on the side and a lot of them pop open. Sometimes it’s the right side, sometimes the left.

You just fiddle with it a bit and a lot of the times you can get it to throw open.

Doesn’t always work obviously. Tamper-resistant lockouts or just better locks can block it.

He’d stepped into a break area—vending machines, microwave, tables, chairs, and cabinets. It was thankfully empty of people and didn’t look like it’d been used yet for the day.

“Perfect. Plug the controller into that outlet over there. Beside the vending machine. Then put the trash can in front of it,” Serafina commanded.

Reaching into his pocket, Gus pulled out the small circuit board with an antenna and a phone charger dock on it.

It’d been one of the toys Serafina had sent with him.

She really won’t be risking herself?

“Gus wants to confirm you really won’t be at risk,” Indali stated.

“No, I won’t,” said Serafina with clear amusement in her voice.

“I’ll be perfectly safe so long as there’s a Wi-Fi network I can tap into to get back to the net. I can also do it from anyone’s phone that’s in range.”

Grimacing, Gus didn’t quite care for that answer. It still sounded very risky to him.

Plugging the device straight into the socket, he then pulled his phone out and stuck it to the circuit board, connecting his phone to it.

“Okay! I’m going to go now, my Indigo. I’ll see you later. I shouldn’t have any issues with the system but I won’t be able to speak with you directly. I’ll work through Indali,” Serafina said. Then there was a click in his earpiece.

“She said you can take your phone back now,” relayed Indali.

Nodding his head, Gus pulled his phone back and stuck it in his pocket.

Looking around, he grabbed the aforementioned trashcan and pushed it up in front of the outlet.

Giving it a critical once-over, he was fairly certain most people wouldn’t even think twice about the placement. Nor that it would alert anyone to something being different.

Leaving the break room, Gus entered a hallway.

Any ideas?

“Sera’s still charting out everything she has access to and what she doesn’t. As well as trying to figure out how to get into the local systems. Apparently there is no Wi-Fi at all here. She’s leaping from cell phone to cell phone, but they’re apparently all in one spot,” explained Indali.

In other words… she’s not really helpful at the moment.

“Not at the moment.”

Moving down the hall, Gus kept his steps light. Moving at a pace he felt was as quiet as he could be while still maintaining a reasonable speed.

Reaching the end of the hall, he pulled the handle and edged the door open a few inches. Peering through the crack, he looked to see if there was anyone around.

He heard nothing and saw no one.

Starting to feel like it’s actually empty.

“I would argue it is indeed quite empty. Whatever is going on here, the plant is merely a front. Hence all the security. I’d suggest moving to the front entrance and going from there. This seems… less investigative and more following now.”

Gus couldn’t help but agree. Everything so far made it seem more like this wasn’t the right approach.

Doubling back the way he came, he exited out onto the patio again.

Leaping down to the ground, he made his way to the front of the building.

There were considerably fewer people heading in now, but there were still some who were arriving. They would provide the chance he’d need to get inside the building.

Stepping quietly and quickly, he got to the front door just as an attractive woman pressed her card up to the door reader.

Clacking hard, the door bounced in the frame. Grabbing the handle, the woman pulled it open and stepped inside.

Gus quickly followed her in and moved to the side.

Unexpectedly, the woman turned around and pulled the door shut, despite there being a man right behind her.

Damn, they take their security protocol seriously. No tailgaters.

Adjusting her purse, the woman proceeded ahead through an empty lobby. There were several doors here and she went toward the far right one.

Opening it, the woman once more entered and turned to grab the handle.

Darting through again, Gus nearly ran face-first into a woman standing inside the room. She appeared to be in her sixties, with iron-gray hair and hard brown eyes. She had a tablet in her hand, a name-badge, and was clearly a worker here.

She was staring at the young woman, right through Gus in fact, as she closed the door.

No words were exchanged as the young woman went to the next door.

I don’t…

Gus’s thoughts trailed off as he realized the woman was behind a glamour.

The woman he’d followed in paused with her hand on the door, putting her ID-card into a reader next to it. She stood there, unmoving after having done so.

Looking back to the older woman, Gus found that she was staring quite determinedly at the younger one. Then she let out a soft huff.

Reaching for the tablet in her hand, she tapped several times on it and the door opened.

Retrieving her ID-card, the young woman left the room and vanished into the darkness beyond. He hadn’t seen any change in her or detected anything different. But clearly something had just happened.

Peering around through the glamour, Gus could see the screen of the tablet.

To him, it looked like so many other screens in his life and made no sense at all.

Deciding to risk it, he slowly, hesitantly, and with infinitesimally whisper-thin amounts of power, began to lightly push into the woman’s mind.

Within seconds, he realized what was going on and disengaged as quickly as possible.

Shielding his mind, he blanked his thoughts and pretended to be nothing more than a speck of dust floating around.

The woman glanced around herself, her eyes narrowing. Gus could feel a firm blast of psychic power rip through the area he was occupying and wash over him.

It felt strong to him. Not as strong as Kit perhaps, but nearly as strong.

Satisfied that no one was there, the woman shook her head and went back to her tablet. Apparently, waiting for the next person to enter.

And… this is where the mind-wipes occur as they leave. Was this just a security check to make sure nothing had changed?

I wonder… do they get their memories back just up ahead beyond this point? They’d be hard-pressed to get anything done if they didn’t even know what they were doing.

Standing there, Gus could only wait for the next person to enter the room.


Chapter 19 – Second Skin

 

Several minutes of waiting left Gus wondering if he’d missed his window.

That maybe there wouldn’t be anyone else coming.

Looking at the older woman standing in her partition of the room, Gus was at least reassured because she was still there. Looking quite bored and uninterested in what was going on.

Checking her tablet, she then checked her wristwatch.

Letting out a slow sigh, she rolled her eyes and shifted her weight around.

Well.

At least it’s not time for her to leave yet. If she was getting out of here, I’d be certainly more concerned.

“Sera and I both agree. By the way, she’s in your earpiece again. Unfortunately, everything in the plant is a false front. Everything up there is what you would need for it to have the appearance of a steel plant, but none of it is real.

“The computers are blank, the Wi-Fi is empty, the cameras work but there’s nothing to see. Offices are staged, as are meeting rooms and everything else. It’s all a giant mock-up in case anyone comes through. All you’d have to do is have people there. Otherwise, it’s just… decor,” Indali explained.

We were already pretty sure this was where we wanted to be. That just removes any doubt at all that may have remained.

“More or less, Bearer. This is certainly the… place.”

Suddenly, the door Gus had come through opened. In stepped a young man with a briefcase. He had dark hair and light-blue eyes.

Walking over to the card reader, he stuck his ID into the slot and waited.

Moving in behind the man, Gus remained perfectly still.

He could feel the powerful psychic behind him slam a monstrous amount of energy into the man’s head. The force of it made Gus nearly flinch away.

Several seconds later, the door clacked open.

Practically walking on the man’s heels, Gus entered into the room beyond.

All that was in the room was a glass booth. He read the instructions on signs posted on the wall.

Put Phone In Receptacle.

Step In Booth. 

Recite Name. 

Exit Room.

That’s… ominous in a way. Isn’t it?

“I’m not sure… is there anything there at all? All I can see is the booth but I don’t see the world as you do,” Indali said.

Yeah, no, nothing here. At all. Just the glass booth and little else at all.

The man hesitated for a moment, before he put his phone into the small slot next to the booth, and then walked straight into the glass enclosure. The panel behind him slid shut, closing him in the space completely.

Rune words began appearing across the entirety of the glass. Spreading from one end to the other, covering the entirety of the glass from top to bottom. So many, in fact, that there was little room for anything else.

A bright flash of light went off and then the runes faded away instantly. Opening at the front, the glass slid away.

Stumbling away from the booth, the man sighed and put a hand to his head. Then he gave it a shake, picked up his phone, and started forward once more.

Following him, Gus took a minuscule scrap of power and let it fall into the man’s mind. He had an inkling of what’d just happened but he needed to be sure.

Sliding down through the man’s surface thoughts, the speck of psychic energy drifted down deeper. Moving easily as if there were no defenses at all.

There, Gus found a wealth of memories. Memories of work, his colleagues, promotions, HR meetings, weekly status updates, and watercooler gossip.

All the standard thoughts about their job that Gus would expect to find in any normal person.

Okay. The booth thing is what takes their memories away. It also gives them back.

That’s some… really advanced tech right there. Something I’ve never seen before.

You?

“No, never. Nor Sera,” Indali replied quickly. “I’m already letting Mel know about it, as well as Kit and Lily. This is important. Very important. It changes how we’ve been handling saboteurs and spies this whole time. From the Fed, to us, to the PID, to… to everything.”

Gus could only nod his head. It really did change quite a few things.

If you could have sleeper agents that didn’t even know they were sleeper agents, it nearly defeated the entirety of the security that most governments and agencies used today.

The man Gus had followed in was not much more than a data-pusher. They read data, analyzed it, and provided a boiled-down analysis of it for higher-ups. A report monkey who condensed everything.

He was more or less a filter for those who sat above him.

Exiting the room with the man and entering an elevator lobby space, Gus stopped in his tracks. There were a lot of elevators. More than thirty, in fact. Quite a few looked like they were industrial elevators that could hold massive weights.

Or so he guessed by them being marked with “extreme loads only” above the elevator doors.

Fuck. This is… bigger than the last place I snuck into.

“Yes. Yes, it is. And much more sophisticated. Maybe this is the central location?”

Gus shrugged his shoulders and moved over to an elevator that had two women standing in front of it. They were chatting amicably and seemed lost in their own little world.

Before he could consider getting into their heads, the elevator doors slid open.

Moving inside it, the women both tapped a button on the interior panel.

Joining them, Gus ended up standing between them, less than a foot away.

They were both young. Each didn’t feel quite Human to Gus but he didn’t want to risk pushing on their very obvious masks.

“—seriously. I couldn’t believe it. It was all I could do just to get out of the room. Such a stupid meeting,” said the blonde on the left.

“Yet another meeting that could have been an email,” laughed the brunette on the right.

“You’re way too in love with your coffee mug. You don’t have to quote it for every meeting.”

“But it’s so true! Half of these things are wastes of time, and the other half is just so some director can have his ego soothed. I swear, coming to this location didn’t change anything,” complained the brunette.

The elevator dinged, causing both women to glance upward.

“See ya later, Dee,” said the blonde. Gus moved to the side as the brunette shifted forward toward the door. “My plain self is planning on calling you tonight, so try to get out on time for once.”

“Your stupid brother will just hit on me again,” muttered the brunette, exiting the elevator.

When the door closed, the blonde let out a deep sigh.

“Because your plain self flirts back with him, you idiot,” grumbled the blonde. “I swear. She doesn’t even realize she’s doing it.”

Staring at the blonde, Gus contemplated how he wanted to handle this. He could wander around aimlessly or start picking people apart.

The problem was that he had no idea about the defenses here, or if that machine above would actually be able to notice his efforts.

It was quite possible it would, or could.

Doubly so if you figure it’s meant to catch a psyker prying.

“Yes. You will have to reign in your powers. You already risked it once with the man. You might get away with it since he’d just exited the little glass booth.”

Gus couldn’t help but agree with her. It’d been a risk and a stupid one to take.

Reaching up with one hand, the flaxen-haired woman curled an errant, wavy lock of hair behind an ear, her soft-green eyes sliding toward the panel as the elevator continued to descend.

She was pretty, young, and seemed to have an appearance that didn’t fit with the rundown city above them. In addition, her figure was certainly better than most.

Though she had a somewhat lifeless feel to her. As if she were empty.

Something was lacking from her. Something vital to her existence.

Certainly didn’t see her while I was out and about. I would have remembered her.

“You’re not here to get another color contract, Indigo. And if you pick up another, Melody is going to add one more to every single color. Be wary.”

Frowning, Gus was annoyed by her comment.

I’m not trying to—

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open.

Getting out of the blonde’s way, Gus followed her as she breezed past him and out onto her floor.

It wasn’t anything that he expected.

Laid out in front of him was a security checkpoint.

A very nasty one.

A machine gun set behind a concrete emplacement was staring him down. The barrel was all he could actually see from his location.

To the side of that was a very narrow corridor that dead-ended almost immediately.

Laid out on that wall was a series of scanners, cameras, and lenses that were likely viewing the elevator in every possible spectrum.

Shit. Pretty sure they can’t see me or I’d already be dead.

Gus snuck up close behind the blonde, hoping that if anything did show up, he’d be overlooked as being part of her.

The machine gun barrel followed the woman as she continued on, looking absolutely unperturbed by the situation.

“This is obviously normal for her. Normal at such a level that it’s an everyday occurrence. I suspect… every floor has the same security checkpoint,” Indali ventured.

Agreed.

“Sera is hopeful you can find a computer to plug her into. Though… I think this is riskier than even what she did previously. This is a contained environment. If she gets trapped here, she’s trapped. She swears up and down it isn’t an issue, however.”

Overconfidence?

“Yes, that’d be my guess.”

Chewing at nothing and merely grinding his teeth, Gus continued onward. He really didn’t have much of a choice otherwise.

Exiting the hard turn, he was at another long hallway.

Once more, there was another gun emplacement here.

Holy shit.

Reaching the end of this hall, Gus turned once more.

Only find himself face to face with six soldiers in full body armor, wielding battle rifles, and accompanied by what was likely a trained dog. The canine was also in armor and wearing goggles.

Holy fucking shit.

Dogs can usually catch me. Smell isn’t something I’ve ever been able to completely drop.

I’m going to set that dog off. I know it. I always set them off as a Boogieman.

“I… what can you do?” Indali asked.

Thinking quickly, Gus realized he didn’t have any other options.

Diving into the blonde’s mind, he quickly dug out a hole for himself inside it.

She stumbled once—as if she tripped over her own feet—but kept walking.

It was the only outward sign of his suddenly tearing into her thoughts.

She was very much aware of him, and that he’d just smothered her ability to speak, react, or do anything, that he didn’t actually approve of.

Each and every action she tried to take, went through his own mind first.

Pressing himself up to her bodily, he was practically spooning her as she walked.

It was awkward, and he was slung to her back like a rucksack, but it was his best answer. To blend in with her and be on top of her.

So when the dog inevitably caught his scent, they would attribute it to her and check her more thoroughly.

Sorry.

“Who are you!? What do you want!?” yelled the blonde back at him in her thoughts.

Just… be calm and you’ll have no problems. I am sorry, though.

“I… is that you against me? On my back? What are you? How are you doing this?” asked the blonde.

Just act natural, do what you’re supposed to, and we’ll be fine.

Stepping up to the security checkpoint, the blonde tried to hold her arms out to her side.

The dog was already growling, a low rumbling sound that Gus knew quite well.

Thankfully, he also knew that holding her arms up was normal procedure. Being so deep in her mind, there wasn’t much she could do or even think without him knowing every detail about it.

So he allowed her to do so.

The dog was pulled up in front of her and quickly gave her a sniff from one side to the other. Pausing at her rear end, where Gus was wedged tight against her, it continued to growl.

It didn’t, however, bark.

Pulling the dog off to one side, another soldier walked up to her and let his rifle swing down to his side. He pulled on a pair of medical gloves quickly and efficiently. As if he did it all the time.

“It’s a pat down,” the woman said quietly.

Stepping away from her, Gus didn’t move far.

The soldier did a very thorough search of the woman. Even going so far as to plainly cup her breasts to make sure her bra was empty.

Then he reached up under her skirt and clearly ran a hand over her privates.

“This… it’s normal. It’s really awkward, but normal,” she offered. Apparently, she could feel Gus’s curiosity at such a thing being done to her. “They’re very well trained and—”

The soldier searching her had paused with his hand between her legs

“And it’s awful but normal,” finished the woman after a pause. “Even that.”

Apparently, the soldier had put his hand inside her panties and touched her skin directly.

Holding his gloved hand out to the dog, the soldier who’d searched the blonde waited.

Sniffing the glove, the dog—who was still growling—didn’t bark, or indicate anything remiss.

“Get a new dog or somethin’?” asked the canine handler.

“I think my brother visited a shelter,” lied the woman, her words being allowed to pass by Gus. “He knows we don’t have time for a dog, but… you know how he is. He won’t admit he did it, though.”

Clicking his tongue, the handler pulled the dog back to the corner.

Stepping back up to the blonde as she lowered her arms, Gus pressed himself against her back again. Setting his hands on her hips, he did his best to make her space, his space.

What’s up ahead? Anything I need to know? Think about it.

Quickly, the woman began sorting through everything up ahead that may or may not be a problem.

In that flash of thoughts, he also learned her name.

Jillian Dupre. Or Jill, for short.

“No. It’s… just the work area up ahead. That’s it. This is the last checkpoint on the way in,” Jill explained.

What about on the way out?

“Yes. More on the way out. Equal to what you’ve already seen and a bit more, as well.”

Walking through a narrow hallway once more, Jill and Gus exited into something he was once more unprepared to see.

A large, sprawling prison complex.

What… is this?

“R and D. I’m a researcher. We’re working on trying to hire traditionally unwilling Paras. It’s actually quite exciting!” Jill said with more than a little enthusiasm. “I just got my hands on an actual poltergeist. I even managed to make contact with her! She’s rather nice when she isn’t trying to kill me or my teammates.”

I… you hire… them?

“Yes. Of course. Hire them. We’re—”

Jill’s thoughts froze in place as she realized she was giving him information that she knew she wasn’t supposed to.

I’ll just read your memories if you don’t. It’s a little awkward when I do it and probably far more violating than what that soldier did.

Walking along, she passed a long line of cells. On each side of her were cold iron bars, rune-covered glass panes, and even some that seemed to have wooden jail bars.

“We’re trying to hire them for the end times. When… when the dark lord returns. We’re fighting the devil himself,” Jill murmured quietly in her mind. “The angels are almost gone and very few in number remain. We’ve lost a lot of people in the last twenty years. Entire sections were wiped out or eliminated.

“And with the Fed bombings… it’s only going to get worse. It’s all going to get worse. We have to prepare!”

Taking a moment, Gus blocked Jillian from being able to hear his thoughts and turned his attention to Indali.

The Silent One has them all wrapped up in believing that they’re working for the good guys. That about right?

“That’s my read on it. And that means the Council is pulling the strings and trying to plunge the world into chaos, while also arguing that they’re building up forces to combat that chaos,” mused Indali. “They’re playing both sides for their own gains. They’re technically an enemy of the Silent One at the same time as… working for him?”

I think so. This is all too confusing for me.

Far too confusing.

“Sera’s relaying everything back to Mel, Miles, Kit, and Lily real-time,” said Indali. “Realistically… this is something more for them to plan. You and I, my Bearer, are just weapons in this war. Not the planners.”

Thank fuck for that. This is so damn convoluted.

Pushing his mind back toward Jillian, Gus allowed her to hear his thoughts and emotions once again.

You’re actually working for the dark one, you know. His name is the Silent One. He chased out the original creator of the world. The Originator,” Gus explained in a no-nonsense way. “I don’t think you’ll believe me but… that’s the truth. Anyway. Is that all that’s going on in this facility? R and D?

“N-no. No! I—”

I’m not going to argue with you.

Gus pushed on her mind as she tried to mount a counter-argument to his statement. He didn’t stop pushing until her thoughts stopped squirming around. 

During this whole time, he’d been forced to take over her body movements for her. Moving her arms and legs just as he would his own from inside her mind. Turning her into a puppet.

Snuggling deeper into her mind as he kept the pressure on her, he simply… became her. At the same time that he controlled his body, he also controlled hers.

Reaching up, he adjusted her blouse as subtly as he could using her own arms. The bra had shifted over a bit and the seam was rubbing her nipple in a rather uncomfortable way.

Then he adjusted her purse and kept walking.

“Get-out,” groaned Jillian.

Not until you stop fighting, Jill. This can go easy, or hard. I don’t want to have to burst a blood vessel in your head, but I will.

That got Jillian’s attention very quickly. Her mind stilled and was nearly crushed into nothing from the sudden lack of resistance.

Easing back on his pressure, Gus allowed her to at least watch from her own eyes as he piloted her.

Looking to the sides, he could see a number of phantasmal beings, glowing silhouettes, and very dark and ugly-looking holes in reality.

Everything he saw here were creatures the PID and the Fed both tracked very religiously. To the point that entire databases were built around sighting just one of these things.

And they were on an endless display. One cell after another after another.

You have no idea how frightening this is. This is terrifying.

If even one of those got out, it’d wreck the city above and a few next to it before the Fed arrived.

“We’re aware. We take all the precautions we can. The work still needs to be done,” Jill replied sullenly. She was very annoyed at being forced to be a passenger in her own head. That her body wasn’t hers and he had complete control over her.

Gus had a deep wealth of information in her memories to sort through. Now that he was as deep as he was, there was no way he could get back out easily.

Certainly not without leaving evidence that he’d been there.

He was pretty sure he’d have to kill Jillian or get out of the building with her under his control.

Entering her personal office, Gus closed the door, walked behind her desk, and put her purse in the same drawer she always did.

Gus stood in the corner, though he didn’t release Jillian.

Instead, he adjusted her blouse again, and then her bra.

Your bra sucks.

“I… but it’s cute. It looks good on me,” argued Jillian. “And it doesn’t feel that bad… if I move just right it kinda feels good.”

Snorting mentally, Gus tugged at the skirt Jillian was wearing and then sat down in her chair.

He found it odd that she didn’t seem as perturbed as she had previously about him entering her mind. If anything, she was now rather calm and lucid. Her thoughts were streamlined and moving along at a much faster pace now.

Keeping his thoughts to himself for the time, he kept only a minimal amount of pressure on Jillian.

She has some real fortitude.

Grabbing the keyboard and mouse, he turned on the computer and then logged in quickly.

Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he stepped forward to set it down in front of Jillian.

Picking it up with Jillian’s hand, he reached into one of the drawers and withdrew one of her USB cords. It was meant to charge her mouse, but it had the same connector as his phone charger.

Plugging the cable into the computer as it continued to boot up, he had Jillian plug in his phone. Then put the phone under the computer, pushing the cord in as best as he could to hide the whole thing.

“Sera’s in,” Indali murmured.

Opening Jillian’s email, Gus began to sort through the new messages that’d come in.

He had time to kill while Serafina ransacked the system.

“I’m Jillian,” said Jillian. “Uhm. What’s your name?”

Raising his eyebrows at that, which were Jillian’s eyebrows, Gus continued to go through her mail.


Chapter 20 – Ran Down

 

Clicking through the news, Gus was rather bored.

“Oh! Go into that one,” Jillian said, mentally pushing at Gus to ‘get out of the way’ so she could control her body again.

Feeling rather bored and no longer really caring one way or the other, he let Jillian slide back into her body.

Partially.

“Thank you, Gustavus!” Jillian said in an excited tone.

At some point, she’d either been paying closer attention to his thoughts or he’d lost control over them, but she’d managed to glean his name from somewhere.

In the last hour of sitting here waiting for Serafina, Jillian had slowly been stealing more and more information from his own thoughts and memories.

Each time she did so put him more on edge and had him feeling like it was far more likely he’d be killing her when he left.

“Ha. Look at this,” Jillian said, pulling up the article. “Another one. That makes four.”

Four what?

“Four Supreme Court justices!” said Jillian. “I’ve been trying to keep an eye on this, but it’s hard because I end up learning it all over again as my plain self. And my plain self… well, she isn’t as interested in this sort of thing.”

Four Supreme Court justices?

“Yes! There’s four dead now. And they’re not even all republicans or democrats. The last two were republicans, but with Morrisey dying, that’s another democrat,” Jillian explained. “Supposedly all accidents and old age… but come on. Four? Really? It’s weirder that it’s not even in the regular news. This is one of the few sites I trust. They tell it exactly like it is without bending their heads to anyone.

“The next president is going to have so much power to change the very fabric of our country. So much power. Now it’s a real shame Newbin was assassinated. She would have done a lot of good for us.”

Blinking, Gus digested that information.

“I… I had no idea,” said Indali. “No idea at all. I’m going to start looking into this now. This can’t be good. Lining this up with everything else that’s been happening… it’s all part of the Council’s plans. It has to be. Right?”

Probably. Tell Miles he might want to start alerting other organizations out there. I think… while they’ve all been trying to plan and work for the Originator to come back, someone else has a different plan in mind.

One that doesn’t concern either the Silent One or the Originator.

“—nothing more we can do. It doesn’t help that everyone around here is… well, they all just do what they’re told. It makes it incredibly frustrating at times,” continued Jillian. “I mean, yeah, we’re doing our jobs to save the entire universe here, but in the same breath, we really need to pay attention to what the government is doing.”

You work for the organization that probably killed those justices.

Jillian’s mind came to an abrupt stop at that mental push from Gus.

Her body went still, her hand holding to the mouse.

“You’re being honest with me. That’s your version of the truth. You believe that,” Jillian muttered. “I’d know. I’m an Imp, by the way. I’m the only one I’ve ever met or heard of.”

That was a surprise to Gus. In his plumbing of her mental depths, he would have never suspected her of being anything other than Human.

“My mom died… or vanished… when I was a little girl and I don’t have many memories of her. Other than her telling me I was an Imp. And that she loved me.

“Well, I think she was my mom. I’m starting to doubt that anymore. I really can’t find any information on her at all. Like she never existed.

“Never knew my dad at all. My brother isn’t really my brother, just part of my adopted family,” Jillian said softly inside his mind. “I was adopted by… well, I guess the Company. Both my adoptive parents worked for the Company. We just call all this the Company. What you apparently call the Council.”

Searching his mind backward and forward, Gus didn’t actually know what an Imp was.

He’d never met one, had never heard of one, and truly didn’t know if they were even a material being.

“I know nothing about Imps,” Indali said quickly. “Asking Mel and Miles!”

“—been keeping it a secret. As far as anyone knows, I’m just… a Human. But with you, it feels weird. Odd. That it’s like I found the right spot for something. Have you ever felt that?”

Uh, I don’t know?

“Like… like you have a little statue of a cow in your hand,” said Jillian.

A cow?

“A cow. A cute little porcelain cow that you wanted. But this cow is a problem. You’ve put it all over your house and it didn’t fit anywhere. Nowhere at all.

“You know you want it, it just… doesn’t work anywhere. Then one day you give up and plunk it down on the windowsill. And that was where it was meant to be all along. That’s how you feel to me.”

I’m a cow?

“No! You’re right where the cow was supposed to be. Your wife will agree, just ask her!” squeaked Jillian in a higher-pitched voice.

I’m not mar-

“Yes, you are. I can hear her sometimes in the background. Not always, but sometimes. She sounds nice. Let me know when she comes back with what an Imp is. I’m curious myself. My mom just told me that’s what I was when I was little.”

Swallowing hard, Gus didn’t know how to handle this situation.

“Whatever,” Serafina said in his ear. “She can’t hear me talking here since I’m not in your head.

“Anyway. Indali is checking with Miles and Mel. I’m still rooting around in the system. Just taking a break. It’s a lot and there are encryption and passwords everywhere. I’m getting a real workout for once.”

Keeping his thoughts still, Gus waited, hoping Serafina would continue.

“Far as I can tell Gusta…Gus, this really is the center for something. I don’t think it’s the Council though. Everything here is very military. Very agency. More like the Fed,” Serafina summarized. “If I had to describe it… this isn’t Capitol Hill, it’s the Pentagon. This isn’t the Council, it’s… the military branch of it.”

Military branch?

“Yeah. Remember when Kit and Lily arrived? They were that event where all those people with rifles and whatnot showed up,” explained Serafina. “This is them. This complex is all them. They’re that group. They obviously work for the Silent One, but they’re not the Council’s leadership.”

Right. Got it.

“Oh. I had no idea that’s what it was. That makes more sense given what Gus said earlier,” Jillian murmured aloud. Her desire to speak slipping right past Gus’s lack of attention. “Also, hello, I’m Jill. How are you?”

The earpiece was deathly silent for several seconds.

“I’m fine. How are you?” Serafina finally asked, her voice tight and restrained.

“Very well, thank you. You’re not the same one in his head, though, are you?” Jillian asked, moving her hand back and forth as she clicked through the news.

“No. I’m… not,” mumbled Serafina.

“She seems very shy. I’ll leave her be. So, who’s in your head with us? Hello?” Jillian asked, her presence much firmer now inside his head.

“I… yes, I’m here. Hello,” Indali said quietly.

“Ah, perfect. Well? What are we waiting on? How can I help?”

Sitting there, Gus didn’t really know what to do or say. This was entirely outside of his expectations.

Hold… hold on a second, Jillian.

“Sure! And it’s Jill, Gus,” Jill corrected, still flicking through news articles. 

Slowly, Gus put as much distance between Jill’s mind and his own as he could.

I really don’t know what to do here.

“Nor I. Mel is checking with Sam about something regarding Imps. I’ve never seen someone do a one-eighty like that before,” Indali murmured. “I don’t think she can read your mind.”

No. It’s just… when I’m in her mind, it seems she can hear my mind.

Almost like an echo. I’ve… never heard of anything like it.

“Hey, put me in Jill’s ear,” Serafina demanded.

Hesitating for a moment, Gus went with it and put his hand on top of Jill’s head.

“Oh, hey. Hehe. I didn’t realize you were so close, I thought you were still in the corner,” Jill said, then leaned her head back in her seat, looking toward the exact spot where he stood. “You know, you’re not as horrific as your mind makes you out to be.”

She was staring straight at his face, seemingly through his camouflage.

Pulling his earpiece out, he tilted Jill’s head to the side.

“Oh, do I get to talk to her now?” Jill asked. Then she reached up and lightly flicked her hair behind her ear, exposing it.

“You unnerve me,” Gus muttered. He suddenly realized how Melody must have felt after realizing he could read her mind.

This was like that, just in reverse.

“It’ll be fine, Gus. I’m just… letting my instincts guide me,” Jill murmured. “Whatever impulse I feel, I go with.”

Sticking the earpiece in her ear, Gus let go of the woman.

“Hi, there. So, what’s your name?” Jill asked, looking at her computer. “And call me Jill.”

Nodding her head, Jill sat there, waiting.

“Really? Well, that’s a pretty name. I wish I had a name like that. Mine is straight out of the wrong century, I swear,” Jill muttered. “Oh, uh-huh. Yeah, I can do that. Here.”

Reaching up to her keyboard with her left hand and the mouse with her right, Jill began to rapidly sort through a series of menus.

“Okay, I’ve got something from Mel, but we’ll wait for Sera to finish up,” announced Indali. “You’ll have to ask her a few questions.”

I’ll try looking into her thoughts. What are we looking for?

“Apparently, Imps are… not that rare. They just had a near mass extinction after being enslaved. Sam was under the impression they were all accounted for. Every single one on the planet. He has no idea who this is, but he’s not sold on her being an Imp,” Indali said. “We’re looking for a deep, underlying hunger.”

Nodding his head, Gus slowly began to ease himself back into Jill’s mind.

Moving as slowly as possible, keeping his touch light, he settled down back into the little seat of power he’d made in her head.

“Hello! Welcome back. So, did you find out what an Imp is?” Jill asked as soon as he got comfortable.

“See? Here it is. It’s just not labeled very well,” said Jill, talking to Serafina at the same time.

I… think so. Maybe. Hold on.

“Of course!” Jill exclaimed.

“Right, exactly,” she said aloud. “Uh-huh. Sure, happy to help.”

Jill spun in her seat, pulled out the earpiece, and held it up to Gus, her eyes locking to his own.

“Here you go, Gus. Sera’s all done,” Jill said, giving him a wide ear to ear smile.

Chewing at his lip, he took the earpiece back and stuck it back into his ear.

“H-hey,” Serafina muttered. “I’m going back in now. See ya.”

Deciding to get straight to the heart of it, Gus slid back out of Jill’s mind. He didn’t need her tagging his thoughts.

“You know, it feels really empty when you’re not there,” Jill complained, her brows coming together and frowning at him. “I don’t mind anymore, you know. I was just really surprised at first. I promise. The only time a psyker ever bugs us is to wipe our personalities out in the booth.”

“Are you hungry? All the time?” Gus asked.

“Hung— Yes. Yes, I am! A hunger I can’t ever feed,” Jill said, her eyes slowly widening. “It’s an ache inside me.”

“Hold,” Indali commanded. “Okay. Sam says… uhm… feed her some of your magic.”

I… what? Feed her my what? My magic?

“He says… you’re not a Planar Lord… but you’re not a normal Boogieman. You’re a Boogieman that is essentially a Nephilim. Your specific kind of Boogieman has Angelic blood in your ancestry,” said Indali. It sounded like she was speaking as someone else was speaking to her. “You can feed her your… Essence. Or your magic. Your magic is potent enough to feed a single Imp. Maybe two. And you—”

Okay! Got it. Stop.

I understand.

But why? There’s no reason to do that.

“Mel would like you to. She thinks that if we can bind Jill, we can use her. This is an opportunity,” relayed Indali. “And I think—”

“Gus, I really need you to do this,” Melody said through Serafina’s earpiece. “Please. Do it. I’ll do that thing you really like and I’ll get Trish to do it. Sera, too.”

“What? What thing—”

“Never mind, Sera! Gus! Do it? For me?” Melody asked, running right over Serafina.

Frowning, thinking about what had been said, Gus slowly formed a small ball of horror magic. Condensing it down, then adding more, then condensing it again, he worked at building it up.

There was a great deal of fear in this complex. A great deal of free-floating food for him that was on tap.

To be fair, I’ve been extremely well fed since meeting Melody.

Feeling like he had built up a decent enough ugly ball of fear, horror magic, and Boogieman power, he stared at it as it floated between his hands.

“Sam says just put that near her. Try to push it into her heart. Put your hands on her chest,” murmured Indali, clearly somewhat uncomfortable.

“Stuff it in her,” Melody said through Serafina’s earpiece. Apparently, Indali was talking to Sam now, but Melody could hear the whole thing.

“You’re so dirty,” mumbled Serafina.

“And you love it, Sera-honeybunch, my pretty little Violet,” Melody said, followed by a lip-smacking noise like she’d kissed her cheek. “Besides, everyone loves it when I talk dirty at Gus. You all wish you were brave enough to do it, so you live through me.”

Holding back a sigh, Gus held his hand out, moving it toward Jill.

“Uhm, Gus? What is that?” Jill asked, not moving away from him, but her eyes moving from his face to his hand.

He had no idea how she could see him through his camouflage, but she was clearly far more than he’d expected.

“You’re going to… eat this,” Gus muttered, moving his hand straight toward her chest.

“I… okay,” Jill said, her voice growing soft.

Reaching her chest, Gus pushed the ball of monstrous, fear-filled, terrifying magic straight into her.

Gasping, Jill’s eyes shot wide and she stared up into his face.

There was an odd feeling that shot out from inside Jill and latched to his hand. It began clawing its way up his arm until it punched a hole into his chest and then slid into him.

It coiled up inside of him, in what felt like his heart, and then lay still there.

A slow, steady stream of horror magic began draining away him, moving toward Jill.

“Oh, heavens,” moaned Jill, leaning back into her chair, her right hand going down and pressing to her lower abdomen. “Oh… oh… it’s so wonderful.”

Gus could tell she wanted to move her hand down farther but was holding onto her desires.

Barely.

Her mind was a screaming whirlwind of lust, desire, and wanton need of him.

“Sam… Sam says that part is temporary and you can… let her go later. But for now, she’s your Imp,” murmured Indali.

Panting, Jill began fanning at her face with her free hand. Her eyes were watching him through her eyelashes.

“Gus, you didn’t even ask for consent,” she said in a husky voice. “Though… I’m kind of glad you didn’t. I’m not sure I would have been smart enough to say yes.”

Shaking his head, Gus wanted to very much not have done what he had.

He could feel Jill’s thoughts now even when he wasn’t in her mind. He could feel her hunger for his magic. Her need for it to pool inside of her and slowly fill each and every crevice.

“Now… what… is it you want, Gus? What can I do to help? I’m feeling very… energetic at the moment and quite grateful,” purred the Imp.

Tell Melody I’m going to punish her.

“I… you promise?” Melody asked after a second through Serafina’s mic.

Rolling his eyes, Gus looked at Jill again.

Thinking, he came up with only one idea.

“What would happen if someone attacked this facility? What’s the emergency drill? Where do you go?” Gus asked.

“Emergency drill…? Oh. That’s—oh,” Jill hesitantly pulled her hand away from her stomach and then turned back toward her computer. She was clearly still very flustered but was trying to help out. “We haven’t run a drill in a bit but they usually send out a document just to refresh everyone.”

Working quickly through her emails and documents, she sorted out a number of things.

“Ah, and here we are,” Jill said, opening an email, and then the attachment. “Here’s the route. Sera can you… Oh, wait—”

Turning, Jill stood up for a second and then removed the earpiece from his ear and placed in her own.

“Hey, Sera. It’s on my screen now. You got it?” Jill asked.

Uh. Wait, what?

“Great! Was there anything else you might need?” confirmed Jill. “Good, good. Should I— Oh, hello. Yes, I am! Really? That’s a pretty name. I like it! Can I call you Mel?”

Turning in her chair, Jill stood up.

“Okay. Bye, Mel. Bye, Sera,” Jill said, pulling the earpiece out and then putting her left hand against Gus’s face. Using her right hand, she quickly fit it back into his ear. “Now. Let’s see if I can’t—”

Jill gazed at Gus’s face and then slowly faded away until she was completely invisible. “Ha! It wasn’t even that hard! Is this how you use your magic? Seems pretty straight forward.”

“Oooh. I hope Gus likes her. I hope he lets her in our marriage. She sounds so fun. I want an Imp,” Melody said in Gus’s earpiece. It sounded like she wasn’t directly in the speaker, though. As if she was moving away. “I’ll let Gus do whatever he wants to me for a decade at least. ‘No’ won’t be part of my vocabulary. A century, even. A century of whatever he wants.”

“What… are we doing?” Serafina grumbled.

“Dig into that file that Jill showed you. I want to know if there are other versions of it. Especially for VIPs,” answered Gus. “Then once you know, explain it to us. We want to see who the most likely person in charge here is.”

“That’s easy. Site commander Ikeson. He runs the whole site. My boss reports to a director that reports to a VP that rolls up to Ikeson,” Jill said with a shrug of her shoulders. “He’s the top guy here.”

“Hmm,” Gus said. He could just now begin to see through Jill’s camouflage. It was formed of horror magic just like his. In fact, when he reached out to touch it with his own magic, he realized it was his own.

Then his camouflage bubble slid into Jill’s and the two individual bubbles became one.

“Well, that’s neat. I always wanted to learn magic. I didn’t realize it’d be this easy,” Jill exclaimed with a bright smile. “This is really exciting. I thought I’d just be stuck behind a desk my whole life. In this dead-end city with nowhere to go. I mean… gosh, I can’t even begin to describe how bad it is trying to date here.”

“Sera, run Ikeson down and see if you can’t find his personal escape plan,” Gus muttered, not responding to Jill.

“Yeah… I’d love to say I could do that. But honestly, Gus, I’m worthless here. Everything, every system, is segregated and closed. A unit unto itself. The more I dig around, the more I realize I’m in a self-isolated system,” Sera apologized.

“I see,” Gus muttered.

“Why don’t we just go to Ikeson’s office?” Jill asked, tilting her head to one side. “Then Sera can tap into everything.”

Better plan than what I got.


Chapter 21 – Tool-Bags

 

Exiting back the way they’d come, Jill and Gus moved quickly through the security checkpoints.

With her offering to lead the way, Gus felt somewhat better about not knowing the layout of the building. Though he was rather unnerved at trusting someone they’d just met.

He knew it was impossible for her to betray him without him knowing in advance, but that didn’t change or alter his wariness of the situation.

At first, she’d been a stumble away from alerting everyone to their location.

Amazingly, however, she picked up very quickly on the way Gus was moving. By the time they’d reached the elevators, she was doing reasonably well enough that he wasn’t afraid she’d give their position away.

Although her rapid proficiency also unnerved him.

He had a sneaking suspicion that what Sam had suggested Gus do to the young woman was having unintended consequences.

Like her possibly being able to call on his own skills and abilities.

When they arrived at the elevators, Gus was once more forced to deal with an enemy he was quite tired of by this point.

Waiting for someone to show up just so he could move on.

Jill and Gus ended up standing there with no one else in the lobby.

“Well, it shouldn’t take too long,” Jill whispered from a foot away from Gus. They had tried to keep close the entire time to limit their presence. Not to mention, he found that he wasn’t spending half as much magic with her this close and their camouflage bubbles overlapping.

“No?” Gus replied.

“No. My boss is always late. Always. We can use the elevator when he stumbles in. Then we have to go back up to the elevator lobby and get elevator one,” Jill murmured. “That might… take a while though. Very few people on that floor.”

Nodding his head, Gus wasn’t surprised.

Honestly, he was expecting something like that. Especially since he had experienced something just like that several times already.

“So! You’re married?” Jill asked, tilting her head to one side and looking at him.

“I— Yeah. I am,” Gus confirmed.

“That’s nice. Was it Mel? Or Sera? Or the other one in your head?” Jill pressed.

“Uhm, all three of them,” Gus admitted and looked around.

There was still no one here and he didn’t see any cameras.

In fact, the only cameras he’d seen at all were at checkpoints. Never at any of the in-between points.

“—pretty amazing,” said Jill with some excitement. “How many wives do you have? And are you the only husband?”

“Seven wives, no other husbands, just me,” Gus explained, slowly turning back to Jill.

“That’s gotta be interesting. I was barely able to hold a boyfriend down, let alone seven of them,” Jill said with a rueful laugh. “Then again… I thought the ache, the hunger, was them being the wrong person. I suppose they were in a way.”

“Definitely a lot of work at times,” agreed Gus. “I—”

The ding of the elevator thankfully interrupted him.

The doors opened and allowed a man to exit. He was moving quickly, with a determined pace.

Jill gave Gus a smile as if to say, ‘See?’ and then moved into the elevator.

Joining her as the doors closed, Gus looked around the interior.

Except the elevator didn’t move. The elevator hadn’t been summoned above them.

Leaving Gus feeling rather awkward in the small enclosed space with the Imp.

“There’s no reason to feel like that, Gus,” Jill said with a wave of her hand. “How about you tell me more about yourself? Or your time in the service?”

“How… how did you know about that?” Gus asked, extremely suspicious now.

“Honestly? I feel like I can read your thoughts. I’m still… figuring it out, but it’s almost as if I push on you, or your mind, I can start to… know things about you,” Jill said in a curious tone. “It’s so very interesting and exciting. Like the fact that… you have a severed ear collection. Really? Ears? That’s not a great coping mechanism. We’ll need to talk about that later.”

Please ask Sam right now if this is normal for an Imp! I would have liked a warning!

“He… I’ve been telling him what’s happening. He said this isn’t normal at all. From what he can tell, Jill is definitely an Imp, but also something else or something special,” Indali said quickly.

“I’m special? How interesting! Who’s Sam? Is it short for Samantha? Is it a wife? Oh, no. It’s an… Incubus. Hm. And that’s Indali in your head?” Jill asked, clearly growing more and more used to her leeched telepathic abilities. “Ahh. She’s the revolver. And a rare one. That’s really neat. Can I try her later? My step-dad taught me how to shoot and about reloading my own ammunition.”

“I… hello?” Indali said after a second.

“Hi, Indali. I like your grip,” Jill said, leaning in close to Gus and looking at the revolver in question. “Is it the original?”

“Thank you. Yes. It’s my… my natural color,” said Indali, clearly off her own mental path now.

“That’s… Sera, Mel, and Indali I’ve met. The others are… Chloe, Janelle, Ness, and Trish. And… who’s Dunyasha? You think about her often. She looks pretty, too,” Jill asked, looking up to Gus’s face.

“I didn’t tell anyone about your Dunyasha fantasies! I didn’t even think about it!” Indali said in a rush. “No one! It’s from your own thoughts that she got that!”

In that moment, Gus was saved by the elevator suddenly moving upward.

“You think about Dunyasha?” Serafina growled in his ear.

Damnit.

“Ah! My bad. I confused Chloe and Dunyasha. Chloe doesn’t have an eye patch. That makes more sense about why you were thinking of her,” Jill said quickly, reaching over to pat Gus on the shoulder. “They’re both Vampires? How interesting.”

“Oh. Chloe. Of course,” Serafina said with a “duh” kind of tone. She sounded as if she were appeased. 

“I’m so sorry, Gus. I didn’t realize that wasn’t a known thing. I’ll be more careful going forward,” she said from inside of his own mind. “Like you said. Hard to balance the needs of so many women. I’ll do my best to help.”

Which meant she had hollowed out a spot for herself in his head, just as he had done in hers.

“You know, you can just… come back into my head. It really does feel weird without you there. Actually, I wonder—”

Jill paused as the elevator reached the lobby.

The doors opened, letting Gus and Jill get out quickly.

Once more, they were alone with no one around.

Suddenly, Gus was mentally jerked into Jill’s mind and forced down into the spot he’d made for himself. As if he were shoved into a seat and then someone sat down in his lap.

“Ah! There. See? Doesn’t it feel better?” Jill asked. The space that she’d carved out of his mind fit the exact same space in her own mind. Where he’d felt crowded in his own head, now he felt quite normal. It was nice. “Oh? I’m so glad you agree. Now we don’t even have to talk aloud. And Indali can’t hear us right now. I blocked her out.”

Oh… fuck.

“Don’t be nervous! It’s okay! Really. This feels nice. I like it. Now… we need to go over to that elevator over there,” Jill said, grabbing Gus’s hand. Dragging him over, she stood in front of the elevator she’d mentally indicated. She didn’t let go of his hand either.

“Hey, Indali, can you hear me?” Jill asked.

“Yes, I can,” replied the construct.

“Oh, good,” Jill said. “Okay, I turned her back off again. Until we need her, there’s no reason for her to eavesdrop on us. Now we just wait. Let’s… get to know each other a bit better.

“I’ll go first.”

Gus really didn’t know how to respond other than to stand there, his hand being held by what was essentially an Imp Boogieman.

“—and that was my mom. I think at least. I… there’s memories of a woman before that. A beautiful woman,” Jill said in a soft voice. “With shiny black hair and dark eyes. A smile. A beautiful smile. But it’s… almost like it isn’t a memory either.”

“Uh-huh,” muttered Gus.

“As far as my step-parents go, they’re alright. I went to a Company college and they took care of it. It’s why I’m here. Company city, Company job, no boyfriend,” Jill said, leaving out a massive part of her life in those few sentences. “And with most of my personality ripped free when I’m not at work… I feel so empty in my plain-self life. I’m looking forward to escaping.”

The sound of a door opening behind them caused Jill to pull Gus back a few steps, then she leaned forward and looked toward the entrance.

“Opening this up to Indali again,” Jill informed him. “Ah, this’ll be our chance to get downstairs. I’m pretty sure that’s a senior director. I’ve seen their picture on some of those silly ‘emails from the bridge’ they send out.”

“Ah, I’ll have Sera run them through a few things to see what we get. She’s been ripping through your address book on your computer this whole time. Seeing if she can list out everyone in the organization,” Indali answered.

“Sera’s really tech-smart, isn’t she? I wish I’d thought of that,” Jill muttered aloud, easing in closer to Gus.

The soft clicking of a keyboard that was a constant soft background noise in Gus’s ear paused mid-stroke.

“Given her degree and background, she’s rather smart herself,” Serafina replied after several seconds. “Far more degrees than I could ever earn at her age.”

“Aww, thank you, Sera. That’s very kind of you. Hold on, we can’t talk for a bit,” Jill murmured, leaning up next to Gus’s ear to keep her voice as quiet as possible.

Their target was approaching.

Holding onto Gus’s shoulders, Jill watched the older man approach them and tap the elevator button.

Grimacing, feeling entirely off base, Gus put his hands on Jill’s hips. He felt far more awkward with his arms at his side rather than holding to her.

He’d already held on to her earlier.

Jill started to pat Gus’s shoulders, practically bouncing in place as they stood nearly atop one another.

“Oh, my gosh, this is so exciting. Dealing with undead Para all day, every day, for the last five years has really been boring!” Jill exclaimed. “And that doesn’t even go into my plain-self. Ugh.”

Stepping into the now opening elevator, the man reached over and tapped a button.

Jill pulled on Gus, dragging him into the elevator, and pushed him up into the corner. Then smooshed herself up into his front.

“I’ve never been to this floor! I always wanted to, but the Company looks down on exploring,” admitted Jill. “And curiosity. And asking questions. And… well, anything that doesn’t do what the Company said. I mean… in retrospect, it makes a lot of sense given what you told me.

“And speaking of that, I’m looking forward to meeting Miles. I can’t believe he was here when the world was created.”

I can’t… this—

“Stop fussing and complaining. You had your crotch against my butt earlier and were fine with that. You even thought about killing me!

“And are you really going to complain about this? We both know you’re attracted to me. I’m not even dressed up right now. I didn’t do my makeup really well and these clothes are cute, but don’t do me any real favors. You’re just being silly,” Jill said, thumping his shoulder with a fist lightly.

The man next to them looked around himself, apparently having heard the thud of Jill’s hand.

“Oops. Sorry. I’m not used to this whole… commando thing. I’ll get there. I’m learning a lot just from going through your memories,” Jill promised. “You’ve really learned a lot about sneaking and being stealthy. Those Elves didn’t even know what hit ’em.”

Forcefully, he built up a shell around his thoughts. He couldn’t kick Jill out of his memories or mind, but he could at least shield his thoughts from her.

Okay. I need help. Please ask Sam how I can end this. Now.

Please, Indali?

“Ah… no. Mel said you need to keep her around until we’re done with this. Until then… you’re in so much trouble,” Indali said in an amused tone. “Even Mel doesn’t run you around like this. She just chases enough to not truly annoy you. I’m actually enjoying watching this now.”

“Hey,” Jill said, poking through his mental shield and rupturing it with a push. “Oh. I’m sorry. Were you trying to have a thought to yourself? I’m sorry, I won’t do that next time.”

Stunned into silence because he had nowhere to hide from Jill, Gus stood there. His arms full of Imp.

Finally, the elevator dinged and the doors opened.

Exiting the elevator, the man adjusted his messenger bag.

Jill grabbed Gus’s hand and pulled him out of the elevator, following behind their target.

Passing through checkpoints set up just like the ones Jill had gone through, they followed the man along.

Though this time, there was no canine.

Which was rather curious to Gus.

Once they passed the security point, they found themselves in a long hall. Doors on each side ran the length of it until it reached a four-way intersection.

Each hallway from there also had doors upon doors.

I… have no idea where his office would be.

Reaching up with his free hand, he tapped the earpiece twice.

“Huh? Oh! Ah… office… forty-two A. Turn left,” Serafina directed

Jill pulled on Gus’s hand, dragging him down the specified hallway. Either she’d heard Serafina, or she’d read it from Gus’s mind.

“There it is,” Jill said, marching straight up to the door. It was the last door at the end of the hall. Releasing his hand, she turned to him with an excited grin. “Your turn, Gus.”

Shaking his head, Gus eased up to the door and contemplated what to do.

It was shut, and there was no telling if Ikeson was on the other side of it.

Sera feelin’ anything on the other side that she could slip into?

“Ahh… no. Nothing in there. No cell phone, no Wi-Fi, no signal. But she said she hasn’t felt that from anywhere at all other than your own phone,” answered Indali.

That was more or less what he’d expected, but he felt he had to at least try.

Reaching back to pull his phone out of his pocket, Gus decided he would try to see inside the room with the camera.

Only to find he didn’t have his phone on him. He’d left it in Jill’s office.

“Oh, here you are, Gus,” Jill said, pulling his phone out of her blouse and holding it out to him.

Uh… thanks.

Taking the phone from her hand, and feeling like it was far warmer than it should be, he got down to one knee and put the bottom of the camera under the door itself.

Flicking on the camera, he looked at the screen.

He could see straight into the office.

No one was there. There were no shoes sticking out under the desk, and the lights were off.

Standing back up, Gus turned the handle only to find it was locked.

Holding his phone out to Jill, he pulled his lockpick set out after she took the phone back.

Removing a city-rake and a tension tool he sloppily raked the lock.

It popped open in just a few seconds.

Low-skill attacks are always the best.

Opening the door, Gus went inside, then quickly closed it after Jill joined him.

Putting his pick and wrench away, he stuck the kit back into his pocket. Then he looked at Jill to get his phone back.

Realizing it was once more in her cleavage—since it wasn’t in her hand—he decided he didn’t actually need it at the moment.

“I don’t mind pulling it back out if you need it, silly. I just don’t have pockets. It’s a really cute skirt, but… no pockets,” said Jill. “I have my wallet and cell phone on me as well. I left my purse in my drawer.”

Not really wanting an answer to his unspoken question, Gus instead went over to the computer and sat down.

Then he realized he would actually need his phone to get Sera into it.

Looking at Jill, he found she’d already retrieved his phone again, as well as a charging cord, and was plugging it into the back of the computer.

“Thank you, Jill,” Sera said with actual warmth in her voice.

“Of course, Sera. Not a problem,” Jill murmured in an offhand way. Then she set the phone down and nodded her head. “Good to go.”

“This’ll just take a second. I’m betting all the systems are the same, just locked out from one another,” mused Serafina.

“This is really exciting. And a lot of fun!” whispered Jill with a bit more volume than she probably needed. “All I had going on this week was testing and watching Jeopardy.”

The lovely, young woman was practically vibrating in place where she stood with her hands closed into loose fists. 

“Is this what we do all the time?” she asked.

“Yeah, kinda,” Serafina answered before Gus could. “We work for Lark, LLC. I’m sure Mel will get you a contract before the day is over.”

“Oh? Fantastic! I wonder what my salary will be,” Jill mused aloud. Slowly her head tilted to the side, her eyes moving upward, clearly lost in thought.

He could hear those thoughts as well. As if she were talking to him directly.

All her previous salary concerns, contract negotiations, getting paid for her degrees, paying off loans and debts.

Gus took the opportunity to lock out his thoughts from her.

Is she for real? She can’t hear you.

“Very for real. She has several degrees: a master’s in psychology, a master’s in paranormal psychology—a real degree mind you, not the fake version—a master’s degree in physics, and a bachelor’s in… ah… Succubus studies. These are all from the Para-side of CSU, by the way. These aren’t… silly mail-away degrees or anything.”

Damn. She’s extremely well-educated, then?

And Succubus studies? That’s… kind of odd, isn’t it?

“Sam agrees and looks a little nervous all of a sudden. He’s rather quiet and is on the phone with someone now,” Indali answered. “Take a picture of her if you can.”

Gus dismissed his thought-shield the moment he heard Jill’s thoughts come to a halt. Her attention turned back to him and what was going on around her.

“Sorry, I was just thinking. So much changed so fast. I never thought I’d get to put my cow statue somewhere,” said Jill with a warm smile for him.

Blinking, Gus realized this was an opportunity.

“You’re right. How about a picture? Since the phone is inside the spell, it’ll actually capture you,” Gus said.

“I… don’t know. I’m really not looking my best, but… oh, alright. Posterity, right?” she said almost to herself. Then she gave him an even brighter smile and shifted her posture. Pushing one hip out, putting her hand on it, and then giving her hair a quick flip with her other hand.

Picking his phone up while being careful not to disconnect it from the computer, he took a quick picture of Jill and then set his phone back down.

“Found it,” Serafina said in his ear. “Ready to trace it out and see where it goes?”

It was the perfect timing for Gus.

“Yep, let’s go,” Gus said, pulling the cord free and taking his phone.

Before he could even contemplate putting them away, Jill took both from him and tucked the phone straight into her bra. Then she wound up the cord and stuck it in on the opposite side of her chest.

“All set,” she said with a nod of her head.

“Ah, thanks,” murmured Gus.


Chapter 22 – Poisoned Well

 

Once more, Jill entered the hallway that they’d only just left a handful of minutes ago.

“I didn’t see any exit signs as we went. Did you?” asked Jill.

Nah, nothin’.

Frowning, Gus started down the hallway.

“Turn left at the intersection,” directed Serafina.

Making the appropriate turn, Gus started down that hallway as well.

“While you’re going, you should know I had a lot more access on that terminal,” Serafina added. “A lot more. This really is their pentagon. There are thousands upon thousands of soldiers stationed here. Ikeson had all the escape plans in his email. This whole thing is a massive garrison.”

“Really?” Gus whispered.

“Yes. There were over a hundred floors each on the elevators we’ve been in. Each elevator had its own set of floors it visited. There were ten elevator bays. This complex is massive. Truly massive. Everyone we see coming in from the city are just workers who live in the area and provide cover for what’s down here,” Serafina explained.

“Exactly,” Jill agreed. “That’d be my guess. When I first got here, I was hired on to provide post-combat therapy for soldiers. Except they were all pretty far removed from empathy. There wasn’t anything I could do for them. You, I could work with easily, Gus. Even with your regretful past. But them? They were like robots. No starting point, nothing I could fix.”

“Pass, thanks,” muttered Gus.

“He accepts!” shouted Melody through the earpiece. That meant Indali was likely covering their side of the conversation. “I’ll pay!”

“Oh? Good. I’ll be happy to start as soon as we’re done here,” Jill said with a flick of her wrist. It was an entirely different personality in that instant from what he’d seen up to this point. “I’m sure we can set up a weekly meeting to meet your needs.”

Professional doctor versus hot young woman?

“Gus! That’s… well, I suppose that’s true. I’m suddenly feeling a lot like someone else,” Jill said with a laugh. “Hot young woman, huh?”

He’d forgotten that she was playing home-invasion with his mind at the moment.

“Through that door,” Serafina prompted as they got to the end of the hall.

Sitting next to the doorframe was an RFID reader. One that looked very high-end, and not something he could defeat with just a magnet.

Not to mention, the opening mechanism was a push bar which meant it wasn’t a conventional type of lock he could just pick or rake open.

“Any other possibilities? I don’t think we’re getting into this one,” Gus muttered. “There’s no port, no card slot, and I’m pretty sure the system is centralized elsewhere. This is just a reader and there’s no card for me to clone. It’s also not pickable.”

“I… no. Nothing that I can see. It must open in the case of an emergency. Though, Ikeson isn’t due in today. He has his out of office message up. Won’t be back for two days,” added Serafina.

“Ah. I’ll call out sick for the rest of the day, then, and the next several days,” Jill said with a firm nod of her head. “And we’ll come back then. That way I keep my… well, me, and you can grab Ikeson.”

“Good plan!” Melody shouted.

Unfortunately, Gus couldn’t disagree. There really weren’t many other options at the moment. He sure as hell wasn’t getting past this door without breaking it open.

Both turning in place, Jill and Gus made their way back to the lobby.

Waiting for an elevator, Gus felt odd. He knew Jill had to head back to her office to retrieve her purse, as well as to let her boss know she was calling out sick.

What was surprising to him was that it had gone unsaid that he’d be going with her. As though it was his job to get her back out with her mind intact.

Passing through the security point again, they set off the dog.

Again.

By this point, though, it’d already gone off twice for no good reason. The handler just tried to comfort his partner and ignored the growls.

Getting back to the office at the rear of the cells, Jill paused and then sighed. Her office door was open.

“He’s waiting for me again. He likes to bother me a lot,” Jill said. “Doesn’t take no for an answer. I have to go…to the bathroom and come out from there. It’ll look weird otherwise.”

Jill shook her head slowly and then moved off toward a set of doors set to one side.

Gus was rather thankful there were no cameras around here. Otherwise, Jill’s emergence from the bathroom wouldn’t match up with her having gone into her office a while ago.

Moving into Jill’s office, Gus took up a corner and looked at the man they’d passed earlier.

He had brown hair that was pulled straight back in a slicked style, dark-brown eyes, and a somewhat smug expression.

Most interestingly, when Gus really looked at the man, he realized he was a Cambion. Something he saw rarely, if ever.

Almost as rare as a lich.

Though… I’d never heard of an Imp. Does that mean Imps and Cambions were… enslaved in a way?

Apparently, Sam thought he had all the Imps accounted for.

That sounds a lot like he has them all under his personal control. He’s a Planar Lord, right?

“That sounds interesting. And a Cambion is… what?” Jill asked, her presence still sitting quite comfortably inside his mind.

Uh… half-Demon, half-Human. They were pretty much bred for war, and to breed.

“Ah, that… unfortunately makes a lot of sense,” lamented Jill.

Lounging in one of the chairs in front of the desk, her boss waited as if he had nothing else to do.

The faint click of the bathroom door shutting made the man sit up straight.

He adjusted his tie, pulled on his jacket lapels, and then casually leaned to the side in the chair. Primping himself and making ready for Jill.

When Jill did re-enter her office, Gus watched her closely. Watched as she glanced to the man, hid a look of disgust on her face, and went to her chair.

“Good morning. I’m afraid I have to go home. I just spent way too much time losing my breakfast,” muttered Jill in a hoarse voice.

Hey, that actually sounded real.

“Thanks! I’ve had to learn to act with this tool bag,” Jill said casually.

“What? So soon? Are you alright?” asked the man.

“No. I’m sick. Going home. Not sure when I’ll be back. I’m sure my plain-self will call in if I can’t make it,” Jill mumbled.

Opening the drawer to her desk, she pulled out her purse, slung it over an arm, and then tapped something into her keyboard.

“I’ll see you later,” Jill said, not waiting around.

“Maybe I should drop by to make sure you’re okay later?” offered the man.

“No, thanks,” said Jill, moving straight out of the room.

“How about dinner when you get back then?”

Jill shook her head, not responding to him this time. She just kept walking.

Making no other move to follow or bother her, the man left Jill’s office and wandered off toward another door.

I think he went back to his own office.

“Oh? Alright. That’ll give me a moment to—”

Jill paused in her tracks and looked like she was moving things around in her purse.

Moving past her, Gus turned to see what she was doing and got a rather revealing look down her blouse as she pulled out his cell phone and his cord.

Holding them close to her chest, she glanced at him and gave him a smirk.

Reaching out, he took them from her and tucked them away.

Letting her purse fall back to her side, Jill headed out past all the cells.

Filled with the undead and unthinking nasties of the world, Gus didn’t want to consider what would happen if this place had a containment problem.

Passing through the same security checkpoint, she was once more searched.

The dog growled again, of course. Though this time, he did so at Jill herself.

Then they were off to the elevator and back up to the ground floor.

Somehow, Jill managed to not look at him, though he could feel her slowly moving around in his mind. Like someone exploring a warehouse, going from crate to crate.

Reaching the lobby, Jill went a different way than she’d come in, heading over toward a distant hallway.

“Okay. This… this is it. If you’re going to save me, this is the time. I’m going to lose myself here. Lose who I am,” Jill said. “Once you join this location, you’re… never the same again.”

Chewing at his lower lip, Gus had been considering the situation. He figured the glass booth was likely what was tearing people’s “selves” out. It was pulling them out, setting them aside, and then reinserting them later.

As best as he could figure, using Kit’s technique could work. But he’d also have to coat Jill’s mind in something else. Because unless the machine took something from her, there’d be nothing for it to withdraw.

And that could set off an alarm just as easily as them catching her thoughts.

Pushing out from inside Jill’s mind, he began to build a construct around it. One that closely resembled what Kit had taught him to do. On the outside of it, he hung a great many false memories and thoughts about Jill’s day.

Of being sick, the dog incident, that her brother had likely seen a dog, and that her boss was a sleazeball.

That all she wanted to do was get home, lay down, and pass out.

Throughout all of this, he tried to weave idle thoughts, regrets of her life, that she couldn’t live her life normally, and that she felt unfulfilled.

Walking into a room closely resembling the one with the glass booth where she’d passed through the first time, Jill went straight to the device there.

She stuck in her card and stood there, waiting.

The reader took around ten seconds but finally turned green. There was a clunk and a small hatch opened from the reader.

Reaching inside, Jill fished out her phone, pulled her ID card, and then stepped into the booth.

“Gus… I’d really like to not lose myself here,” Jill pleaded.

I know. I did what I could. We’ll see what—

The glass booth closed up quickly, the runes activated, and an incredible amount of force slammed down onto the shield Gus had constructed.

Feeling like his head was splitting open, Gus did all he could to try to empower and hold his mental shielding. To keep it in place around Jill and protect who she was.

With a crack and an explosive headache, the glass booth opened.

The false memories he’d placed all around the shield—and the shield itself—were both gone now.

Stumbling out of the booth, Jill was disoriented and not quite sure of where she was. Or even what was going on.

Collapsing to his knees, Gus barely managed to hold back a cough.

Or not throw up.

His head felt like a box filled with broken bits of a plate. Everything was rattling around inside at the slightest touch. Tumbling, piece over piece.

He wanted to lay down right there.

Something pushed deeper into his mind. Forced itself into place and then took control of his body. Suddenly his fading camouflage magic was reinforced, and it felt like his legs weren’t made of jello anymore.

Moving without wishing to, Gus was being walked out the door, right behind Jill as she exited the plant.

“I’ve got you. Don’t you worry,” Jill murmured. “You got me out, now let me get you out.”

Jill and Gus exited the plant together after having entered it separately and alone.

 

***

 

Reaching the campsite, Gus suspected something wasn’t quite right. Once he got his eyes on it, though, he knew that was the absolute truth.

A bush looked like it’d been hit with a flamethrower, the ground was torn up here and there like it’d been clawed at, and one of the trees had actually been knocked down. Its roots were now sticking up out of the ground.

“What in the hell—”

There was a distant roar that made the hair on the back of Gus’s neck stand on end.

“That doesn’t sound friendly,” muttered Jill.

She’d been unwilling to go home after they left the plant. She wanted to stay with him regardless of anything else.

Pulling Indali from her holster, he thumbed her hammer back.

“Mmm,” moaned Indali, not hiding her pleasure at him handling her. “Spin my barrel.”

Later.

Holding onto her, Gus started off at a fast jog toward where he had heard the roar.

“We’re going toward it?” Jill asked, chasing after him. It sounded like she was keeping up with him, but she was already breathing harder than normal.

“Yes, we are. Because that’s probably where Trish is,” Gus said without any room for argument.

Moving quickly through the woods, letting his senses take over, his instincts, Gus felt like he was moving faster and faster. His feet finding the exact right place to set down as he flew along.

Behind him, he could hear Jill trying to keep up, though he also heard her stumble, grunt, and then get back up and start running again.

There was a sudden pressure inside his head.

Or more accurately, where Jill had taken up residence in his head.

The pressure faded in seconds and suddenly Jill was running along beside him. Radiating a similar aura to the one he more often than not felt from his mom and sister.

Panting hard as she ran along next to him, she was keeping up now. Though it was obvious she wasn’t in shape for this sort of thing.

As they went, signs of battle became more obvious.

They saw scorch marks, broken trees, ripped-up turf, and actual fires burning.

Up ahead, Gus could see a green sphere and a large, hulking monster pounding on it.

Lifting Indali up, Gus sighted it on the massive creature.

Turning just as he pulled the trigger, Gus got two shots off before the beast leaped to the side. Blood flowing wildly out of its chest.

“Missed the heart, hit the lungs. It’s a Were,” Indali reported.

Growling, then whimpering, the Were took off into the forest.

“I’ll help Trish, you get the Were,” Jill commanded, heading for the sphere.

She’s in the sphere?

Glancing inside it as he ran after the Were, he could indeed see Trish.

She had a hand to her stomach. Her guts were spilling out of a big hole in her abdomen, and there was a massive rip that went from her shoulder down across her breast.

Fuck.

“I’ve got her. Go!” Jill commanded once more, running right through Trish’s sphere as if it weren't there. “Trust me!”

For some reason he couldn’t understand, he did trust in Jill and that she could handle it.

Chasing after the Were, Gus could feel fear all through the woods.

From Trish, from Jill, and from the Were.

Trish was terrified of death and that she was dying.

Jill had absolute terror that she’d fail him.

And the Were was losing its mind because Gus was chasing it.

Specifically, that it was Gus.

The Were knows me.

“Yes, it does. I have a suspicion that this won’t end well,” Indali murmured as they came closer to the Were. They were now directly in front of Gus. “I’m overloading my rounds. Another hit should kill them as long as it’s center mass.”

Lifting Indali up, Gus aimed it at the back of the monster and pulled the trigger.

The round missed slightly as the Were leaped over something. It struck it low in the hip and tore out a chunk of its body. Flesh, blood, and fur blowing outward.

Landing in a heap, the Were rolled to a stop amongst the leaves and grass.

Aiming at the monster’s face, Gus froze.

“Hailey?!” Gus shouted, coming to a stop, still aiming at the Were-Bear’s face.

“Gus…” whimpered the young woman. Slowly, she lost her hold on her Hybrid form and shrunk down into the lovely person he knew.

Her black hair was loose and fanned out behind her head. Her blue eyes and pretty face were looking up at him from the ground, blood frothing up between her teeth.

“I… she’ll… live if we don’t shoot her again. Weres are really hardy creatures… but… she just nearly killed Trish. Maybe did kill Trish,” mumbled Indali.

Grimacing, Gus kept Indali pointed at Hailey’s face.

“What the fuck are you doing? You just tried to murder Trish,” Gus demanded, his voice sounding louder in his own ears than he expected.

“I love you. I deserve you,” Hailey said in a rasping voice, her whole head bobbing with each breath. “They don’t deserve you. They corrupted you. You should be my husband, not them. I’m the Alpha. Stronger than them all.”

Shaking his head, Gus couldn’t believe his ears.

“So you tried to kill her?” he asked, not lowering his weapon.

Licking her lips, blood trailing down from the corner of her mouth, Hailey seemed to consider how to reply to that.

“I’m the Alpha. She wouldn’t submit,” groaned Hailey, her left hand pressed to the massive wound in her side. “I’m the Alpha, Gus. I’m your Alpha.”

Gritting his teeth, Gus slammed a powerful spike of psychic energy into her head. The way she was talking didn’t seem quite right, nor did her words. Something was wrong here.

Looking into her mind, he found that someone had contacted her. Someone she didn’t know.

They told her Gus was married. To more than one woman and that Hailey wasn’t being considered. Would never be considered.

That she wasn’t liked and wouldn’t be allowed to see Gus ever again.

Which had plunged Hailey straight into a deep, dark depression.

From there, she’d slowly worked out the idea that if she could just take over Gus’s harem—become its Alpha—she could join it.

She could be in charge and be Gus’s wife.

It was a poisoned thought. One that went deep into her psyche to the core of who she was.

A thought that didn’t seem like it was hers. It was put there by someone else. Someone who wanted Hailey to kill Gus’s wives.

Whimpering, Hailey coughed suddenly and spat out a glob of blood. Coughing twice more, she suddenly got out what looked like a slug.

The wounds in her bare torso were slowly closing.

“Hailey, I love my wives. You tried to kill one of them,” Gus said plainly. “You might have killed one, in fact. Trish… her guts were hanging out.”

“I hope she dies,” Hailey said in a deep rushing breath. “One less to kill later.”

“Hailey, you… you don’t mean that. You can’t mean that,” said Gus, trying to push that horrible thought out of her mind. Then he started to work on the poisoned root of all of this. Trying to rip it out and return Hailey to who she’d been.

“I will be your Alpha,” growled Hailey, her eyes hard as she stared up at him. “I love you. I deserve you. You deserve a strong Alpha.”

Pulling with ever more force on the root of this insanity, Gus started to tear it free of her mind. He just needed to get it out of her and he was positive she’d be fine.

Then he could get her back to where she should be.

Except it snapped back into place in her mind. As if that was where it belonged.

Because technically, it did.

Her entire personality had been twisted up around that ugly thought. Bent and broken toward the idea that Gus needed an Alpha, and unless she took care of it, forced his wives to submit or killed them, she’d never be his Alpha.

“I have to go finish her,” Hailey said, her breathing slowly coming back under control. “She wouldn’t submit.”

“They don’t have to submit. You’re not going to be my Alpha, Hailey,” declared Gus, his hands holding firmly to Indali.

He had the feeling he was about to do something he would regret for his entire life.

But he had no other option.

“Be your Alpha. I need to kill her,” Hailey growled, her voice taking on a different tone.

“Hailey, I’m only going to say this once,” Gus said in a flat deadly tone. He couldn’t affect her way of thinking. He couldn’t fix her thoughts or memories. There was nothing he could do to her externally to fix this. His only hope was to talk her down. “I need you to think this through. To understand that they’re my wives and you can’t just kill them. That they don’t have to submit to you.”

“I will be your Alpha, Gus, and you will love me,” said Hailey, pushing up into a seated position. Even the massive chunk missing from her hip was looking much better. “They just need to submit or die.”

“Then… I guess all I can say is… I’m sorry, Hailey. You were a beautiful young woman with a bright future in front of her. I’ll find out who did this to you, and make them pay,” Gus said with a sad smile.

Then he pulled the trigger.


Chapter 23 - Transformations

 

Returning to where he’d left Trish and Jill, Gus felt mentally destroyed.

Jill was kneeling over Trish, both of her hands pressed to the Dryad’s stomach.

Trish wasn’t moving at all.

No… please, no.

Reaching the pair of them, Gus leaned over Jill’s shoulder and looked down at Trish.

Her eyes were open and moved to his face.

“Oh. Hello, dear,” Trish said in a strange way, finally taking a single breath.

Her chest was torn open and he could see into it. See her heart as it roughly beat inside her. Even part of the top of her lung.

“Working on…” said Trish, taking in a partial breath, “healing. Jill is assisting.”

“Uh… how?” Gus asked. As far as he knew, Jill didn’t even know she was anything special until just today. She knew she was an Imp, but that it was no better than a Human.

“Channeling all the… whatever it is… you put in me into her,” said Jill through her teeth. “Starting to run low.”

That makes no sense. I couldn’t give anything to Mel like that. And I couldn’t help Trish when she was healing me like that.

But she can?

“Sam says she can do it! Give her all you can!” Indali nearly shouted.

Putting his hands to Jill’s back, Gus began to unload everything he had into her. Every scrap of fear, horror magic, and anything else he had into Jill.

Moaning hard in a very sexual way, Jill leaned into Trish.

The Dryad promptly moaned just as sexually.

“Ooooh,” squeaked Trish, looking at Jill. Her eyes went from her normal color to glowing as if they were lit from the inside. Like Melody’s contracts did.

“Sam… said it’s very likely Jill is part Succubus, by the way,” Indali added. “He just mentioned it. Almost all Imps today were… bred with Succubi or Incubi parents. It would explain her interest in Succubi, as well.”

And… you just had me let a Succubus dump energy into a Dryad? A Nymph?

“Ah… yes,” Indali muttered.

“I’m a Succubus?” Jill asked aloud, staring down into Trish’s face.

“I’m a Dryad,” Trish whispered, her voice filled with lust, staring back at her. “Let’s three-way Gus until he collapses.”

A sudden wave of sexual energy radiated out from Jill, and Gus felt like his libido had just been filled to the point of bursting.

“Yes, let’s,” Jill said in a different voice. One that had a deep purr to it.

“Ah… Sam is now convinced she’s part Succubus,” amended Indali.

You think so!? Convinced you say? Because I’m convinced!

Gus was positive of that, given the raging hard-on he had right now because of the aura Jill was throwing out. Despite what he’d just done to Hailey and the fact that Trish was filleted open.

Pretty god damn sure of her being a Succubus, in fact!

Gus couldn’t say much more, though, because before his very eyes Trish’s wounds were sealing themselves up. New skin growing over and quickly passing into the missing areas.

Encouraged, Gus continued to dump everything he could into Jill.

“Give it to me, baby boy,” purred Jill. Then she moved back a bit, her shoulders pushing against the front of Gus and his obvious discomfort. “Trish and I are going to turn your hips to dust.”

“I’m so excited,” Trish said in a husky voice as raw red skin filled in the gaps. Her open wounds were now just ugly red scars. “Let’s go play when I’m done healing. I want to play.”

“Yes,” said Jill. Slowly, a pair of obsidian horns grew up from her hair, reaching up several inches before they stopped. “Let’s play. I want to play, too.”

The red swaths of flesh gradually faded to Trish’s normal skin color. Her breathing was normal. And for all outward appearances, there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with her at all.

Letting go of Jill, Gus stumbled several steps away from her. All his reserves were drained. The hunger he felt now was almost unreal to him considering how well fed he had been for so long.

Groaning, Jill hunched her shoulders and then a pair of leathery batlike wings shot out from her back. They spread out wide behind her.

I… okay, then.

Gus could still feel Jill inside his mind. And knew that he was still inside hers.

Whatever change she was undergoing, it hadn’t removed the fact that she was still an Imp, apparently.

But also something clearly different.

An Imp-Succubus?

“Sam… has no idea how this is even possible. He said there’s no such thing as an Imp-Succubus half-breed. They’re either one or the other. Never both. And they’re born that way,” relayed Indali.

He didn’t want to be around Jill or Trish right now. What they wanted didn’t match his mood at all. There was no anger in him for what they were doing.

They were simply allowing their true natures to be set free. And in Jill’s case, a nature she’d never known. From his point of view, he could certainly understand both women since he hadn’t shifted out of his Boogieman self for days now.

Being a Human felt weird and weak to him.

But still, his mood didn’t fit their desires at all, despite it sounding fun.

Whatever. Imp-ubus.

For now, he needed to go bury Hailey.

 

***

 

Squatting over the unmarked grave that would be Hailey’s eternal rest, Gus was troubled.

Someone had poisoned her mind and sent her off to kill Gus’s wives. Those he was close to.

They’d also almost succeeded.

Hailey had managed to track him down and ambush Trish. A Dryad who was quite at home in a forest.

Everyone’s in danger.

“Mel is taking care of it. She already tried to call your parents, but they didn’t pick up. Ness just went through a portal Sam put up. She’s going to go check on them and keep them company,” reported Indali. “And yes, before you ask, she already contacted Mark, as well as your sister. Paris said she’d just talked to your parents a few minutes before she talked to Mel.”

“Hey, no one else can hear me,” Serafina said in his ear. “I left the room.”

Frowning slightly, Gus brought a thick, heavy curtain down over his thoughts. One so thick that a psychic would actually be able to feel it if they were in the same room as him.

“What’s up?” he mumbled, still looking at Hailey’s grave.

“I’m sorry. I liked Hailey. It isn’t fair what happened. To you or her. But if it were me, and someone had twisted my mind around, I would hope you’d be able to give me the same closure,” Serafina said.

“Thanks, Sera. I appreciate that.”

“Of course. I’m… going to head back in the other room now. But I just… wanted to tell you that. Privately. From me to you,” Serafina murmured.

Gus lifted the curtain from his mind and promptly ran into Jill’s presence. She easily coaxed out his memories of what’d just happened, examined them, and set them aside.

“Okay, I’m back. Here’s Gus, I have him on speakerphone,” Sera announced to likely everyone else in the room. “And I’ve been digging into the escape plans. There’s… a lot of them. And quite a few of them involve a full battalion’s worth of people exiting. Via portals, I think. There’s a number of unlabeled rooms just beyond that door we stopped at. I think the actual security department is behind it, as well as portals that’ll lead everyone elsewhere.”

“That’d make sense,” Melody said, her voice sounded like it was on the other side of the room. “Not something we can take on though.”

“No, but it’s something I can,” said Sam with a chuckle. “This seems like a perfect opportunity for me to actually get involved. That and the Judge has been looking for an opening. I have no doubt she’d be happy to put her forces into play wherever those portals go.”

“That’s a good point,” answered Indali. “Those portals will more than likely lead to safe locations. Those would be very good to break into and invade.”

“Yes, but this’ll certainly declare open war on the Silent One,” Miles countered. “Or at least, open war on those who work for him. Are we ready? Are we at that point?”

“Pretty sure we don’t have a choice. They just tried to kill my wife, Dad,” growled Melody. “I’m not exactly a forgiving woman.”

“I… no, you’re right. We’re beyond that point now if they’re rotting people’s minds and sending them out like suicide bombers,” admitted Miles. “Kit? Lily? Alex? Thoughts?”

“He’s coming,” Alex said simply. “Regardless of what we’re doing. The Originator is coming. He’s not going to wait. He’s not going to speed up, either. When I spoke to him last, he said he’d be here in six months.”

“You never did explain how you spoke to him, or even know this, Son,” said Sam after a pause.

“You’re right. I didn’t. You have secrets, Father, why can’t I? I’ve already proven my information is real. I need do nothing else,” grumbled Alex.

Sam sighed loudly.

“Please forgive my boy, he’s always been like this. I do love him, but he was born seventy and crotchety,” apologized Sam.

“I say we move,” stated Lily in a firm voice. “When Felix comes, I want this place to already be clear of the Silent One’s influence. So that the Originator can sweep in and go straight for the Silent One. And we can go home. I just… I just want to go home. I want to see Andie and Miu and… I just want to go home. I really want to go home.”

“I know, I know,” murmured what sounded like Kit. “Me, too. I miss everyone, as well. We’ll get home soon.”

“So,” Gus said, his voice cutting through everyone. “We go when Ikeson comes back? I sneak in, cut off the escape route, and make it so he and the other high-values can’t leave. Inc-Suc sweeps in, along with… the Judge… I guess… and we knock this place down. Take it all, piece it out, and dig into their organization.”

“That… yeah, that sums it up,” Melody said, her voice much closer now. “And I love you, Gus. My sweet. My darling. Honey-pie. I know… that was hard for you. I respect the determination it took to do that. I’m sure everyone in our marriage knows what that cost you.

“I respect you so much. My strong-willed man. My husband. You’re so amazing. I don’t think I could have done what you did.”

Feeling embarrassed at being talked to in such a way in front of everyone, Gus couldn’t help but go quiet.

“Love you,” he said finally.

To which Melody made a squeaking noise, stole the phone, and ran away with it.

“I’m going to do so much to you when I see you. I’m going to start with my tongue,” Melody promised, the sound of voices yelling at her as she fled the room fading behind her. Quite a few sounded like they were trying to tell her to come back. “I’m going to lick you from tip to bottom and back again. And-and-and maybe further—”

Gus couldn’t help himself and found he was grinning, listening to all the things Melody wanted to do to him.

“Love you, Mel,” Gus said again, interrupting her. “I really do.”

“I know! It’s amazing!” Melody said in a squeal. A door opened and slammed shut, the sound of voices being cut off completely now. “I love you too, husband of mine! Now, where was I? Oh, yes. Put my tongue up your—”

 

***

 

Opening the door to Jill’s home, Gus let himself in.

Once she’d gotten control of herself after her sudden and unexpected transformation, she’d fled home.

While she hadn’t vacated his mind or ejected him from her own, he’d sensed that she was doing her best to hide her thoughts.

While also hiding from his thoughts as well.

However, she was still clearly aware of him and had made sure her front door was unlocked.

Just as he was aware of her, and that she’d done such a thing.

Closing the door, he entered her living room.

He knew, of course, where she was.

Sitting on her sofa, she was snuggled up in a blanket watching TV.

“Hi, Gus,” Jill said in a subdued voice.

Walking around the back of the couch, he sat down on it and glanced over at her.

The horns and wings were gone, though she was prettier since that last time he’d looked at her. Truly looked at her.

Quite a bit prettier, in fact. Bordering on truly beautiful now.

Her features were the same in general, but anything that hindered her previously was gone. From small differences in her skin tone to her cheekbones becoming just a bit sharper.

“I know, right?” Jill asked with a chuckle. “My boobs got bigger, too. And let’s not even talk about my butt. I’ve been trying to avoid seeing you in person because of how ridiculous this is.”

Pulling the blanket up tighter to her chin, Jill hadn’t looked away from the TV.

“Sorry. It’s a lot harder to not hear your thoughts when you’re so close,” mumbled Jill. “And yeah, I tried to break the connection already. I couldn’t. No matter how hard I tried. Couldn’t get out of your head, or get you out of mine.”

Nodding his head, Gus looked at the TV.

He’d tried as well.

Sam had been incorrect.

What he’d done to Jill didn’t seem to be temporary.

The only thing the Incubus could chalk it up to was someone with Angelic ancestry had bound themselves to someone with Demonic ancestry.

“The wings and horns only come out when I want them to, at least,” Jill said and changed the channel.

“That’s good.”

“Isn’t it?” asked Jill. Then she chuckled, her tone taking on a sultry tone. “Though, I hunger for sex instead of your magic, now. I ache for it. More specifically, sex with you.”

“That’s… not as good.”

Jill sniffed at that, turning her face toward him and raising an eyebrow.

“Err, not because I’m not attracted, but because I’m married,” Gus clarified.

Several memories flitted through Jill’s mind. Memories of talking to Melody for hours over the span of the last two days.

Of Melody trying to desperately butter Jill up and get her to throw herself at Gus.

“Oh,” mumbled Gus, seeing that Melody was being Melody.

“Mmm. Is it time to go?” she asked, looking back to the TV.

“Yeah. Going to head out in thirty minutes or so into the plant. Going to park myself on that door and wait for the alarm to go off.”

“Ah. Trish going?”

“No. Her magic doesn’t lend itself to getting through security as easily. It’s more obvious.”

Since her near-death experience, Trish had spent the last two nights cuddling him to death with sex and fear-feeding him.  She’d also planted a tree atop Hailey’s grave as some type of peace offering to the Were after she found out what had happened.

“You want me to go with you.”

“I do… it’s… nice to have a partner who can go where I go. Do what I do,” Gus admitted. Even Melody couldn’t really keep up with him, even at her best. She was a contractor and had a very different skill set than he did. “And we both know you’ve been raiding my mind for all my training. My experience. You’re probably already quite dangerous without ever having done any of it.”

“Didn’t mean to,” mumbled Jill. “I just… was scared. Scared of others. Scared of people. When I went out, so many men hit on me. I just… wanted to feel safe. And you make me feel safe. Not to mention you have so much combat experience and… and I can do what you do. Just by taking your memories and abilities for my own.”

“Exactly. So… come with me?” Gus asked.

“Yeah, I’ll go with you. But you’re taking me out of the city when we’re done,” Jill stated.

“I know. I already booked us tickets.”

“Good. Good… then… let’s get going.”

Standing up, Jill let the blanket fall away.

She was dressed in a very similar way to how Gus did when he went out in his Boogieman form.

Jill had slightly understated that she’d changed, however.

Considering how little he’d seen of her since they rescued Trish, it was a bit of a shock to him.

Jill had gone from an attractive woman to someone who had won the genetic lottery and then some. Her figure looked like it’d been built to order following his personal tastes and preferences.

“Ridiculous, right? I can’t change it either,” grumbled Jill, then she sighed and put a hand on her hip, looking at him. “At least you like it. I’m glad you approve. Now—”

Jill’s face tightened up for a second.

Then her wings burst out from her back and settled down against her. She held her hands out and flexed them for a moment, her fingernails growing dark and sliding out into the shape of claws.

Much like his own, in fact.

“Shall we go? I’m ready. I believe I’ll keep up easily,” she said, giving him a smile. “And I set up your first appointment with me. Day after we get back, two o’clock. Mel is putting an office together for me.”

With a wince, Gus stood up.

“Oh, stop. It’ll be fine. In fact… I imagine you’ll be my easiest patient yet,” Jill said with a grin. “You can’t lie to me.”

“And I’m so very glad you like how I turned out. I wasn’t sure,” Jill added inside of his mind. Which brought back his thoughts about how she looked.

There was an unspoken thought in Jill’s mind. Something that was trying to be said, but that she was wrestling back down by sheer will alone.

It finally burst out as a thought, rather than a statement. Smashing through her self-control.

“We’ll have to find out who’s easier. You as a patient, or me as your Succubus.”

Which was immediately followed by her blushing darkly and hating this sudden change in her demeanor and mindset.


Chapter 24 – Just Love It

 

Walking through the front door of the plant, Jill and Gus made their way into the glass-booth entry room. Following someone into the elevator lobby, they ended up waiting there for a short period.

They took that time to set up a series of portal spell points.

Small flexible cards that—when activated by Sam—would become portals. Allowing Inc-Suc and the Judge’s forces to storm straight into the plant from this point. 

Soon enough, they were back in front of the door that’d denied them previously.

Once more, Gus wouldn’t be able to open the door without alerting people to his presence.

“That was incredibly easy,” Jill said, turning to look at him. Her wings stretched out slightly and then settled down again on her back.

For you. For me.

Did you notice all the spells we just walked through as if they weren’t even there?

“No. They were there?” Jill asked, looking back the way they come.

Of course. But as a Boogieman… or… and Imp-ubus I suppose, we don’t trigger them. Magic doesn’t really have that much of an effect on us.

“What about bullets, swords, or anything normal?”

Can very much ruin our day.

“How interesting. Neat, even,” Jill murmured. “Can you show me one?”

Maybe…? I can see them because I’m a Boogieman.

“Well, I’m your Imp-ubus, so I’m sure I can see it,” Jill stated confidently.

Turning partially to one side, Gus pointed at the large, angry, red spider web in the corner of the hall.

This right here is motion and proximity. We should have set it off the first time we came here. Both of us.

Neither of us did.

This is why I was so confident you could make it here with me.

You’d already walked through several of these with me when we backtracked through security together.

Jill looked up to the corner.

Stared hard at it.

As if she was willing it to appear.

“Oh! It looks like a spider web. I do see it. Why’s it red?” she asked suddenly. Then she turned and look back the way they came. “Why’s that one blue?”

Surprised, and once more unnerved by Jill, Gus thought about how to answer.

“Portals are going live. Get ready,” Serafina warned over the earpiece.

Jill had her own now that was paired with Gus’s. She would also hear everything he did from Serafina.

Moving over to his side, Jill gave him a wild smile and put her shoulder to the door. Pulling out the semi-automatic pistol she had holstered across her chest, she held it close to her body and readied herself.

He didn’t miss it when she did a quick check on her weapon, thumbed the safety off, and held it comfortably.

“Never thought I’d be like… a commando,” she said. “I’ll take first position and go left down the hall?”

You know, neither did I when I was growing up.

And that’s fine if you’re sure you can pull the trigger on someone.

“I’m… sure I can. This isn’t a big city you know. I’ve had to kill my fair share of farm animals. Before my step-parents worked at the Company here in the city, we worked a very small location out in the middle of nowhere,” Jill mused. “They had me kill my pet hog when I was eight. Then we ate him for the holidays. Best ham I’ve ever had.”

Alright then. You’re first and left. I’m second and right down the hall.

Unable to help himself, Gus put his left hand on Jill’s shoulder and waited with a grin, his right hand holding onto Indali.

“Though… if I don’t do as well with killing someone as I think I will, who do I go to for therapy?” Jill asked with an underlying thought behind it.

He didn’t need to guess what she wanted to suggest as “therapy”.

It was obvious as her mind filled in the blanks with visual images.

“Cock me,” begged his Weapon.

Rolling his eyes at suddenly being surrounded by perverts, he reached up with his thumb and pulled her hammer back as slowly as he could. He knew she’d like that.

“I feel like I’m two different people anymore,” Jill mumbled, clearly forcing her thoughts to a more sedate pace. “I just… I want sex. Sex with you. So bad. It’s like the ache I felt before you gave me your magic. But… worse. All I can think about is sex, sex, sex. I want it. I want it so bad.”

You could always—

“Sex with you. Sex with you! No one else,” Jill added, already knowing where his suggestion was going.

Yeah, well—

The door they were standing in front of clacked open at the same time a klaxon began sounding.

Jill was on the move faster than Gus expected, heading straight into the area beyond the door. Her weapon raised and trained on the left side of the hallway, she moved in a slight crouch, giving Gus the opportunity to keep his weapon above her, without impeding his line of sight.

Catching up with a quick step forward, Gus stayed glued to her rear end and walked step for step with her, Indali aimed at the right side of the hall.

Reaching the end, they turned the corner and found two doors. One that was listed “exit” and the other that had no sign or label.

Jill went straight for the second one, opened the door, and went in. Gus was a single step behind her, following her in.

Jill fired three times, her pistol traveling left to right.

Gus ended up pointing Indali at the back of the room. With nothing there, he swept left. Pulling the trigger only once when her sights landed on a man wearing a security uniform. Gus didn’t hesitate as the man was already drawing a pistol from its holster.

Moving his Weapon further left, Gus saw two other guards, both dead. Jill had dropped the first with a headshot, and the second with two rounds to the chest.

“I… I did it. I killed them,” she said out loud.

Her statement was followed by her stumbling to one side and then throwing up violently into the corner.

Looking around the room quickly, Gus saw it was indeed a security office. They were the only ones there.

The room was secure.

Pulling open Indali at the breakpoint, he fished out the spent casing and popped in another one as he turned around. Closing Indali back up, he was ready.

Leaving Jill there to continue heaving up her guts, Gus ran back to the door.

People were already heading his way, looking to escape.

Smiling grimly, Gus slammed the door shut. It wouldn’t stay shut if someone came and sneezed on it. It wasn’t meant to be closed or locked in an emergency after all.

But for the moment, it’d have to do.

Pulling out another portal device, Gus slapped it against the wall next to him.

This one had been set aside specifically for this purpose.

Almost instantly, the device became a portal and someone in extremely heavy combat gear stepped out. They were wearing a helmet and enough armored Kevlar that Gus doubted they could move very fast.

However, if all they had to do was guard a door, that’d work quite well.

“Move, please,” requested the tall soldier in a muffled voice, the heavy machine gun in their arms being set down on the ground.

Moving out of the way, Gus had to step over several ammo cans that’d been transferred in when he wasn’t paying attention.

A second person stepped out of the portal and joined the first. This one was in much lighter armor but still wore a substantial face-covering helmet.

This one got down behind the machine gun and prepped the weapon.

The first soldier reached into the portal and pulled through a battle rifle, and then casually stood above the one with the machine gun.

“Exit secure,” said the first soldier, who then pulled the door open.

A group of men and women were staring into the hall. They immediately turned and fled as soon as they saw the two soldiers and the weapon emplacement.

Snorting, the first soldier laughed.

“Whatever,” they said.

Gus got the impression it was a woman, but he couldn’t be sure.

Turning away, since they clearly had it under control, Gus went back to the security room.

Jill was sitting in one of the chairs and was working at getting her cell phone plugged in.

The sooner they could load Sera into the system the better.

Moving past the security room, Gus kept going. He needed to make sure the portal room was secure.

Lifting Indali up, he started down the hall, moving toward the only direction left available.

“Oh! Hello, again!” said a chipper voice coming up behind him. “It’s so good to see you, Gus!”

Glancing over his shoulder for a brief moment, he saw it was Sam’s wife. The Succubus named Jes.

She was probably the single most attractive woman he’d met in his entire existence. He recognized her by her eyes, which were nearly purple, her brown hair pulled back in a braid, and her simply overflowing figure.

She had a rifle in her arms and was holding it as if she knew how to use it.

“Hey, Jes,” Gus muttered, still moving ahead. He had a job to do.

“I hear you have a new wife. An Imp Succubus. Very interested in meeting her. Can’t wait to talk to her,” Jes said, taking up the spot on Gus’s left. “Moving ahead. Taking right. You’re on left.”

Pausing a beat as Jes moved in front of him, her rifle swinging up and aiming down the hall, Gus felt odd. He hadn’t expected Jes to join him, or that she would actually know what to do.

Entering an open room, Jes brought her rifle around and then swept right to left as Gus did the same from left to right.

Throughout the room were standing portals. Six of them.

“Element lead, portal room secure. I have six,” Jes said to what Gus assumed was Sam or someone else.

There was a response he didn’t hear.

“Understood,” Jes said. Reaching to her belt with her left hand, she pulled something out and then flicked it to the side. It slapped onto a wall and a portal opened up right there. “Back to the security room we go.”

People began swarming out of the portal Jes had put up.

Wearing heavy armor, sporting rifles and SMGs, they looked like a special operations team.

Each one had an identical odd little pink and blue demonic face on their shoulder.

Not hiding themselves at all.

Hustling back to the security room, Gus walked in as Jill was rapidly flipping through camera views.

Glancing his way, she gave him a wide-eyed look, then her eyes flicked to the side before she went back to the monitors.

“I think that’s all of them,” Jill said.

“Great. Got it all,” Serafina confirmed over Jill’s cell phone. “I can take it from here.”

Sighing, Jill leaned back in her chair and put her hands to her face.

He could tell she was doing her best to process the fact that she’d killed two people. Given her situation, and what she’d gone through so far, she was already doing better than Gus ever had.

Walking over, he grabbed two of the corpses and started hauling them into the corner. Further away from Jill.

“Looks like… there’s a garrison somewhere else,” Jill said, watching the screen. There seemed to be quite a few people swarming toward the plant from outside.

“Definitely,” Serafina agreed. “Patching us into the Inc-Suc comm system.”

There was a hard clack from the security display. Then sound began filtering in from it.

“—moving to engage,” came a clear and feminine voice. “Could use some oversight.”

“Free to engage any valid target,” came a very firm female voice.

The camera switched again and the view of the parking lot shifted.

A real, honest-to-god mech, like something out of a sci-fi movie, was stomping across the lot toward the front of the plant.

It had a cannon in one arm and a glowing shield in the other.

Turning its torso as it walked, it began firing balls of what looked like super-heated plasma as casually as one would throw a baseball.

Any target it hit was incinerated.

“Is… is that the Fist of the Legion?” asked what sounded like Kit.

“Huh? How’d you know that—” the voice of what Gus assumed was the pilot was interrupted by another.

“Flechette rounds selected!” cried a very happy voice over the pilot’s microphone.

“It’s the Fist. And… that was Andie,” Lily added. “It’s the Fist.”

“Voice recognition active! Lily. Kit. Recognized! Yay, team! Go, go, go!” shouted the very chipper voice.

“Can’t talk now, fighting,” said the pilot, who promptly cut the line.

Laughing in an almost comical way, Lily’s voice cut through everything.

“This is really happening. It really is,” she said, still laughing. “Everything is… it’s coming together. That was Andie’s voice.”

“The… Originator… is an interesting person. Sometimes things work out in the weirdest ways with him,” said Miles over the line.

The mech continued to fire on the approaching enemies for several more seconds before the camera swapped again.

“Hi, I’m Jes,” said the Succubus walking up to Jill. “You… uhm… you look like someone I know.”

Looking at Jes, Jill raised her eyebrows.

“I’m sorry?” she asked.

“You look like a friend of mine. Her name’s Amy,” Jes explained, staring at Jill.

Pulling out his phone from his pocket, Gus turned away partially from what was going on and dialed up his parents.

Ever since the incident with Hailey, he’d been calling his parents regularly.

With Vanessa there, he was feeling a lot better about the situation.

Picking up on the second ring, Gus felt his heart unclench.

“Yes, Gus, we’re fine,” his mother said in an almost bored tone. “Though I’m kicking ass right now in scrabble. Call you back.”

Hanging up before he could even respond, his mom ended the call.

Grinning, Gus didn’t care. Everything was fine.

Putting his phone back in his pocket, he looked at Jill and Jes.

“See? You look just like her. I’m going to call her,” Jes said, holding up her phone in front of Jill.

“I’m not… really sure this is the time or—”

“Amy! Hi! Hey… this is awkward I’m sure, but… did you have a daughter before Anna?” Jes asked, turning to look at Gus. She gave him a heart-melting smile and waved her free hand at him, her rifle hanging on its strap at her side. “You did? Blond? Green eyes?”

Jill was staring at Jes now almost blankly.

Gus, however, could hear her thoughts. They were running around in a circle, screaming about the possibility of learning more about her family.

“You named her what? Jillian?” Jes asked, turning to look at Jill again. Then she pulled her phone down, tapped something on the screen, and held it up in front of Jill. “You two look way too much alike. How old are you—”

“Mom?” Jill asked, a strange and bizarre recognition in her voice. The face from her memories floated up in a vague image that was rapidly replaced with a very clear look at a beautiful woman.

“I…” said a voice on the other end of the phone. “Jillian…?”

Snatching the phone from Jes’ hand, Jill stared into it as if it were the answer to the secret of the universe.

Well, shit. Things are just… working out.

Tilting his head a bit, Gus snuck a look at the phone.

A woman who looked like a near mirror image of Jill was on the screen.

Shit. Really does look like her.

Standing there, Gus didn’t have much to do. His part in this was mostly over.

They just needed to wait for the roundup.


Chapter 25 – Dangerous

 

Sitting at a large table, Gus felt a little out of place here. Like he shouldn’t be here at all.

Or that maybe Melody should have been here without him.

Around the table were Melody, Kit, Lily, Sam, Miles, the Judge of the underworld in full raiment, Romulus—the founder of Rome—and an Archangel in the service of the Originator.

Gus was just an ex-PID agent who happened to be a Boogieman.

He belonged here about as much as an untrained dog did at a cat show.

“I’d love to tell you we have a wealth of information,” Miles said after everyone had sat down and turned toward him. “But we just don’t.”

“Really?” Melody asked, sounding confused. “But… that was… it was such a big base. And there was so much there. Sam’s report said they secured something like… fifty thousand people throughout the complex.”

Fifty… fifty thousand?

I had no idea.

“They were all on other floors,” Jill said with a mental dismissal. “Quite a few of those elevators just went to floor after floor after floor of soldiers. They could be rather crude and really didn’t have much in the way of manners.”

“—mostly Cambion and male Imps with little to no awareness of what was going on. We just locked them down on their floors and then knocked them out with gas. Collected everyone afterward,” Sam said and then sighed. “I’m doing what I can for them, but… given how they were raised, the pressures put on them, and honestly what was done to their minds, I might have to put them on their own plane. Let them rule themselves. There’s no way they can return to any civilized society.”

“Their own plane?” asked the Judge. The voice was feminine but they were wearing what Gus could only describe as their “uniform”. Their face was covered in a shapeless black hood. Their body draped in a simple black cloth that hung from their shoulders down to their feet.

He had brushed his mind over hers briefly, just to see if he could sense anything.

Except all he came back with was eons of age. Millennia spent watching over the dead.

An infinite expanse of time that yawned before him and threatened to swallow his consciousness whole.

“I was thinking of putting them on Jes’s. She doesn’t use it for anything and she doesn’t care for it,” Sam said with a shrug of his shoulders. “That and it’d give her something passive to feed on.”

“What about all those VIPs we made sure to capture?” growled the very large Werewolf. “They certainly had information, did they not?”

“About that location? Yes,” Miles admitted. “About anywhere else? No. They were completely isolated and had nothing to do with anyone else. All contact was made by visitors who provided information, orders, and anything else. We still haven’t actually found where everything is based out of.”

There was a general feeling of disappointment around the table.

“However, we did more or less end their ability to launch a military attack. All those soldiers Sam was just talking about,” Miles said, leaning forward at the table, “they were each worth at least ten or twenty Human soldiers. That is a massive amount of firepower we just removed from the table. That’s not something we should forget or look past. It’s a great success even if we didn’t outright win. And let’s not even talk about our own losses.”

“Did we lose anyone?” asked the Archangel, their glowing features turning toward Miles. They had blond hair, bright-blue eyes, white wings, and were dressed in white robes. It was like something out of a terrible science fiction movie.

“I took some losses,” Sam admitted with a shrug of his shoulders.

Somewhat… cold of him.

“They should be back to normal by today,” finished Sam. “Jes and Aster are working to restore them right now. Takes a bit, considering there’s only two of them and I’m not helping at the moment. I can assist them once we’re done here.”

Err… never mind.

I shouldn’t be here. This is way beyond me.

“If you shouldn’t be here, they wouldn’t have invited you,” argued Indali over his earpiece. “They’re adults who know their business.”

“Agreed,” Serafina said through the same earpiece. He’d taken to wearing it everywhere anymore. Serafina had encouraged him to do it as well. Apparently, she viewed being at his disposal at all times for tech-support as her personal goal.

Indali and Serafina were always on a shared line with him now. The two women also worked out of a shared small office in their home. Something they’d set up after the location they’d been investigating had turned out to be an abandoned complex.

“—do we do next, then?” Lily asked, looking around the room. “Our goal is to pave the way for my husband to arrive. And according to Alex, once he’s laid out a ‘landing point’, the Originator will be right behind him.”

“Our goal remains unchanged, obviously,” Miles said with a smirk. “We… keep flattening everything we can so my nephew and my son can arrive with the least amount of issues.

“We took a massive bite out of their military ability. But that doesn’t mean those are their only assets. I can’t even begin to imagine how many locations just like this one exist elsewhere. Even in other countries. It isn’t as if the Silent One is restricted only to North America.”

Sam sighed and nodded his head while Romulus grunted.

“It’s true,” said the Werewolf. “I have no doubt there are little rat warrens at home in Roma. My people are doing what they can but… we are not organized for such a thing.”

“My forces are going through every plane they can,” the Judge added. “There is a great amount of distance and space to cover, however.”

Taking in a breath and then letting it out in a rush, Melody laughed suddenly.

“I mean, those are good things to do,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “But at the same time, maybe we should figure out a ‘landing point’ and build it up. We can keep trying to knock out enemy forces, and we should, but we can’t really assume that we’ll get them all. That’s silly.

“We should be working to put together a drop point.”

Everyone nodded at that.

“Why not the facility we just cleared?” Gus ventured.

Everyone turned to look at him.

“Empty the city above and leave it dormant. As if the whole thing had been abandoned. Take over the complex below,” continued Gus. “Sam can put in more portals and close out the old ones. Change the security to cover what we did to it, then close out any access from the outside world at all. Make it look like a ruined and compromised location.

“Felix and the forces of the Originator can land… in-country, I guess…and have a chance to prep and figure out what to do. That or just do the same thing on a different plane.”

There was a collective nod of heads at that.

“Soon as Felix puts a foot on the ground, the Silent One will know what’s happened,” said Miles. “He’ll attack with all forces available to him. Using the underground bunker would definitely give us time to set up and prepare for it. Really get our defenses together. Even daisy chain some things together with portals.”

“Definitely. We should be able to get it all put together. I can have some people go through it and start to clean it,” offered Sam. “Though I’d appreciate it if that little Spirit of Knowledge of yours could double-check my peoples’ work.”

Sam had turned to address Melody and Gus with the last.

“I’ll ask her,” Melody said with a smile. “I don’t think she’d mind.”

“I don’t,” Serafina said.

Gus didn’t relay that.

He’d rather they talked it out privately before offering anything.

“Gustavus,” said the Judge, getting his attention. “How do we deal with your kind? Couldn’t a Boogieman slip through just as easily as you did?”

Staring at the Judge, Gus realized they were right.

Extremely so.

“Dogs always cause me problems,” Gus said. “Or anything physically preventative.”

“Physically preventative?” Miles repeated, his brows drawing together.

“Errr… if I had to go through a single-person airlock, where there’s only room for one person, I’d have a problem. I’d have to… break into someone’s mind to make it happen,” explained Gus. “And I’m fairly certain—”

Looking around the room, he realized that these were all people he needed to trust.

“Being a psyker is definitely something I don’t believe anyone else of my race is. That’s my father’s gift. He’s a mutant,” Gus said with a shrug of his shoulders.

“A psychic Boogieman Nephilim,” muttered the Archangel. “Your Essence feels like… Baron.”

“Baron?” Gus asked, both confused and interested.

“An… Archangel of great renown,” Miles offered. “He perished a while ago. He served with Retribution in the Originator’s domain.”

“I liked Baron,” Sam said, leaning back in his chair. “I even shared a meal with him several times. His family was very kind. Exactly what you would expect from an Arch.”

Turning his head toward Gus, Sam stared hard at him.

“If you really are a descendant of Baron, that’d definitely explain why the family line through your mother is as unique as it is,” Sam admitted. “Though, it’s rather depressing that they were turned to the Silent One’s use.”

“Anyway,” Miles said, derailing the conversation, “things that limit entrance through physical means, dogs, and things like that.

“Actually. Uhm… Romulus, does Gus smell different to you?”

Did… he just ask the founder of Rome to… be a dog?

The Werewolf gave Miles a flat stare.

“Really?” asked the man in a growl.

“Yes, if you don’t mind? Using a Werewolf would be preferable to dogs,” Miles said, pushing straight ahead.

Romulus made a huffing noise and turned his eyes toward Gus. With a deep inhalation, he paused, then shook his head.

“Human,” Romulus murmured

“Ah, one moment,” Gus said, holding up a finger.

Relaxing his control over his Human facade, because that’s what it felt like anymore, Gus dropped into his Boogieman self.

There was a shifting of chairs, startled looks, and a rapid up-swelling of sudden fear.

Fear of the Silent One showing up. Of losing their loved ones. Never seeing their children again. That the Nephilim amongst them was about to go on a rampage.

There was only one person without fear at all.

Melody was gazing at him with a loving smile.

“How about now?” Gus asked.

“Ergh, definitely… definitely not normal,” Romulus said, his voice coming out as a partial growl. “It’s subtle. I wouldn’t notice it without you being so close. It’s… it’s like I’m on a hunt, but rather than smelling prey, it smells akin to someone looking at me as if I’m their prey.”

“There we go. Werewolves,” Miles said with a nod of his head. “And that gives us our security measure.”

Gus shrugged his shoulders, putting his elbow on the arm of his chair, and his chin in his hand. He was enjoying the fear of everyone in the room. 

Coming from such powerful people, it was very potent.

“Allow me to demonstrate what you can expect if one were to get inside,” Gus said and then waited several seconds for a few nodded heads.

Dipping into his horror magic, Gus fed them back their own fears. Fed them the idea that perhaps this was all a ruse.

At the same time, he pulled out his retractable pen from his stack of papers.

Feeding them the fear that this was, indeed, all a trap.

That Gus had never worked for them. That his family worked for the Silent One.

Had done so all along.

That this was a long-set and long-planned maneuver to get all these people here in this room. To get all of them together so that they could be eliminated easily.

With only a single button press, the room would be vaporized by a bomb. A weaponized portal that would tear everything apart.

Just like the one Kit and Lily had created by accident.

Now that everyone was here, off guard, and just ripe for the picking, it was time for Gus to act. To lull them into a sense of safety, then execute them all.

All with just a pen click.

The room was drowning in a dark cloud of fear. People’s minds were racing, eyes widening, fingers bracing to the table.

Holding up the pen in his hand, Gus waited for a second, savoring the delicious overwhelming panic and fear everyone was putting out.

Then he clicked the pen and let his magic drop away.

The Judge, the Archangel, and Romulus were all halfway out of their seats. The latter with his clawed hand outstretched toward Gus’s.

As soon as the fear had been ripped free, everyone’s minds had returned to their own.

Clicking his pen twice more, Gus smiled and looked around the room.

“A good lesson to learn, I imagine?” Gus asked, deliberately clicking the pen once more. “I might be stronger than others of my kind, however, and my mother is even stronger than I am.”

“I will—” Romulus let his arm drop back down to his side and shook his head. “I will make sure my people know what to expect.”

“I love you!” shouted Melody with a laugh. “Mm, that got me all hot and bothered watching you make some of the strongest people in the universe scared.

“Can the meeting be over?”

Miles closed his eyes, then put his hands up to his head like he wanted to cover his ears.

“Yes, please. Because I really don’t want to hear any more of that from you,” grumbled the man.

 

 

***

 

Walking through Sam’s compound, Gus was looking for a place he could get an actual signal. There were portals placed here and there so that certain locations could reach his home plane, but they weren’t that common.

Walking past a large doorway, he paused briefly. Looking inside, he saw what looked like a cafeteria in full operation.

Sitting not far away was Jill, whose eyes had already locked onto him. She had one hand up and was waving him over.

Sitting across from her was an amazingly beautiful woman.

Who Gus recognized as “Amy”, Jill’s birth mother.

Apparently, Amy had been part of a breeding program along with her husband that produced Jill. She had been their firstborn. Due to complications, Amy had been allowed to stay with Jill much longer than most mothers in that situation had been.

It was one of the few reasons Jill had any memories of her at all.

Grimacing for a moment, he could practically feel Jill begging him from inside his own mind. Throwing perverted promises at him, while also pleading with him from a purely normal standpoint.

She was desperate for him to actually meet her mother.

Putting his phone back in his pocket, Gus walked over to where the two attractive women were both watching him.

“Mother, this is Gustavus Hellström. Gus, this is my mother, Amy,” Jill said by way of introduction. “Gus bound me as his Imp.”

Amy’s eyes moved over him from top to bottom, then gave him a warm smile.

“Ah, I was wondering. He puts off the same feeling of magic that you do, dear,” Amy said. “Please, sit with us, Gus. We’re just… catching up. Her younger sister is on her way to join us, as well. Though it’s a pity your father is currently on a mission for Sam right now. I know he’d love to be here. He was devastated when you were taken from us.”

Chewing at the inside of his cheek, Gus decided to accept.

Taking a seat next to Jill—who promptly put her hand on his knee in a possessive way—Gus looked at Amy.

“So, you really are her mom?” he asked, jumping straight in.

Laughing, Amy’s eyes widened and then she nodded her head once.

“I am indeed! I know, I don’t look it at all. Do I?” Amy asked, lifting one shoulder.

Gus couldn’t deny she looked almost the same age as Jill. Not like a mother at all.

“I asked Sam to check for me. Just to be sure. We used one of Melody’s contacts. Jill really is my daughter,” Amy said, reaching across the table and taking Jill’s hand in her own. “Which means I owe you, Gus. I’m not sure we could have found her amongst all those Council people. That means we also need to check every single person we encounter going forward from the Council. We might have other family reunions just waiting to happen.”

“A sister, huh?” Gus said, looking at Jill with a grin. He knew for a fact she was beyond excited at having actual blood family.

Her adoptive family had never been that supportive of her.

They’d treated her well enough, but never as family.

“Yes! Her name’s Anna!” Jill said as her fingers dug into Gus’s knee.

Anna? I feel like… I know an Anna. Don’t I?

“And speaking of her, there she is,” Amy said.

Turning his gaze toward where Amy was looking, Gus found he did indeed know this Anna.

It was Alex’s wife.

As he remembered her, she was very mature looking. Not to mention 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 or anything.

Considering how lovely Amy and Jill were, it made sense that Anna was related to these two.

“Uncle Gus,” Anna said, giving him a warm smile “It’s good to see you! Mother and Alex said you were responsible for giving me back my older sister.”

Without waiting, Anna walked over to Jill and pulled the other woman’s face into her well-endowed chest. Laying her cheek on Jill’s head, Anna held onto her and began to rock back and forth.

“I always wanted a sibling. But mother wouldn’t even consider it,” Anna murmured.

It’s… kinda weird but… I think she’d cook and eat someone if Alex told her to.

Releasing Jill, Anna took a step back and looked into her older sister’s face.

“Oh, and you’re so beautiful, Jill. Uncle Gus is a lucky man. Though it’ll be weird for you to be my aunt-in-law and my older sister at the same time,” Anna said in a strange tone. As if it were interesting but also didn’t really matter.

“Huh?” Jill asked.

“She’s married to Alex. Mel’s nephew,” Gus explained while Anna began to idly play with Jill’s hair.

Mel’s family keeps getting stranger and stranger.


Chapter 26 – Like Moving Away

 

Prying himself loose from Jill, Gus finally managed to find a spot where he could call home.

Dialing the number for his parents, he waited.

They didn’t pick up, which wasn’t that much of a surprise. They were rather occupied as of late with Vanessa and keeping themselves busy.

Huffing softly, Gus tapped into his contacts and dialed up Vanessa. She always picked up for him.

The line began to ring. When it got to the fourth ring, he realized she wasn’t going to pick up.

Only for the line to suddenly click.

“Sorry, sorry,” Vanessa said a bit breathlessly into the line. Then she laughed. “I was doing a circuit real quick around the perimeter. I had all the greenery trimmed back and brought down. Everything is pretty visible now without any place to hide.”

Laughing, Gus leaned up against the wall in front of the portal. As he’d suspected, the best signal was right in front of the portal back to Larimer.

“Thanks. I appreciate that,” Gus said honestly. He couldn’t quite express in words how thankful he was to Vanessa for more or less taking up bodyguard duty.

“Of course. Besides, your parents are pretty fun. Definitely can see where you got your personality from. You’re a lot like your dad in everyday things, but your mom when pushed,” Vanessa said. “Good thing I think both sides of you are great, my darling Indigo.”

“Uh-huh. My dad would tell you I’m more like my mom and vice versa,” Gus said and rolled his eyes.

“That’s only because they both support each other so much. Neither one of them wants you to think you’re anything less than their partner,” said Vanessa laughingly. “Honestly, I’ve never seen a couple so in love. Though your dad definitely knows your mom isn’t aging by the way. He just doesn’t want to think about it. Pretty sure he’s thinking he might drag your mom along if he isn’t careful.”

“Mm. Sounds about right for him. He’s the one who—”

The sound of a rapid set of gunshots ripped through the phone. It was followed by a yell, and then a scream.

Clattering as if it’d been dropped, the phone remained active.

Heavy gunshots sounded out, followed by more gunfire that was further away.

“Ness!?” shouted Gus. “Hey! You there?”

Indali! I’m going! Can you roll anything? Get anything there quickly?

“Gus, I already notified the PID and police,” Serafina said before Indali could respond.

Not waiting, Gus simply leaped through the portal. He needed to get to his parents’ house as fast as possible. 

Standing on the other side, he looked one way, then the other. He had no idea where he actually was in the city, or even how to get anywhere.

“Gus!” shouted a voice from behind him.

Turning, he looked over his shoulder.

Heading his way was Jill. Her wings shot out from behind her and started to flutter and flap before she’d reached him.

“Hold on,” Gus muttered as Jill got closer to him. “I w—”

Jill latched onto him, bent low, and launched herself up into the sky.

Pumping her wings powerfully, they quickly cleared the cityscape and went much higher than he expected.

“Which way do I go!?” Jill shouted as the wind whipped by them.

Squinting his eyes, looking every which way, Gus was finally able to orient himself. He saw the state capitol building.

Holding up his arm, he pointed in the right direction.

Jill’s mind, however, pounced on his. It dug through his recognition of the location, the expected distance, his parents’ house location, and how long it might take.

Then she was off in a dive, rushing them through the air in a way that made Gus’s stomach drop out of his rear end.

The wind pulled at him, tearing at his hair and clothes. Holding tighter to Jill, Gus did his best to pretend he wasn’t feeling a lot like a spiked football.

He swore he could hear Serafina talking to him. Indali as well, though with her thoughts. Unfortunately, he couldn’t pay much attention to anything. He was too busy clinging to Jill like a love-struck teenager.

Jill flapped, glided, and dove her way toward his parents’ house

“There it is!” Jill shouted in almost no time at all.

Whipping his head around, Gus looked into the wind itself.

He could see his parents’ house. There were two vans in front of it and a lot of people laid out on the ground.

Unmoving people.

People all wearing dark clothes and body armor. All carrying very obvious military hardware.

With red pools spreading out around them.

He didn’t see Vanessa anywhere.

“I don’t know how to land!?”Jill shrieked in a strange statement that sounded like a question.

Gus could see that there were people heading around the back of his parents’ house. Dressed in similar clothes to the clearly very dead people out in front of the house.

“Jill, I swear to fuck I’ll do whatever you want if you can get me atop those bastards in the back yard!” Gus yelled at the top of his lungs

Jill didn’t say anything, but he could feel her putting on the speed. She wasn’t slowing down at all.

She was speeding up.

There must have been a noise coming off Jill’s wings as she tore through the air because the kill team all looked toward them as they dove.

In a blink, they were in the backyard, though still airborne. However, they were only a few feet off the ground now.

Flaring her wings, Jill stuck her legs out in front of herself and careened full-on into one of the people.

With a cracking of bones, Jill and Gus barreled through the man and bounced across the grass until they slammed into the fence that surrounded the yard.

Even as he landed in the turf, Gus had drawn Indali and was targeting the closest enemy.

With a squeeze of the trigger, Indali jumped to the next target. Then again, and again, and again.

By the time he got to the end of the line, he had one bullet left and had been shot twice. Both hit him in the shoulder.

“Ow, fuck,” Jill groaned, rolling over to one side.

Gus didn’t have to look at her to know her legs were very broken.

“Your fear tastes like Apples,” groaned Jill in an almost incoherent voice. She flopped onto her back and laid there. Her wings were pitched out on each side of her.

Scrambling to his feet, Gus popped Indali’s ejector and rammed a speed loader into her cylinder. He didn’t have time to figure out which round hadn’t been fired.

Stumbling forward, he flicked Indali, closing her back up with a solid clack.

Opening the door, he went straight into his parents’ house. 

Spread out around the living room and kitchen were a lot of men in armor with rifles.

At the foot of the stairs, Gus finally found Vanessa.

Her eyes were blankly staring up at the ceiling above. A spent rifle lay next to her and several empty shell casings were scattered around her.

This had been where Vanessa had made her last stand and died.

She had been wearing her body armor, but a copious amount of blood had poured down the front of it. Whatever ammunition they’d been using had punched right through it, and her. He moved over to her and got down on one knee, pressing his fingers to her throat.

There was no pulse at all.

He knew that it hadn’t been long since he’d last heard from her. But it had been long enough for her to put down what looked like three full squads of kill teams.

That much blood leaving her body that swiftly had ended her life quickly, he imagined. There wouldn’t have been much time to consider what was happening, let alone feel it.

“Ness,” Gus said in a soft whisper. His fingers still pressed to her throat. Hoping to find anything there at all.

No response came.

“Damnit, Ness. Damnit!” growled Gus in a voice full of indignation and rage.

Stumbling up the stairs, he left Vanessa. There wasn’t anything he could do for her and he still hadn’t located his parents.

Reaching the second floor, he found more dead men. These, however, had no heads. It was as if their brains had exploded from the inside out.

“Mom? Dad?” Gus called out, moving toward their bedroom.

“Gus!?” called his mom.

Oh, thank heavens.

Moving to the bedroom, he found his mother and father.

The former was standing at the edge of the bed, the latter was lying in it, covered in blood.

“Son,” Gus’s father said in a croak, his eyes catching sight of him. He gave him a tired smile as blood trickled down from the corner of his mouth.

Holstering Indali, Gus rushed over to his side.

“Dad, hey. People are on their way. Okay? Just… hang on,” he said. Reaching up, he pressed his hand to a very obvious gunshot wound in his father’s chest.

“Gus. I love you,” said his father with a rasp in his voice. “I love you, Son. I’m proud of you.”

Struggling to take a breath, Wilhelm shuddered.

“Don’t blame yourself. You’re doing good. Doing good things. A good man. I love you,” Wilhelm got out between panted breaths. Then he turned his head toward his wife. “I love you, Jen. Love you…love you so much. Don’t get too lost. You have to… have to watch over our children. And their eventual children.”

“Will, no, honey. People are coming, didn’t you hear Gus?” said Jennifer, gripping her husband’s hand with a great deal of strength. Tears were rolling down her face in waves. There was also a lot of blood splattered across her.

Grinning, Wilhelm let out a single chuff of a laugh, then lifted his left hand up and rested it against Jennifer’s brow.

“This is all I took from them. Don’t get…get too deep, my beloved. You have to…have to come back,” Wilhelm croaked out.

Gus had the impression of a single blast of extreme psychic energy. One so large that it made him wince mentally.

“Love… you both. Tell Paris, I love her. I liked… liked… Stew… Stewart,” Wilhelm said in a tone that lost energy as he spoke.

Slowly, his eyes closed.

His hand slipped away from Jennifer and landed on his own lap.

With a single shuddering last breath, Wilhelm Hellström passed on.

“The PID, the local PD, and the Fed were all redirected elsewhere,” Serafina said in his ear. “All of them. Sam and his people are coming to get you, your parents, Ness, and everything they can, out. Everyone else’s family is also being evacuated right now.”

“Will,” Jennifer said, still clutching her husband’s hand. “No. Will, no. You can’t… No. No. You’re not supposed to die yet. You were supposed to remark about how beautiful your wife was when you turned ninety. And I’d joke that it was just you being silly. You… you can’t—”

Jennifer choked on her own words, staring down at the man she’d spent Gus’s entire life with.

“Wilhelm,” squeaked Jennifer.

Closing his eyes, Gus felt his heart break.

In the span of thirty minutes, he had lost a woman he loved and the man who had raised him.

Feeling his shoulders slump, Gus could only stare at his father’s unmoving hand.

“He stepped in front of me,” whimpered Gus’s mother. “He… he tore them all apart so fast. It was so… terrifying. I’ve never seen him do anything like it. But one was stronger than the others and was able to shoot. He shot at me. Will… stepped in front of it. He didn’t even think about it.”

Jennifer sniffled, a low, deep moan escaping her lips. Reaching up with her right hand, she lightly caressed his cheek.

“It was the Council,” she growled. “And I know where they came from. I’m… going to kill them. All of them.”

In a flash, his mother’s Human form no longer existed. The dark Boogieman that she truly was had taken its place. The false skin of humanity that she’d worn for so long was gone.

“Kill all of them. Then I’ll come home, and tend to what he asked of me,” his mother said in a rumble. “My Will… my love.”

Long-fingered talons passed over Wilhelm’s face without even depressing the skin.

“Who never feared me, just loved me and accepted me as I was,” whispered Jennifer.

Then she was gone.

One second, she stood there grieving for her husband, and the next, she had vanished.

Leaving Gus alone to pick up the pieces.

Reaching up with his left hand, he pressed it to his temples.

“I need to go get Ness… I can’t leave her there,” grumbled Gus. “Dad wouldn’t mind if I put her on the bed next to him.”

 

***

 

“I had your sister picked up, along with her boyfriend,” Sam murmured, standing not far away from Gus. “Far as we can tell, that was the only attack so far, but given the complete blackout from the locals, the PID, and the Fed, it’s obvious more was meant to happen.”

“They didn’t expect Ness to kick their assholes in,” Gus muttered. He felt numb. Empty.

Like he was pushing everything down too hard and too roughly.

And if he wasn’t careful, he’d end up at the bottom of a bottle.

Just like last time.

“Yes. That would be my guess,” Sam said and then shook his head. “I asked Eugenia… the Judge that is… to go see if she can’t… get your father and Ness taken care of quickly. Get them pulled over and settled.”

Frowning, Gus turned and looked at Sam.

“Pulled over and settled?” Gus repeated.

“Yes. Into the afterlife. The good one, to be precise,” Sam added. “I don’t think for even a second that your father or Ness will have an issue. And even if they did…well…I know the temporary judge and I’m sleeping with the old Judge.”

Sam laughed at that, then grinned.

“Always my favorite way of getting what I want. Nepotism,” Sam explained. Then he looked at Gus and chuckled. “What, you thought death was the end? That there was nothing else after that?

“Gus, Gus, Gus. All it means is that they passed over and are now on a different plane. A spiritual one. We can visit them like we were driving out of town. Then just come back afterward.”

“I… I can see Ness? My dad?” Gus asked, feeling like the sucker punch he had received was rapidly fading away.

“Course you can. We’ll have to wait until they’re judged and sent over, but then it’s no harder than a day trip. Just like I said,” Sam said with a laugh, then clapped Gus on the shoulder. “Crazy, right? Still. I’m sorry Ness and your father passed on. It definitely makes it harder to keep in touch with them, but nothing that terrible. Mel can create the portal if you just want to talk to them. Like a phone call. Seeing them in person is the day trip.

“It’s obviously not a substitute to being alive but… it isn’t goodbye.”

Gus shook his head, then promptly nodded it.

“Thanks, Sam. I appreciate that. A lot. I didn’t even consider it,” Gus admitted.

“No worries. Family and all that, right?” said the Incubus with a grin. “Now, I’m going to go have a snack. Feel free to make yourself at home. My plane is your plane.”

Waving a hand at Gus, Sam turned and walked away, disappearing into a hall.

Sighing, Gus put his face into his hands and stood there.

He didn’t know quite what to do with himself.

His mother was missing and his father was dead, as was Vanessa. It was comforting to know that they weren’t beyond his ability to see, but it didn’t change the fact that they were no longer here.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Jill said in his mind. “You did all you could. You arrived there as fast as you were able and did all you could.

“There wasn’t much else you could have accomplished. Not without having been there. But even that isn’t a guarantee it would have turned out differently.”

You’re… right, of course.

You’re right. There wasn’t much else I could do.

“Indeed,” Jill agreed.

Where are you…? Gus hadn’t actually seen Jill since she’d delivered him into the backyard per his request.

“Medical. They’re putting splints on my legs. Trish is here, she’s helping. Her magic isn’t doing much though. It’s really just taking the edge off the pain. Ha,” Jill said with a chuckle. “That’s what I get for not learning how to land before I decide to fly. Right?”

Thinking about it, Gus wouldn’t have been there for his father’s final moments without Jill. He wouldn’t have been there to at least secure Vanessa’s body and preserve her remains.

He wouldn’t have seen his mother before she vanished.

Turning on his heel, he set off to find medical. He had a debt to pay to Jill and he wanted to state how he felt in person.

What she did for him was immeasurable. Something he couldn’t actually repay to her in any simple way.

Working his way through Sam’s rather large compound, Gus was able to make his way to medical surprisingly quickly.

It didn’t hurt that everyone he asked for directions knew exactly where to go. They also provided him with more than serviceable directions.

Long before he reached her, though, Jill was well aware that he was heading her way. It was nearly impossible for him to keep anything from her anymore.

He felt like a man without any personal space these days.

Indali could move through his thoughts as she liked. Jill practically lived in his mind. He was beginning to suspect that Serafina was always watching him from his own phone.

And he would bet that Trish, Janelle, Chloe, and Melody often spent far too much time in Serafina’s office, watching him from there.

Entering the medical ward, Gus found Jill instantly.

There was only one person being treated, and it was indeed, Jill.

Anna and Amy were both here, as were two nurses and a doctor. Everyone was fussing over the Imp-ubus and doing what they could for her.

“Ah! Perfect timing,” Amy said, turning and facing him directly. “You’re just what we needed.”

“I am?” Gus asked, walking over to Jill’s bedside. He didn’t see Trish anywhere, but he imagined she was likely nearby.

Jill looked pretty beat up. She had a seriously swollen black eye, her face had several cuts across it, both legs were broken, and it looked like several of her fingers had been snapped as well.

“Indeed,” Amy continued with a wide, heated smile. “My daughter is a Succubus. The best thing for her right now is a good toss in the bed. Her father always charges my batteries three times a day just to keep me topped off. I’m sure once would be more than enough to get her put to rights.”

Anna nodded at that and looked at him. Giving him a look like the serial killer Gus suspected her to be.

“Right,” Gus mumbled, looking at Jill.

She promptly shrugged her shoulders. Visions of sexually explicit things were running through her mind end over end. Images that ranged from vanilla conservative acts to things he hadn’t even tried with Melody and hadn’t considered.

“I’m sorry! I can’t control it anymore… I’m sorry,” mumbled Jill in their shared space.

“Your Dryad is prepping a bedroom,” Anna said, then pointed across the hall. “The nurses will carry my sister over momentarily. Take care of her. I have only ever had one sibling. She is my blood sister.”

I… really freaking strange.

“Okay,” said Gus after a second. He wasn’t in the mood, not in the least, but he owed Jill a lot.

And if this is what would fix her, he’d be the first one to jump in to help her.

Or in this case, jump on her to help her.


Chapter 27 – Down Payment

 

Gus wasn’t quite sure what to do with himself.

The day had been a wild wash of emotions, revelations, new experiences, and changes.

And it wasn’t even the end of the day yet.

He hadn’t seen anyone other than Trish so far, either. Gus was alone in the provided living space without anything to do.

Gus did know that everyone was somewhere around here in Sam’s complex, or on their way here. There was a lot to pack up from their home and move, along with other things that needed to be taken care of.

Serafina herself had plenty of electronics, gadgets, and other things she wasn’t willing to leave behind. Indali had been roped in to assist since her projection was working out of the same area.

Chloe and Janelle were closing down anything that would be delivered to their home and settling accounts. While also getting things ready for them to more or less live on the move.

Melody had been last spotted talking with their clients.

The home they’d all lived in would simply be “shuttered up” for a time and left as it was.

Looking at his phone, Gus took in a slow breath.

Letting it out with a short huff, Gus put the phone back down on the small table in front of him.

Sam was being an incredibly gracious host and had set aside a lot of room for everyone. Right now, Gus was sitting in the living room of the main housing area, not quite sure what to do with himself.

The front door clacked and then opened, catching Gus’s attention.

Letting his eyes drift over that way, he saw Melody had just entered.

“Hello, my Indigo,” murmured the contractor. Closing the door behind her, she made her way over to him. Dropping her keys, cell phone, and handgun off on the counter as she did so.

“Hey,” Gus said, nodding his head at her.

Saying nothing more, Melody walked up to stand in front of him, wrapped her arms around his head, and pulled his face against her chest and shoulder.

She began to lightly run her fingers through his hair, holding onto him.

“I know that…” she murmured and then paused. “I know that I can’t really understand. But I can empathize. I know that what you’re going through is likely miserable. We all lost Ness together, but you also lost your father.”

Gus took in a slow breath that he held, his hands slowly tightening on Melody’s hips.

“Believe me, Indigo, my beloved, that I empathize. I’ll do all I can to lead our marriage through this,” Melody said softly, her fingers never stopping.

Letting out a slow, low moan, Gus held onto her. 

“I know, I know. It’s why you’re our Indigo,” whispered Melody, moving her hands to his back and curling up around him. Resting her cheek on the top of his head. “Your heart is the biggest of all of us. Our Boogieman center that holds us all together. Slow to love, great in its depth when given, and almost impossible to truly anger. Our forgiving and kind Boogieman.”

Crying quietly into Melody, Gus just leaned fully into her. Unashamedly letting his emotions dictate his actions.

“To you, this will be the hardest. And it won’t be the last either, I’m afraid. We’re all effectively immortal. That means that given time, enough of it, someone else will meet their end. When old age is no longer an option, everything else is a given,” Melody said quietly, rubbing her cheek against his brow. “And through it all, I’ll always be there to hold your heart, my Indigo. My only one. My love. Because that’s what I’m supposed to do as your contractor. My job is to protect my heart. My Indigo.”

“It… will get easier with time,” Jill offered from inside his mind. She was a warm comforting presence that had only grown stronger after he had sex with her. Trish hadn’t gotten involved at all, but she’d directed them, orchestrated it, and kept them going. “No one is telling you to not feel your grief. Or that it’s wrong. It’s healthy. And you should let yourself experience it.”

After they’d finished having very careful and gentle sex, it was clear she was feeling better. The broken bones were nearly completely healed, and all signs of her injuries had cleared up.

The random bursts of absolute sexual need and images from Jill had also stopped flashing through his mind.

She was once more the oddly excited young woman, eager to explore the world that’d been denied to her. Though right now, her psychologist’s background was peeking through.

Gus didn’t mind.

He actually trusted her.

There was no doubt in his mind that she had spent hours and hours going through his memories, thoughts, and experiences. She knew him inside and out and accepted him for what he was.

For all the ugliness that was in him.

Just as Melody had.

In fact, just as everyone in his marriage had.

“It’ll be alright, my love,” whispered Melody, turning her head and laying kisses on his hair. “It’ll be alright. It won’t be the same, but it’ll be alright.

“And I’m making sure of it. I already told Kit, Lily, and my dad that we were withdrawing from the contract.”

That was surprising to Gus.

“We have more than enough money. More than enough powerful friends and places we can hide,” Melody murmured. “I’m not risking anyone else. Not for something that doesn’t actually concern us. For something that we were hired into and had no business being in.

“They all understand us getting out. I mean… they’re not like us.”

Sliding his arms forward, he wrapped them around Melody’s hips, drawing her closer.

“We’re mortals with an infinite life span,” continued Melody. “We don’t have the convenience of bringing our dead back to life like Sam. Or the incredible durability of my father. Or the dedication and determination that the Judge and her forces have. Not to mention, they’re all nearly as invincible as my father. Bullets wouldn’t do anything to them.

“But for us? These mortal concerns? It’s too much. Far, far too much. I should have gotten us out of this one earlier.”

“Wouldn’t have mattered,” grumbled Gus, rubbing his face into Melody’s chest, then pulling on her even more. As if he wanted to crawl into her. “They had clearly sighted on me and were willing to hurt me. It was a question of when not if.”

“Maybe, maybe not. We’re still done with that contract,” Melody countered, then kissed the top of his head. “And I’ll not listen to arguments. I’ve made the decision.”

“Yes, dear,” Gus said with a weak chuckle.

“Oh, you’re being accommodating. Well, in that case, I should get as many concessions out of you as I can right now,” said Melody with a soft laugh.

“Probably,” Gus admitted.

“I want kids.”

“Okay. The first daughter is being named Vanessa, though.”

Melody’s hands continued to roam over his back.

“I can do that,” Melody said after a few seconds.

“I want to try and find my mom,” Gus murmured. “In the morning, though. I’m exhausted and… I don’t want to go back to their house right now.”

“That’s not a problem, Indigo, Gus, love of my life,” whispered Melody. “Let’s go to the bedroom, make love, and turn in for the night. We can go tomorrow morning and I can do my thing. I’m sure I can track your mother. I tracked you, after all.”

Taking a firm step back, Melody lifted his face up.

“Now, Indigo, honey, my love. Let’s go to the bedroom. I want to love you,” Melody said, brushing a thumb over his cheek. Then she leaned down and kissed him.

 

***

 

His parents’ house had been scoured clean of everything.

Sam’s people had been thorough.

It was as if nothing had happened at all. The bodies, cars, equipment—everything had been taken. Nothing was there that would be of any use to them.

Melody had suggested to not bother with it. That perhaps they’d be better off reviewing what was retrieved instead.

Standing in the room where everything had been piled up, Gus wasn’t even sure where to begin. Or how.

There was nothing available to him that would let him identify an item or how it was different than anything else.

Standing there, he shook his head.

“Mel, Rainbow, my love, I don’t know ho—”

Melody was there in a flash, holding onto him, and kissing him. Her hands pulled at him and practically yanked him off his feet.

After a few seconds, she released him, staring up at him with wide eyes and a smile.

“Say it again!” she hissed.

“Uh,” Gus said dumbly.

“Probably ‘my love’ if I don’t miss my guess,” Indali offered.

“Agreed. That probably did it,” confirmed Jill.

“My love,” Gus said, trusting his two mental companions.

Melody squealed and pulled at him again, chewing at her lower lip. Gazing up at him as her Indigo, Red, and Yellow contracts started to glow.

“Love, sex, and emotions. We need to distract her,” Jill said.

“Yes, immediately,” said Indali. “Ah, I’m not very good at distracting Mel.”

“Tell her you need her expertise. Appeal to her pride in her profession,” Jill suggested.

“My love, Mel, would you tell me what to do here? I defer to your professional experience and expertise,” tried Gus.

Melody’s eyes widened slightly, and her Yellow and Indigo contracts started to grow brighter.

“Indigo, I love you,” purred Melody, reaching up to pat his cheek. “I’ll guide you.”

Stroking his cheek for another second, Melody finally turned away from him toward the piles of items.

“Good work, Jill,” congratulated Indali.

Yes, thank you, Jill.

“First, we determine if there’s anything here with any attachments,” Melody said and then held up her right hand. “Physical or otherwise. Because let’s be honest, I doubt we’ll find anything through conventional investigation methods. They were elite, professional kill teams.”

She made a small design in the air with her fingers, as if she were writing a sigil or a rune.

Blue sparks began to crackle in the air in the path left behind by her finger.

When she finally stopped, she reached up and poked the center of the glowing symbol with her thumb. Like she was putting her print to it.

With a muffled thump, the spell detonated and rushed forward. Sweeping over everything that was laid out.

Nothing happened immediately.

Gus wasn’t quite sure what to expect, either. 

“Nothing physical then. So no magical connections,” Melody said and then held her hand up again. Slowly, she began to draw her finger through the air once more. This time, there were blue and yellow sparks falling out of the symbol as it was drawn.

It looked radically different from the previous one.

Once more, she pushed her thumb to the center and the spell crackled, blowing up and outward.

A single column of intermixed blue and yellow light shot up from the pile of equipment to one side.

“Ah, we have a connection. But… being both yellow and blue means it’s spiritual,” Melody said walking toward it. “I’m afraid my ability to contact the spiritual realm is limited to those who would want to talk to me. Won’t stop me from trying though. You can learn a lot even from that.”

“I’m well-versed in summoning circles and pentagrams,” Jill reminded him. “I don’t think they’d talk to me, but we could force the spirit behind the connection to go backward. Lead us to where they’d been for the last twenty-four hours of their life.”

“Jill… could summon up the spirit,” Gus said, following Mel as she walked toward the column of light. “She said she could even track it back for the last twenty-four hours of its life.”

Melody stopped in her tracks and looked over her shoulder at him.

“She’s still in your head then? She never left?” Melody asked, curious. “Sam assured me she’d be gone within a day.”

“We tried.”

“We tried,” Gus admitted, at the same time Jill said the same thing in his head. “She can’t get out. And I can’t get out of her head either. Sam was apparently wrong.”

Melody frowned, her eyes searching his.

Then she shrugged her shoulders and grinned at him.

“These things happen. She’ll just be our Imp-Succubus, I suppose,” Melody said.

“Imp-ubus.”

“Imp-ubus,” Gus corrected, once more in sync with Jill.

Melody’s eyebrows raised at that, the grin growing wider.

“Jill, could you join us?” Melody asked, realizing that she could speak to her directly through Gus.

“On my way,” she replied.

“She’s on her way,” muttered Gus.

Holding up one hand, Melody snapped her fingers and then put her hands behind her back. The column behind her flashed with the snap, but then stabilized itself.

“I’m rather excited. I haven’t actually met her,” Melody said, casually strolling over to stand beside Gus. “I mean, I saw her, briefly. Very pretty. Quite lovely. Talked to her often on the phone during those two days. But I haven’t met her. Everything’s been so crazy.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve already been coached by Trish and Indali more than I’d like to admit. Indali and I are able to chat without bothering you,” confessed Jill.

Wait, you can do that?

“Yes. Sorry. I didn’t think to mention it,” apologized Indali.

I’m… I’m not a meeting room.

“We’ll keep that in mind,” assured Jill.

The soft pat of shoes announced the arrival of the Imp-ubus before she appeared.

Turning the corner, the beautiful woman walked slowly into the room.

“Sorry, still healing. Takes a bit to move around,” Jill said with a wave of her hand, walking over to Melody. Right now her wings and horns weren’t visible.

“Not a problem. Take your time, take your time,” Melody said then walked over and hugged Jill quite firmly.

Leaning into the woman, she whispered in her ear.

“Thank you for what you did for Gus. And then what you did with him after,” Melody whispered. Gus heard her as clearly as if she’d been whispering to him, although he heard it through Jill’s mind. “He’ll never admit it, but sexing him after he’s down really perks him up. Helps him distance things.”

“He can hear you,” whispered Jill back to Melody, hugging her back. “He’s in my mind, remember?”

“I… oh, yeah,” Melody said louder now, turning to look at Gus. Then she grinned at him and shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t care admitting that. I sex you when you need it, Gus. For the sake of sexing you. And you sex me so well it’s not like I don’t get something out of it.”

“Likewise,” Gus said, rolling his eyes. “Now, if we’re done playing telephone. Shall we ring up our spirit?”

“Maybe. I like talking about sex and sexing you. And this is a Succubus. She loves talking about sex and sexing,” Melody said, having not released Jill. “In fact, I bet if I invited her to suc—”

Jill clamped a hand down on Melody’s mouth.

A shroud of power enclosed Jill’s mind and she turned her head, putting her lips next to Melody’s ear.

A deep, powerful wave of sexual energy washed out from Jill. Strong enough that Gus could actually feel it strike him almost as if it were a physical force.

Jill was a vision of beauty who was radiating massive amounts of sexual desire and promise. All directed at him while she whispered in Melody’s ear.

Then it stopped as quickly as it started.

He didn’t know what she said, but whatever it was, it made Melody go absolutely still. Then she nodded her head, almost hesitantly. Then began to quiver in place, nodding her head much more quickly and energetically.

Jill reached up and gently petted Melody on the head several times. Then she released her hand over Melody’s mouth.

“Now, let’s see about this spirit!” Jill said, throwing off the shroud from her mind.

Gus knew he could go raid her memories to find out what she had said, and knew Jill wouldn’t care. In fact, she was purposefully presenting the memory for him if he wanted it.

He figured she wanted privacy for the comment, though, and respected it.

“It wasn’t anything bad,” Indali assured him, seemingly speaking only to him.

Walking over to the column of magic, Jill reached into the pile of equipment and pulled something out.

Resting in her hand was a coin on a necklace. It had a hole drilled in the top and had been strung there.

“If I had to guess,” Jill said, holding the piece up. “I would wager this was a ‘lucky’ item. One that they took into every battle. One they swore and believed in.

“Now it’s something we can use to call them. So, let’s make ourselves a summoning circle.”

Flipping the necklace around her wrist, then pushing the coin through it, it dangled from Jill’s arm. Reaching into a pocket, she pulled out a black grease pen.

“Grease pens break really easy if you need to send them back,” Jill explained, walking over to an open space. “You wouldn’t believe how touchy poltergeists get. Then again, given their mental makeup, it’s not that surprising if you understand them.”

Getting down to her knees very slowly, Jill began to draw out a three-foot by three-foot circle, along with a long and intricate series of sigils along the edge of it. Only to make two smaller, overlapping circles that linked with it.

“Physical circle. This is where we put our coin,” Jill said, dropping the coin in the middle of the large central circle. Then she tapped the smaller circle to the left. “Spiritual, this is where you put that spell, Mel. We’ll use it as an offering. It has no purpose other than fuel.”

Mel flicked her hand out and captured the spell that was still rotating over the coin, and put it into the indicated circle.

“And lastly, for the third circle, a bit of living material to form the bridge. It’s probably not as precise as it should be. I don’t have my notes after all, but this is definitely close enough for what we’re doing,” Jill said, then looked at Melody and Gus. “Could I bother either of you for a knife?”

Not hesitating, Gus flicked out his carry knife, then pushed the tip up to the spot where he fed Chloe. He had no doubt he would end up feeding her today or tomorrow which meant this little nick would be healed up in no time after she was done.

“Oh, thank you, Gus,” Jill said, smiling up at him from where she was kneeling.

It triggered a couple of memories from a few hours previously. Much to Gus’s shame.

More so when Jill noticed his thoughts and sent him back a few more from her own point of view. Along with her own fantasies, apparently.

Grimacing, he dragged his wrist over the inside of the circle. Smearing his blood across it.

“Now, we just activate it,” Jill said, as if she weren’t still sending him sexually charged thoughts and images. Reaching out with her grease pen, she made a small final sigil that linked everything together. A bright white glow spread across the whole thing, each piece lighting up.

When the whole thing was clearly ensorcelled, there was a popping noise. Slowly, something appeared in the circle with the coin.

“Hello, there,” Jill said, looking at the slowly condensing spirit. “I’m afraid I’m not here to talk and your kind don’t give information. Not without a trade at least. Please forgive me for this.”

Picking up the coin, Jill took it from the circle and wrapped it back around her wrist. The coin dangled from it once again.

“In you go,” she said, breaking the circle with the coin directly.

The spirit, still not even formed, was sucked out through the break and straight into the coin itself.

“And done. Now we just… hit the road, I suppose,” Jill said, holding her wrist up.

The coin was bending away from her as if it was being pulled on.

“And we let it lead the way. Who’s driving?” she asked, looking from Gus to Melody.


Chapter 28 – Baaah

 

Sitting in the back seat, Gus was somewhat amused. Watching Jill and Melody work together was certainly a cause for entertainment.

Melody would be Melody, only for Jill to respond with a question or a statement. Which more often than not made Melody go quiet and thoughtful.

“She’s the anti-Melody,” Indali murmured. “If we ever needed someone to reel Mel in, it’s Jill.”

Feeling like today wasn’t as bad as yesterday, Gus pulled his phone out of his pocket. There was no reason for him to butt in on Jill and Melody’s conversation.

Tapping his speed dial, he called Mark.

Other than his parents, his sister, and those in his marriage, Mark was the only person on the planet he cared about. He needed to warn him, and also tell him about Vanessa.

Gus didn’t think Mark and Vanessa had been close, but they’d known one another. They’d talked and seemed to generally enjoy one another’s company.

“Gussy! My favorite bang-buddy. What’s up?” Mark asked, picking up on the second ring.

“Hey,” Gus said and decided to dive right in. “You need to be careful. Several kill teams just went after my parents. My dad died. Ness died trying to protect them. Mom got out but is missing.”

There was a slow hiss of breath on the other end of the line.

“I understand,” Mark said, completely serious. “If there’s anything I can do, tell me. You’re my brother, Gus. I’d go to any length to help you out. Just tell me what to do.”

Grinning, Gus nodded his head and looked at his shoes.

“I know. And thank you. I love you like a brother, Mark,” Gus muttered. “But for the moment, there’s nothing to do. Just trying to… put the pieces back together and keep moving. I needed to call you and warn you, though. To really tell you what was going on.

“Because these were actual kill teams. Not hired guns or anything like that. Kill teams. With full equipment and hardware. They also paid off the locals, PID, and the Fed to not respond to the disturbance. Not even an ambulance showed up.”

“Right. Got it. I’ll let Fin and Kelly know,” said Mark with a sigh. “Megan is staying with Fin and I right now. Kelly needed some time to herself.”

Mark being Mark, he knew Gus didn’t want to talk anymore about Vanessa and his father at the moment. That what he really needed right now was time and distance.

And had neatly changed the subject.

“Oh? Huh. That’s good for Megan, though I’m sad to hear Kelly isn’t doing as well. Is she alright?” Gus asked. Looking back to the front seat, he found nothing had changed. Melody and Jill were still talking and driving. The car was rapidly heading out of the city and into the surrounding areas.

“Uhm, therapy, actually. I’m going as well and sometimes to her appointments. When she wants me there,” admitted Mark, sounding very uncomfortable. “It’s over between us obviously, but she’s still Megan’s mom. I’m trying to do what I can to give Kelly peace. Same with Megan.”

Feeling rather shocked, Gus wasn’t sure what to say.

“Fin… might have encouraged me to do it. She’s kind of… uh… fixing… me, I guess,” Mark mumbled. “I’m happy, in my life right now.”

It was hard for Gus listening to this given his own situation, but he was genuinely overjoyed to hear Mark was happy. His life had been the job and rushing forward. Forward and likely ignoring everything that was behind him.

Gus had found himself at the bottom of a bottle, Mark had jumped up the ladder.

“And that kinda comes back around to something else,” Mark said. “If you have a minute?”

“Yeah, I got time. Just on a drive,” Gus said.

“I wanted to—well… being completely honest, Fin suggested it. And I really agree with her. Because if we hadn’t listened to you about pulling out of what we were doing… pretty sure we’d end up being disappeared. A lot of people who were pushing cases have vanished or… retired,” Mark said, starting to ramble.

“Durh? I get it. What’re you asking?” Gus prompted.

“I know you said you’d be his godfather.”

“Of course. I’m Megan’s, why wouldn’t I be for your second-born? And you said his? It’s a boy?”

“It’s a boy. Healthy, as far as we can tell,” said Mark, followed by the sound of his chair creaking.

Did he seriously drag that chair along with him again?

“Fin suggested we name him Gustavus. I agree with her. But I wanted your blessing on that before we did it.”

Dumbstruck, Gus sat there, staring out the front windshield. Not truly comprehending what was being said.

“Fin knows everything. I told her all of it. Of basically how you got me out of the desert. And then with everything you said about the Fed. She feels like without you, I wouldn’t be here. Which is pretty obvious. And that without you, she wouldn’t be as happy as she is. So… she wants to name her first child, Gustavus.”

“I’m flattered,” Gus said after several more seconds. “Of course… if that’s what she wants to name him, I’m all for it.”

At the moment, he felt very shocked. It was the last thing he ever expected to come out of Mark’s mouth.

“Great. Then… Gustavus Ehrich. Now you just need to have a daughter and name her Fin, and then they can get married. Pretty sure that’s the only way I’m ever going to get my genes in yours.

“That or I have another daughter and you have a son. That’d work, too.”

Rolling his eyes, Gus started to laugh.

Mark would always be Mark.

“Anyway. So get this… pregnant Sirens? No end to the sex drive. Holy shit, man,” Mark said, starting up again. “Last night, she—”

 

***

 

“This is it?” Melody asked, looking at the building on the other side of the street. They were pulled up at a gas station right now. Gus was pumping gas while Melody and Jill covertly eyed the target.

“I mean, that’s the direction it pulled,” Jill murmured, leaning up against the car next to Melody. “And we circled all the way around it. It never veered in either direction.”

“You know,” Melody said, turning to look at Jill. “I’m a little jealous now. I probably can’t go in there. My skillset is more… it’s more tuned for people. Like, normal people. Or Para.

“Not… military organizations bent on ruling the world. Or whatever it is they’re doing.”

Melody waved a hand somewhat angrily toward the building.

“There’s no way I can go in there. Not at all. But you and your sexy boobs can just sneak in there with my husband,” growled the Contractor. “And I have to sit out here waiting for you two to finish.”

Jill turned and faced Melody directly.

“We all have our toolboxes. Yours is specific to your needs. Just as Gus’s is. Without your magical ability to find the right item, we wouldn’t be here,” said Jill with a soft tone. “Neither he nor I would have any way of doing what you did. Would you say that makes him or me less?”

“Uh… no,” Melody said, her brows drawing down low over her eyes.

“Then why would you be any less for not having a tool for this part of it?” Jill asked with a bright smile. Then she reached up and patted Melody on the head gently. “Do you really think that way, Mel? Or are you just feeling the same ache and hurt that Gus is feeling, just in a different way?”

Melody’s lips quivered, then smoothed out. Her face was a solemn unmoving wall.

“You don’t have to be strong for Gus’s sake. He’d understand. He wept himself, did he not?” Jill asked, running just her fingertips through Melody’s hair. “Just because you protect someone else, doesn’t mean they can’t protect you in turn. Or someone else for that matter.”

Melody sniffed hard, her throat contracting.

“I lost my Yellow,” Melody said in a low moan. 

Jill wrapped an arm around Melody’s shoulders and drew her in close.

“You did. That you did,” Jill said soothingly as Melody started to sob brokenly.

Catching Gus’s eyes with her own, she flicked them toward the building.

“Go take a look? I’ll get her squared away,” Jill asked.

Sure… and thanks.

“Of course. It’s my job in a way. Besides… as we’ve already figured out. I can’t get out, and neither can you,” Jill said with a soft laugh inside his mind. “Might as well start working my way in. Right?”

Gus wanted to fight against that idea. Especially given that Vanessa had only just died.

But he also realized what she said was correct. More so because with how deeply she was in his mind now, he couldn’t quite begin to figure out where she ended, and he began anymore.

Because he was just as deep in her mind.

He’d already experienced several times where it’d felt like he couldn’t figure out who thought something between the two of them.

“I know that you feel that way. I understand it. That’s a perfectly logical way to feel. I’m not looking to replace her, but I can’t deny our position. And thank you for visiting me last night, by the way. I didn’t think you’d come despite me… well… begging,” said Jill as Gus started heading for the corner of the intersection to cross.

It worked, didn’t it? All healed? No more problems?

“All healed. You’ll still need to visit me regularly though. Amy sa— errr… my mom says it’s not something I can control. You eat fear… I eat… well, you,” Jill explained. “If it makes you feel better, I feel absolutely mortified when we’re done. I’d only ever been with two men, you know. It’s not like I was a font of experience and desire.”

Sighing, Gus put his hands in his pockets, smacked the button for the crosswalk, and stood there sullenly.

No, it doesn’t make me feel better. I’m sorry this happened to you.

It isn’t as if you asked for it.

“Well… thank you for that. And no, I didn’t ask for it, but I’m enjoying it. Throwing a fit or a tantrum wouldn’t be very productive,” said Jill. “Now, forgive me. I’m going to blanket our connection. I’m going to work with Mel.”

A deep curtain slowly swung in place between their minds. It wasn’t very strong, to be honest. He could push through it if he wanted to.

It wouldn’t even take much effort on his part at all.

To him, it felt more like a privacy screen, rather than a barrier.

And he’d respect it.

“Have I mentioned how much I really like her?” Indali asked. “Because if I haven’t said it, I’ll say it now. She went through every person in our contract and checked in with them. Gave them a shoulder, talked to them, and generally consoled them. She even came to me, amusingly enough.”

Oh?

“Yes. I’m… not ashamed to admit after a while she managed to slip through my mental defenses. I… we talked about my time in prison and Ness. I… really like Jill, Gus,” Indali said again.

He now understood what she was saying.

That Jill was going to likely get approval from everyone very quickly about remaining with them.

Walking across the street when the light pinged, Gus pushed all thoughts of everything else away. He needed to check this place and see what was here.

This was likely where the people had come from who’d taken Vanessa and his father from him.

Getting to the other side of the street, he contemplated the front door.

Looking at it, he frowned.

Stepping up over a small planter box he entered the parking lot for the building.

He’d noticed something that made him wonder if it was perhaps an empty building. There was no fear coming from it.

At all.

Not even the vague general fear he’d felt from the plant.

It was more like an empty hole.

Or a cemetery.

Reaching the door, Gus leaned in close to the window next to the door and put his hand to it. Putting his brow to his hand, he tried to see into the building inside.

Something slowly swung back and forth, shining light all around.

Almost like a light that’d been ripped out of the ceiling and was hanging on a wire.

Gus decided to be somewhat brazen and pulled on the front door’s handle. With a pop, the door clattered out of its frame and fell toward him suddenly.

Dodging to the side, he managed to get out of the way as it crashed heavily to the ground.

Looking into the doorway, Gus could see that the doorframe itself was heavily damaged. Claw marks raked down one side and up the other.

It was also liberally painted with blood that was splattered around as if someone had spiked a bunch of blood-filled water balloons.

Body parts, blood, and chunks of what appeared to be flesh were everywhere.

Never mind the water balloons. Like running people through a wood chipper.

“Your mother is terrifying,” Indali said softly.

Gus hadn’t quite made the connection, but now that he heard it, he knew it was true. This was his mother on a complete rampage.

An absolute murder spree, he suspected. Using the information his father had torn from the minds of those who were attacking.

He didn’t believe for an instant that anyone in this building remained alive.

His mother wasn’t like him or Paris. She was a full Boogieman with the main tie to humanity in her life now lost.

Father kept her grounded. Very grounded.

Picking his way along the hall, he began to delve deeper into the building. Hallway after hallway, office after office, Gus found only a massacre.

There was not a soul left behind.

Men and women in office clothes, guards, it didn’t matter. If they existed in this building when his mother had arrived, they were no longer among the living.

By the time he found the elevator that led down, he wasn’t even sure he wanted to go down there to look. The doors had been torn off the frame, claw marks passing right through the walls surrounding it.

I could never do something like this. I’m strong. My magic is powerful.

But, Mom… you’re in a league all your own, aren’t you?

“Sera,” Gus said, looking down into the elevator shaft.

“Yes?” she replied.

“Should I bother connecting you into anything here?” Gus asked.

“Probably not. If it’s anything like any of the other locations we’ve been to, there’s nothing to gain,” Serafina muttered. “Should dock me in anyway, though. I’m testing out my new setup. Still getting used to a few things and the hardware.”

“Oh? Alright.” Heading back the way he came, Gus entered the first office he found. The computer was powered on and working.

Pulling his phone out, he set it down next to him and then flicked it open.

“I’m going to call you. Accept the call, it’ll make this easier. I can transfer much more of myself over with an active line,” Serafina stated.

The phone began to ring. Gus tapped at the accept button negligently as he pulled out the charging cable. It was the easiest way to get her plugged into the computer.

With a click, the earpiece died and then came back.

“Gus?” Serafina asked.

“Yep,” Gus muttered, looking at the phone.

Sitting in a high-tech chair, with actual holographic interfaces in front of her, was Serafina. She had a headset on her head and was clearly wearing what looked like some of Chloe’s club clothes.

“Uh, hey,” Gus said, wondering what was going on. He appreciated the view, but he also wasn’t quite sure why she’d turned it on.

“What’s wrong?” Serafina asked, not looking at the camera.

“Nothing just… uh… admiring the view, I guess. You look great,” Gus said honestly. 

Serafina froze up, then looked around, until she finally spotted the camera.

“What…? Oh, my g—”

The line went dead and the video feed was lost.

Once more the earpiece popped.

“Go ahead and plug me in. Never mind the call,” grumbled Serafina.

“She looked good, right? We keep telling her she looks gorgeous. Chloe has been making her try on her clothes. She’s going through her wardrobe and getting rid of things,” Indali explained. “Which means she’s forcing everything on Sera.”

Not responding to the very obvious trap, Gus instead pulled out the cord and plugged it into the cell phone and then the computer.

“I’m in. Give me a bit,” growled Serafina, who was clearly unhappy about the camera.

Nodding his head, Gus sat there.

Leaning back in the chair, he crossed one leg over the other, resting his ankle atop his knee. Sitting there, he quietly bided his time.

Gus’s thoughts were interrupted by the crunch of glass that preceded a man walking through the hallway.

Stopping in front of the office door Gus was in, he turned and looked at him.

He had oddly gray hair that was trimmed short. His brown eyes looked like they’d seen too much, and done even more.

Hard eyes that Gus recognized as belonging to a man who’d fought the world and everyone in it.

The same kind of eyes Gus saw every morning in the mirror.

“My love, my love, did you find something?” asked a voice.

A beautiful woman bounced into view behind the man.

She had dark brown hair that was pulled back behind her elongated ears. Looking as eternal as most Elves did, she was extremely pretty.

A black collar was wound around her neck. It led to a shining silver chain that dangled down from her neck and reached the ground. It then pooled there and came back up toward the man, the end of it wrapping itself through one of his belt loops.

“It’s an Oogie-Boogie-boo, my love, my love,” said the Elven woman with a laugh. Then she pressed herself up to the man’s back and held onto him. Her arms wrapping around his middle.

“What are you doing here?” asked the man in a low growl.

“I’m talking to everyone here to try and figure out who this is!” Indali practically shouted in his mind. “Stall for time!”

As delicately as he could, Gus flicked out a speck of psychic energy at the man.

“Oh, none of that now,” the Elf said with a giggle a second after his psychic thread vanished. “Naughty, naughty, Mr. Boogieman.”

Sticking her tongue out sideways, the Elf nuzzled her cheek against the man’s back, watching Gus.

“Okay,” Gus said, holding up his hands. “I’m here because people from this building came and killed my father and my wife. I’m just an ex-Fed-PID detective who was working a case.”

Deciding that honesty was the best policy considering how easily the Elf had picked up his magic and annihilated it, Gus was well and truly unnerved.

The man stared without moving, blinking, or twitching.

“Really,” Gus said as the silence dragged on. “Only here because a kill team from this building killed my dad and my wife. That’s it. Really. I didn’t do any of this. I just walked in and it was like this.”

Clicking his tongue, the man looked defeated and annoyed.

“I’m sorry,” said the man in a low voice. “I don’t… want to do this. But I have no choice.”

With a sigh, the Elf let go of the man and moved a step away.

And the man started moving toward him.

Gus had the impression that this was about to end very badly.

Getting out of his seat, Gus scrambled to the side at the same time that the man simply walked through a desk. A casual swat of his hand splintered it and sent it crashing into a wall.

Fuck!

“Call him Steve! Right now!” shouted Indali even as the man approached him.

“Steve!” Gus said loudly, holding his hands up in front of himself again.

Freezing in place, the man stared at him, his eyes widening. There was a trickle of fear that suddenly came from the man. Where there had been none before.

Fear of being watched.

“My love! My love, my love. I must— I have to— I need to die! He can’t hear! Can’t see! Must not! I love you, my love! Only you!” said the Elf loudly, putting her hands to her ears and closing her eyes. She literally turned and ran away at a dead sprint, her leash rapidly winding out as she got further away.

It eventually ran out of slack and there was a sharp ping as the chain went completely taut, followed by a thump and the chain relaxing.

The man didn’t even flinch as the Elf seemingly hit the end of her line.

“Tell him he just needs to wait! Alex said to tell him, ‘Just wait a little longer, Steve’,” Indali said quickly. “Then… uh… baah… at him.”

The fuck are you telling me to do!? He’s a fucking monster!

You want me to fucking baah at him!?

“You have maybe ten seconds to tell me where you heard that name,” whispered the man. “My poor Leena… she bought me a little time but not much. Not enough. Make it quick.”

“Just wait a little longer, Steve,” Gus said. Then he cleared his throat and baahed at him.

The man—who was apparently named Steve—went very pale. His skin fading rapidly to the color of absolute bleached parchment.

Suddenly, he began to breathe hard and heavy, his hands quivering at his sides.

An overwhelming amount of fear blasted out of the man for a single second and then vanished. Gus couldn’t identify it, it was gone too quickly, but it had been very strong.

“Go. Quickly. Go now. Don’t come back. Please, go now. I’ll wait as long as I can,” Steve said in a broken whisper, looking to one side. “He’ll start paying attention soon.”

Not hesitating, Gus grabbed up his phone, skirted wide around the very frightening man, and ran down the hall.

Up ahead, he could see the Elf, lying spread-eagle on the ground. Her neck was bent at a weird angle, and her face was rapidly turning red.

She fucking killed herself? What the fuck is going on!

Leaping over the very obviously dead Elven maiden, Gus exited the building, hit the parking lot, and carried on at a dead run.

“We have no idea. Everyone is demanding that Alex explain it, but all he says is that’s what the Originator told him to do if he ran into Seville. That’s who that was,” Indali said. “Other than that, all he’ll say is he was happy to give you his own get-out-of-jail-free card. Because you’re his uncle.”


Chapter 29 – Bug Out

 

Closing the car door and sitting in the back seat, Gus closed his eyes and put a hand over them.

What he’d just encountered wasn’t something he should be dealing with.

I’m just a Boogieman that’s an ex-Fed. That’s it. This is all so… way… way beyond me. Way beyond all of us. This is a clash for titans, not the likes of us.

“Was it that bad?” Melody asked in a soft voice. The question wasn’t directed at him.

“Yes. It was. Like staring down a tsunami,” Jill replied, equally as quiet. Gus could hear them talking outside through his window. He’d accidentally left it cracked.

“Dad has told me about Seville, but I’ve never met him. I just know that I was to never go anywhere near him,” Melody said, then opened her door. “I’m glad to be going home but sad we couldn’t stick around.”

“Doesn’t matter. Mom clearly took care of it and is likely still taking care of it,” Gus muttered. “It isn’t as if she needs my help in what she’s doing. I just hope my dad’s words… stick… with her.”

Melody closed the car door and nodded her head.

“I think they will. The same reason she’s raging right now, is why his words will stick with her,” said Melody. “But… I’ll just say it now… I’m so… so very glad… I got on your mother’s good side. That I’m a nice daughter-in-law who she likes.”

Gus snorted at that, then chuckled.

“Dad… mentioned only recently that he got tired of having to bury bodies,” Gus admitted. “Never knew he’d been burying bodies to begin with. I get the impression my mom was very intolerant of people, and my dad really was the only ‘brake’ she had.”

“Wouldn’t doubt that for a second,” Melody said, easing up next to him. Then she laid her head on his shoulder. “Does that make you my brake?”

“Probably,” said Gus putting an arm around her. “Jill can be our therapist, I’ll be the brake.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Jill said from the other side of the car. “Every relationship needs someone who can pump the brakes as needed. Otherwise, it’s just a series of ever-escalating issues.”

Gus’s phone vibrated in his pocket once.

“I mean, that’s pretty much it, right?” he asked, fishing his phone out of his pocket. Looking at it, he saw it was a message from Mark.

Tapping it open, he saw it was a video. Looking at the first frame, he was fairly certain it was Fin’s eyes and the top of her head.

Mark, I swear. Please tell me this isn’t home porn of Fin going down on you.

She’s a beautiful woman and all, but I really don’t want to see this.

Shaking his head, Gus ignored the video and closed the message. He’d check it later if he felt brave. At the moment, he didn’t.

“Alright. Let’s go get debriefed. Maybe they can tell us something we don’t know,” Gus muttered.

 

***

 

Gus’s phone vibrated in a strange way on the bedside table next to him, waking him up from a dead sleep.

Groaning, he sat up partially and looked at his phone. He couldn’t see what it was from here and the screen had already depowered. It was set on a very low timer for notifications to light the screen.

Is it an amber alert again? Those always sound different.

Kinda weird for four am, though.

Melody made a sniffing noise next to him in the bed and snuggled closer to him.

Reaching over, he picked up his phone and powered up the screen.

Freezing as he saw that it was a message from Mark, Gus felt his stomach flop over itself. He’d put up a very specific tone on Mark’s contact ID if it sent him a high important message.

The message was very simple and made Gus break out in a cold sweat.

 

333

 

The first three was designated as the situation.

I’m under extreme duress and have bugged out.

The second was the location in question.

Residence comprised. Primary meet-up likely compromised, moving to secondary.

The third would only occur if his family was also in question.

Family under extreme duress and has bugged out.

Standing up, Gus got out of bed. He responded with the number one, to Mark.

“Melody,” Gus hissed.

“Wha…?” asked the sleepy contractor.

“Mark’s in trouble. I have to get to him,” Gus explained, not really waiting. He was already throwing on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt.

Not even bothering with shoes or socks, he left the bedroom.

“Catch up if and when you can. I’m sorry, I love you, I can’t lose anyone else,” Gus said, moving at a near run down the hallway.

He needed to get to the portal room Sam kept as soon as he could. He needed to get out to Saint Anthony and now.

Mark would likely be moving north out of the city, then would swing around to the west and finally south. To a cabin they’d designated as their secondary meet-up point.

Patting at his chest, Gus realized he’d forgotten Indali. Additionally, he’d forgotten his earpiece, which meant he wouldn’t be able to hear Serafina.

He didn’t even have his wallet.

All he had on him was his phone.

Don’t need anything. Just need me.

Gus’s thoughts solidified as he passed out of the living areas and into the working areas. Even at this hour, there were people going about their business.

Given that this was Sam’s home, it was unsurprising that they were all quite attractive women. Dodging around an Amazonian beauty, Gus kept moving. He needed to get to the portals.

And now.

Mark needs me.

“And you need me!” shouted a voice in his mind. There was a hard whump behind him that caused him to look over his shoulder.

Jill was there, her wings settling down on her back. He wasn’t sure how she knew to be here, or how she caught up with him, but he wasn’t going to argue.

There was a pressure inside his head that he’d grown to understand. Jill was ransacking his memories and thoughts. From what he picked up from her, she was going after where they were supposed to go to catch up with Mark.

Starting first with his house to recon it, then off to the meet-up.

Heading into the portal room, Gus slowed down to look at the portals. He needed to figure out which one was which, but there were far too many here.

Looking to the side, he once again found a beautiful woman at a desk with a large display in front of her.

“Which one goes to Saint Anthony?!” Gus asked with urgency.

Not responding to him, the woman looked at her display and tapped a button.

All the portals winked out except one.

“Thank you! I owe you!” Gus yelled even as he ran straight toward the portal.

Running through it at full speed, he exited into the office next to the lobby. It was a building Sam owned. He knew where he was, of course. He’d taken this portal once already.

Dashing through the door after yanking it open, Gus sped through the lobby and ran straight outside. His bare feet slapping against the cement.

Coming to a stop, he started to look around. He needed a car and he was going to take one by force.

Gus was knocked off his feet and then began to rocket up into the air.

Jill’s arms were wrapped around his middle and holding tightly to him.

“Front yard?” she asked inside his mind as they rose higher and higher.

Assuming whoever had attacked Mark was still around would be the safest course of action.

No. Just across the street from his house. The big tree.

He didn’t have to explain, he knew Jill had rifled through all his memories of the area. Thankfully, he’d been to Fin’s house recently and had scouted the area accordingly.

Just let me go once we’re over it.

I’ll land easily enough.

Find somewhere nearby to land and join me.

“Of course,” Jill said.

Pushing off his Human disguise, he let himself once more become the Boogieman.

Being trapped in a small room with a man that slapped desks into toothpicks wasn’t what he was good at.

Hunting from the shadows and taking the initiative was.

Jill flapped hard, pushing them high, only for her to tuck her wings in and lean forward. Her wings only sliding out enough to help keep her angle of attack as she dove forward.

Gus didn’t know how he felt being held like this, but it was better than trying to get to their location on foot. Not to mention significantly faster.

Soon enough they were over Fin’s neighborhood. From here, he could see two repair trucks in front of Mark’s house.

They went in more discreetly this time. I wonder why.

“Going to let you go, we’re just above the tree,” Jill said.

Do it.

Jill let him go and Gus began to fall. Holding his arms and legs out, Gus did his best to slow his fall, but he knew this would still hurt.

Slamming into the thinner branches at the edge, he activated his camouflage and let the tree do what he hoped it would.

To be fair, Jill had thankfully gotten him rather close. The fall wasn’t as terrible as it could have been and the amount of momentum he had to bleed off wasn’t that bad.

Hitting the ground, he was off in a dash, his clawed fingers and toes digging into the turf, asphalt, and then a repair truck.

Using it as a platform, Gus launched himself at the second-floor bedroom window.

He needed information, and his father had definitely taught him how to get that.

Blasting through the glass and sending it into the room, Gus landed atop the bed.

No one was here, but it was obvious something had happened here.

The door was hanging brokenly on a hinge, the sheets were thrown around, and a pool of blood was visible on the ground.

No!

Gus could feel fear flowing through the house now. His entrance had alerted everyone in the home to a new disturbance.

Moving out of the room quickly, Gus leaped for the ceiling. It had visible beams running across the top of the vaulted living room. It gave Gus something nice to sink his talons into.

Turning his head, he watched as several men in work clothes came into the room with SMGs raised.

There were six that he could see right now, but he felt like there was a seventh who was actively working on something else in Fin’s study.

Three broke off from the group and started up the stairs. The other three remained in the living room. Guns drawn, trying to look in every direction they could.

Singling out one in the back to land on, Gus put his attention on the other two. He knew he could handle two of them mentally at the same time but the third would be beyond him.

Dad must’ve hurt himself in his head to do what he did.

It was an idle thought that triggered his rage and brought it bubbling up once more. Drowning out his fear of the situation.

These soldiers were quite likely sent by the same organization that had come for his parents. The same group that had killed Vanessa and his dad.

Letting go of his hold on the beam as the three members of the team who’d gone upstairs entered the bedroom, Gus dropped quickly on his target.

The other two he smashed to the ground with a psychic blast. He tore their minds from them, shaking their thoughts and memories around like a ratcatcher would with a kill. Flinging mental bits and pieces of them around in every direction as he sought information.

Fin had been captured after killing two people. Mark was still on the run, but there were teams in pursuit of him.

Yes!

Landing with a wide grin on the third man, Gus slid his claws into the man’s throat and scooped it out in the same way a child would pull play-doh from a can.

Grabbing the SMG with his left hand, Gus lifted it and put a round into the head of each of the men he’d psychically lobotomized.

There was no reason to leave behind any evidence of what he’d done.

Storming back the way they’d come, the three upstairs rushed to the overlook.

Except Gus was already halfway up the stairs before they’d even started to move.

One of the three had decided to cover the stairs, giving Gus an easy time of pulling his mind apart.

Throwing the man’s consciousness through a mental wood chipper, he sorted through everything. They were sent to capture Fin and Mark and to interrogate them about Gus.

To learn why three kill teams were sent out and not a single person returned. Why there was no evidence of them ever having even arrived at the location, other than several nine-one-one alerts.

Satisfied, Gus let the man collapse, his mind a ruin that would never recover.

Lifting the SMG he’d stolen, Gus pulled the trigger twice for two short bursts. He cut into the two men through their center mass and downed them both. They collapsed to the ground where they twitched and squirmed.

Walking up to the one he’d interrogated, he shot him in the head with a single trigger pull. Then he went and finished off the other two with a single headshot each.

Behind him, he felt a sudden blast of fear. Fear of a Boogieman that had just killed an entire team.

Spinning, Gus realized he was already too late. He’d forgotten about the seventh man.

Standing there in front of him was that very man.

Except his hands were held up in front of himself, and a pale, slender arm was wrapped around his throat. Standing behind him was someone Gus didn’t expect to see at all.

Dunyasha—looking fit and healthy. From her luxurious black hair to her full figure.

Unexpectedly, she didn’t have only one eye, however. She had two.

Though one was clearly covered in a glamour and appeared to be a magical artifact she’d put into the socket. As if it were a prosthetic eye.

“Done with him?” asked the blood mage Vampire with a lovely smile.

Gus slipped into the man’s head like a sledgehammer through glass, ransacked him of his memories, and dumped him.

Slumping to the ground, the man fell in an unmoving heap as soon as she released him and stepped back.

Lifting the SMG, Gus fired a round into the man’s head, his brain exploding out the back and onto the floor.

“You look… very good,” Gus said in a low growl, unable to help himself. He felt far more honest as a Boogieman.

“Oh? Why thank you, Gus. I owe it all to you. I never would have thought just drinking once from you would… well, fix everything, but it did. Not a blemish on me,” Dunyasha said, gesturing toward herself. “Which means this is all yours, right?”

“Yes, it’s mine. You’re mine,” Gus agreed, his predatory mind accepting that simple fact as was his due. “Gotta get Fin. Why are you here?”

Gus started heading down the stairs. He needed to get outside so Jill could pick him up. They had a moving truck to track down that was heading out of town with Fin.

The Council was planning to briefly interrogate her, then eliminate her.

It was expected for her to have very little information about Gus. Mark was their primary target.

“For you, of course. Mark sent me an alert,” Dunyasha said. “Part of it was to meet you and provide assistance. From our previous talks, that meant you’d come here first.”

“Mark trusted you a great deal, then,” said Gus, moving to the front of the house. To have explained to her the bug-out plans that he’d made with Gus, without telling him, meant he trusted Dunyasha explicitly.

“I’m… a changed woman. I only want one thing. You and your blood, Gus. I’m terribly addicted even after just the one taste,” Dunyasha said in a teasing tone. “As to Mark, he and I worked closely together. I was the only person he could trust in the Fed before and after my attack, other than Fin.”

True. I was gone.

“I’m ready! I’ve got a route planned!” Jill announced. He knew she was standing outside on the sidewalk. They’d just take off from there and go after Fin.

“Can you keep up?” Gus asked.

“Of course, I can. I’m a blood mage. Though, is there any chance you could feed me? I’m living off of fake blood at the moment. Even the idea of tasting someone else’s blood after yours feels like cheating on you.”

“Chloe said something very similar the other day. How curious. I wonder if it’s a Vampire thing?” Jill asked curiously. “I bet it’s part of their feeding instincts. I’d like to study it.”

“Yes. After we get Fin, and find out what’s going on with Mark,” said Gus. “You can drink your fill.”

“From your neck,” Dunyasha added.

“Fine,” Gus said, shoving open Fin’s front door. Moving at a jog straight toward Jill, he knew she was ready.

Crouching down partially, the Imp-ubus’ wings spread out.

“Who… who’s she?” Dunyasha asked.

“I’m his Imp-ubus, Jill. A pleasure to meet you, Dunyasha. By the way, you’re much lovelier in person than in his memories. And I really like the artifact you’re using as your eye. It actually makes your hair darker and skin whiter and is quite lovely,” Jill said, wrapping Gus up in a hug as he got close. Then she snapped her wings down and powered them up into the air.

Pumping her wings, she drove them straight up into the sky, slowly rotating backward as she oriented them.

“I love flying so much,” Jill gushed as she rolled them over. Holding her wings out, they glided onward. They had a bit of flying to do to reach the location where Fin was being taken.

Though, if they could find the truck on the road, it’d be all the better. They needed to get to Mark as soon as this was done.

Surprisingly, Dunyasha appeared next to them. Flying through the air on what looked like a disc made out of swirling blood. She stood on it with an imperious air that fit her. Her arms were folded in front of her. Her dark hair flying out behind her.

Looking over at him, she gave him a grin.

“They didn’t need their blood anymore!” she shouted over the wind as it tore at them. Then she looked ahead again.


Chapter 30 – Rattling the Cage

 

“That must be it!” Dunyasha shouted.

Turning away from Jill’s neck, which was all he could really see without straining his own, Gus looked at the ground.

Down below them, a moving truck was winding its way through hills and ravines.

“I think so, too!” Jill agreed, having to yell just as loud to be heard. “We should follow it to its final location!”

“Agreed!” replied Dunyasha.

Looking at the Vampire, Gus felt very good about the fact that she looked so healthy. As if nothing had happened to her at all.

Other than her clearly unnatural eye, that was.

There didn’t seem to be a single other hint of the terrible attack on her.

“She did say it cured her completely without a single blemish. Given what… uhm… given what I experience from feeding on you, I imagine her own feeding was just as powerful,” guessed Jill. “And I’m sorry for dragging you out of bed last night. But we didn’t wake Mel up or anything. It went well!”

It’s… fine. I’m getting used to it.

“Do you think that maybe one of us should go ahead?” shouted Dunyasha.

“Maybe! Here, take Gus! I’ll stay with the truck, you go inspect the building!” answered Jill. She gave her wings a powerful pump and then did an odd little spin around the front of Dunyasha, neatly depositing Gus up against her front.

Somewhat shocked, Dunyasha and Gus both stared at each other from less than a few inches apart. Thankfully, he could get his feet placed relatively firmly on Dunyasha’s blood disc.

If he had to be honest, this was a bit easier than clinging to Jill. She had distracting qualities to her.

“Okay!” Dunyasha said, her arms having quickly locked around Gus’s middle. Tilting forward, the disc began to dip down away from the height they were at. “I can see people! They don’t look normal! Like military!”

Gus nodded his head at that. That wasn’t unsurprising if this was the correct location.

Folding his arms around Dunyasha, he called up his camouflage and spun it out around the two of them.

“Put us on the roof!” Gus said, trying to be heard but not to shout in her ear. “Don’t worry, they won’t see us!”

“I never had a chance against you!” Dunyasha said as they continued to descend.

“No! You didn’t! But you were so intelligent, so brave, and so interesting! I couldn’t resist reaching out to you first! That and your Fed profile picture really showed off your natural good looks! And let’s not even talk about how cunning you were!” Gus admitted, somewhat regretting how honest he felt as a Boogieman. The normal fears that everyone had in regards to the opposite sex were decidedly less for him when he wasn’t in his Human disguise.

Dunyasha’s hands pressed tighter into his back and then the disc suddenly pulled up, coming to a complete stop.

“It’s sloped, watch your feet,” Dunyasha murmured a second before she dismissed the disc.

Both of them got their feet placed quickly. Though Gus had an easier time of it, digging the talon on his heel into the tile and locking him in place.

He ended up rather grateful for having done that as Dunyasha nearly lost her balance, causing him to hold her upright.

Checking her shoes, she shifted her weight around, then nodded her head at Gus and gave him a smirk.

“Good now,” she whispered.

Releasing the blood mage, Gus began to passively feed on the fear all around him. As far as he could sense, there were at least eight people here.

His view had been terrible as they approached, though, and he had no idea what they looked like. Or even what they were equipped with.

Slowly, carefully, he began to inch his way to the edge of the roof.

With any luck, he could get a peek down and take a look at what they were going to have to deal with.

Reaching the end of the tiles, he found what could be nothing less than a soldier.

They wore full body armor, wielded a battle rifle, had a helmet on, and even had a comm system with an earpiece.

Watching, Gus couldn’t find anything else that stood out to him. This was almost definitely where the truck was heading.

Jill, this is probably it.

“Alright. Definitely seems that way. I think this truck is only ten or so minutes out. You might want to slip inside and find a spot to wait,” said Jill.

Good point.

Gus didn’t need to turn around to know that Dunyasha was practically standing on his heels. As soon as he’d started moving she started to slip out of his camouflage bubble. She’d likely gotten as close as she could to him in order to stay inside it.

Slowly turning around, he put his hand on her shoulder and leaned in close.

“We’re going to get inside and find a place to lie low. Preferably where they’re going to take Fin,” Gus explained in a whisper.

“I’m hungry,” Dunyasha replied as the sun barely began to crest over the horizon. “You promised. The sun is starting to make my skin itch through the spell as well. I haven’t eaten since yesterday. Mark’s message made me rush.”

“Fine, you can feed when we post up. Now come on,” Gus murmured. Reaching down, he got his arms underneath Dunyasha’s rear end and pivoted. Stepping off the roof, he landed with a soft pat.

It was enough to cause the nearby soldier to look his way.

Staring at Gus’s position for several seconds, the man slowly looked back ahead after finding nothing there.

Dunyasha had laid her head on his shoulder, her lips resting on his neck. She wasn’t doing anything at the moment, but he could tell she was practically torturing herself.

Making sure he had a good hold on Dunyasha, Gus moved around the perimeter of the ugly square building.

There were no windows, one door, and nothing else about it at all. An ugly box that boded no good for anyone at all.

The door itself had two guards on either side of it, causing Gus to pause in front of it and consider what to do.

“I can glamour the door shut. Keep it quiet when you open it,” said Dunyasha, her lips practically in his ear.

Nodding his head, he put his hand on the doorknob.

Dunyasha’s spell was slow. Slow and almost imperceptible. It was an untied glamour which meant she was actively holding it, giving it a better look and feel.

Even Gus had to really look at it to see the true door.

Turning the handle, he carefully pulled the door open. Neither guard seemed to notice.

Stepping into the building, Gus carefully closed the door behind them.

He was in a large open room. There was nothing here at all other than several ceiling lights, a table to one side with four chairs around it, and—at the center of the room—was a single chair with a very large bloodstain on the ground under it.

As if more than a few people had been bled out right there.

No one was inside at the moment. Walking over to a corner, Gus leaned up against it, putting his back to it.

“May I?” asked Dunyasha in a soft voice, her breath washing in a warm wave over his neck.

“Yeah. Just keep it quiet and make sure you lick it until it heals. Can’t afford to leave anything behind. Don’t pull too much, I’m going to need to be at full abilities here,” commanded Gus. “And if you co—”

The sharp pinch of fangs in his neck cut him off. The pain fell off instantly and was replaced by a warm, comfortable feeling as her saliva did its thing.

Dunyasha let out a low, lusty moan, pulling at his shoulders as she swallowed loudly.

“If you can’t eat quietly,” Gus warned. “You won’t eat.”

Shifting in his arms, Dunyasha seemed to get more comfortable. She then patted his shoulder. Nuzzling against him a bit more, she continued to drink, though much more gently this time.

Thankfully without the moaning and gulping.

“We’re here,” Jill said some time later. Gus didn’t know how long it’d been, but it felt like somewhere between five and ten minutes. “She… all done?”

Easing his head to the side, he looked down at Dunyasha on his shoulder. She was holding him much more loosely now. She wasn’t drinking from him anymore, thankfully. She’d finished a short while ago. Now she was just incessantly licking at his neck.

Yes. She’s just making sure the wound is sealed.

“That was very informative. I never realized there were so many intricacies to vampirism and feeding,” Jill remarked. “I look forward to exploring the mentality that goes behind it with both Chloe and Dunyasha.”

Uh-huh.

“I can see why you fantasized about her repeatedly. Though I’m also gratified that your attention has shifted toward me since we met, instead of her, Trish, or Melody,” Jill admitted.

Not a casual conversation to have, Jill.

“Of course, it is. Sex isn’t embarrassing. Neither is talking about it. With what we’ll be doing, we should—ah, they’re pulling a woman out. A group of them are coming to the—”

With a hard clack, the door opened and three men came inside. They were dressed similarly to the men Gus had killed at Fin’s house.

Two men came in dragging a woman between the two of them. Holding her by the elbows, her feet skidding along the ground.

Slamming her down into the chair, Gus got his first look at her.

It was Fin.

She had short, curly brown hair and steel-gray eyes. She was dressed in nightwear, looking like the beautiful Siren Gus would expect. Not to mention, she still looked like she had the build to hold up in hand-to-hand combat for a few rounds.

One of her eyes was starting to swell shut, and a faint trickle of blood had dried at the corner of her mouth.

There was also a strange device around her throat that almost looked like a collar.

Went out fighting. Good.

I imagine the collar is blocking her from singing. 

“This’ll be quick,” said a man walking in through the open door. It was closed behind him after every other soldier left the room. “You’ll tell me what you know about Gustavus Hellström, his parents, and his wives. Then you die. The way you die depends on what you tell me and how quickly you do it.”

Dunyasha slipped off Gus’s lap and crouched down low to the ground next to him. Jill was on the other side of the room in the opposite corner.

Fin laughed at that, her normal melodic voice coming out in a strange modulated sound. The collar was clearly regulating her voice.

“What I know about him,” said Fin. “I know you’re dead. He’s going to kill you. I’m fairly certain he’ll kill you before you can kill me.

“Other than that… everything I know about him… I wouldn’t tell you for anything in the world.”

Smiling at the man, Fin sat there.

Defiant, proud, and amused.

“We can make you cooperate,” said the man, walking over to Fin.

Casually, he inspected Fin’s face, tilting his head from one side to the other.

“I’m sure you could. I’m also sure that would make Gus kill you even more violently,” Fin said, then she took in a shuddering breath. Fear was flowing out of her despite her bravado. Fear of the situation she was in. “And Gus, I’d really appreciate it if you could… just end this now. I’d really like to go find Mark and go home. I know your godson would agree if he c—”

Before she could finish speaking, Gus had leaped forward. Landing atop the man, Gus stared down into his face.

Pouring horror magic into the slimy thing, Gus began pulling out the man’s mind. One memory and thought at a time. Stripping it all down to the bits and pieces he needed, and discarding the rest. Leaving nothing behind that would let the man be anything more than a gibbering idiot.

What fear had been there from Fin was now gone. As if it had never been.

He knew Jill was already working at getting Fin to her feet while Dunyasha was removing the device around her neck.

Pulling at the thoughts until there was nothing remaining of the information Gus needed, he finally released the man’s mind. Then Gus drove his elbow into the man’s neck, crushing his windpipe with a pop.

Getting up to his feet, Gus gave himself a shake and turned to look at Fin.

Only to have the woman slam into him at full speed, holding him tightly.

“Mark said you’d come. He swore it up and down. That you’d never let any harm come to me or him. That you’d gone through far worse for him in the past,” Fin said softly, clutching Gus’s t-shirt. Her voice once again had the normal extremely melodic tone he expected from her. “I doubted him. Doubted you. I shouldn’t have, but I did. I’m so sorry Gus. I never should have doubted you.”

Feeling very awkward, Gus patted Fin gently on the back.

“It’s alright. We’ll get you squared away. Still have to go get Mark,” Gus grumbled.

Even if he is a tool bag.

He’s my tool bag.

“Guards outside?” Dunyasha asked. Both her natural eye and her artifact eye seemed to be glowing at the moment.

“Yes, but I already have a fair idea of where we need to go,” said Gus. “They caught Mark and are in the middle of transporting him. They’re not that far from here yet. But we’ll need to be quick. We can’t stick around long.”

Stepping away from him, Fin sniffled once and then nodded her head.

“That’s fine. Just… clear the guards for me and I can handle myself,” Fin declared. The woman who had clawed her way up the Fed ladder was rapidly returning. “Done my fair share of ugly things in ugly places. This’ll be cake in comparison.”

“Great. Just… find somewhere to lay low. In fact, you should link up with Mel. She can get you somewhere safe,” said Gus. Reaching to his pocket, he pulled out his phone.

Or tried to.

At some point while they were flying, he’d apparently lost it.

“Lost my cell,” Gus said, looking around the room.

“They broke mine,” Fin said.

“Forgot mine on my nightstand,” apologized Jill.

“Waiting on a new one. It got crushed on an assignment Director Dresch sent me on,” Dunyasha said with a chuckle.

As if realizing for the first time that the Vampire was here, Fin stared at Dunyasha.

“That’s right, it did,” she murmured, then her eyes flicked to Gus and understanding blossomed in her eyes. “That’s fine. I’ll call Mel once I get to the city. I can find a phone I’m sure. Lark, LLC is a publicly listed number and not hard to get a hold of.”

“Great,” Gus said, nodding his head to the door. “Jill, go take care of them real quick?”

“Not a problem,” Jill said with a laugh. Putting her arms over her head, she stretched. When she got near the door, she simply faded away from view. Her camouflage spell moving her beyond their ability to see.

Gus turned to look at Dunyasha, then glanced at Fin.

“Sorry, one second,” Gus muttered, setting a hand to Dunyasha’s arm. Guiding her off to the corner of the room, he wasn’t sure how to ask what he wanted to.

“What?” Dunyasha asked with a smirk. It looked like she had a number of comments and questions she wanted to throw at him, but she somehow reigned it in.

“I need to go after Mark. You don’t have to,” said Gus, jumping right in. “But… I’d feel better with you there. I’ve run across a couple of blood mages in my time and they were always formidable. You’re the strongest I’ve ever met.”

Dunyasha clicked her tongue and gave her hair a toss, though with how short it was, it didn’t go far. Smiling up at him, she looked amused.

“I’ll come with you. But I want to feed from you. Privately. Personally. For at least a year. Your blood… is amazing,” Dunyasha said. “That’s what I want. That’s my price. I won’t nego—”

“Fine,” Gus agreed with a dismissive wave of his hand. He didn’t really care. Chloe fed from him constantly. Letting Dunyasha do it as well wasn’t going to bother him. “Let’s get going. We’ve got some ground to cover and I really don’t want Mark alone with them if I can help it. They’re not going to play very nice.”

“Good thing we don’t play nice either,” Dunyasha reminded him.

The door swung open again and Jill stood in the doorway.

“All set out here. Though, I think we might do ourselves a favor by taking the truck. We can keep an eye on Fin until we get in range,” Jill suggested. “That and from what I can tell, Mark is heading for the other side of the state, but still en route. Right?”

“That’s right,” Gus confirmed, Fin and Dunyasha following him outside. Not far off were the bodies of the soldiers who’d been out here. Gus wasn’t sure what Jill had done to them, but they looked quite dead. “From what I saw, they’re something like thirty minutes out with Mark. If we’re lucky, we can catch them on the freeway before they get to where they’re going.”

“I think we can make it to the location they’re going to in about ten minutes by air,” mused Jill. “Give or take. I’m still getting used to thinking of things by flying distance. Definitely should be able to catch them on the road.”

“I don’t think you should go with me,” Fin argued. “I can handle the truck. I’ve driven bigger. Please just… just go get my husband. Please.”

“Alright. You heard the lady,” Dunyasha said. “Let’s get moving. I’ll hold onto Gus on my disc. We can probably go faster that way. It doesn’t require any more or less effort on my part with one or two people.

“I can’t imagine your wings are the same way.”

“That’s… no, that’s very fair,” Jill agreed. “Off we go then.”

Gus stepped up to Dunyasha and wrapped an arm around her hips.

“Whatever gets us there quicker,” he said.

Seconds later, the three of them were shooting off into the sky once again. Chasing down Mark and his captors.

Gus had a sick feeling in his guts even as they rushed onward.


Chapter 31 – Set Loose

 

Really glad I actually positioned myself so I can see this time.

“I don’t know. I rather enjoyed holding you like I did,” countered Jill. “Not to mention, it was nice to feel how it affected you. A Succubus does love to feel appreciated. Even if my Imp side felt rather mortified.”

You know what? You’re actually worse than Mel. Or even Trish.

“Of course, I am. They both enjoy sex. I feed on it,” Jill agreed. “Trish, as deep into sex as she is and despite having her own version of sex magic, doesn’t need it. I do. I consider myself fortunate that my Succubus side was dormant until we met.”

Grimacing, Gus continued to watch the freeway below them as he hung onto Dunyasha. He had no idea if they’d be able to find the truck, but it was better than rushing straight toward the end goal. It wasn’t as if they were wasting time either.

“Still no truck,” reported Jill to his unanswered question. “And I promise the moment I see anything I’ll let you know. It’s still somewhere between you and I.”

Nodding his head, Gus was glad to have Jill in his head at the moment. After parting ways with Fin, they had decided to send Jill ahead while he and Dunyasha trailed behind. This plan was letting them cover a lot more ground.

“That looks like the truck they had Fin in!” Dunyasha said loudly, pointing downward.

Following the line of her arm, Gus could see a moving truck. It was traveling in the right direction and did indeed have the same company logo emblazoned on the side.

It was a company Gus had never heard of previously, but that didn’t actually mean anything. He wasn’t in the habit of memorizing moving companies.

“Mark is supposedly in one just like it!” Gus shouted as his eyes shifted away from the truck.

Around the vehicle were ten black sedans. They were clearly driving in a square formation with the moving truck bracketed between them. “Escort vehicles make it seem likely!”

Dunyasha nodded her head and then began to shift her weight forward. The disc of blood they rode dipped downward.

Gus had kept up the camouflage magic since they’d gotten airborne. If Dunyasha could get them close enough, they could check out the escort cars and the driver of the truck.

The sound of traffic gradually became louder as they got lower and lower.

Getting all the way down to the street level, Gus was able to bend over and peer straight into the windshield of one of the escort vehicles.

They were wearing military-grade equipment, had an SMG on their lap, and a comm system. The passenger had a shortened rifle, but similar gear.

The two people in the backseat were all the same as well, from what Gus could see.

“This is it!” Gus said, standing back up and looking at Dunyasha. “How do we want to do this?”

“I’ll drop you off on the truck! Then, I’ll ease back and wait to engage! You do your thing! If we’re lucky you can—”

A blast of magical energy pulsed out in every direction from one of the escort vehicles. Almost what Gus imagined a sonar ping would be like.

It wasn’t directional.

Nor was it aimed at him and Dunyasha.

This was someone figuratively banging on a pot with a wooden spoon. Just to see if anyone was there or lurking around.

Like a Boogieman.

“I felt that!” Dunyasha said, looking at Gus with more than a little nervousness.

“So did—”

One of the escort vehicles’ windows went down and a man with a gun appeared. It was aimed at Gus and Dunyasha.

Before the bullets could fly, Dunyasha had sent them off in some strange aerobatic maneuver. Almost like a lateral roll where they went from where they started, inverted themselves, came across the freeway, and ended right side up on the other side of the vehicle where the gunman had appeared.

Taking this as an opportunity, Gus let go of Dunyasha and leaped for the nearest escort vehicle.

Unfortunately, physics didn’t work very well with him. The amount of force he put onto Dunyasha’s disc sent her backward and rapidly drifting away from him, while Gus didn’t go very far at all. He landed atop some civilian’s hood.

The driver promptly swerved to the left and then braked hard, which launched Gus forward.

Spinning in the air even as he was flung free, Gus was able to recover his balance. The only valid place to land, however, was another person’s vehicle.

The first car slammed into this one just as Gus landed. Realizing he had almost no time, he bunched himself up and leaped again, straight for the back of the rearmost escort vehicle.

Quite a few windows were open now on those very same vehicles. SMGs and rifles were pointed his way.

Smashing through the rear windshield glass—the whole thing becoming little better than tiny fragments—Gus landed in the backseat with two armed individuals.

Grabbing the gun of the one on his left, Gus flipped it over and used his thumb to fire it backwards into the man on his right. Holding down the trigger to empty the magazine as he kept the weapon trapped, Gus kept moving.

No seatbelt.

Acting on his thought, Gus reached out and grabbed the door handle next to the man he’d disarmed. Getting his left foot up, he kicked the man with it, launching him straight out the door.

The magazine on the weapon he’d been firing was emptied in three seconds. All thirty rounds were dumped into the now leaky piece of meat next to him.

Snatching the pistol off the dying man’s holster, Gus raised it and put one shot in the back of the head of the passenger in the front seat. Shifting the weapon over, he did the same to the driver, then snatched the wheel with his left hand.

Lifting the muzzle of the weapon, Gus fired a round through the windshield.

Clambering through the center of the car, he punched the windshield out where he’d shot it, the whole thing crumbling apart just like the rear one had.

As he climbed out onto the hood, the car began to slowly drift to the left.

Digging the talons of his feet into the metal, he coiled up and jumped to the nearest black sedan.

Landing with a thump and denting the crap out of the hood, Gus raised the pistol and fired several times into the driver’s face.

Turning, he once more made a powerful jump, this time for the moving truck itself.

Landing on the back of it, he sunk his claws into the metal door with his left hand. He kept ahold of the pistol with the right and looked around.

Both sedans he’d dealt with were wrecked or falling back quickly.

Dunyasha zipped over the third sedan at the back of the formation, just as multiple gunmen had all started to aim for Gus. They hadn’t let their bullets fly as of yet, likely afraid to shoot the contents of the truck.

That was all the delay Dunyasha needed, however.

Holding her left hand out as she passed over them, the men all began to scream. Blood shot out of their eyes, ears, noses, and mouths. Then from the very pores of their skin.

Jerking suddenly to one side, the car skidded out, smacked into another car, and then began to roll, smashing from door to roof, to door, to wheels, and back to the door again.

Tumbling wildly, the car was clearly out of commission.

Dunyasha pulled hard on her disc, sliding towards the left side of the moving truck. A ball of blood the size of a boulder floated along beside her.

The door he was clinging to suddenly opened sideways, sending Gus outward toward the right side of the truck.

Two sedans came into view in front of him.

Thankfully, he’d inadvertently got the drop on them through the actions of another.

Lifting the pistol, Gus began firing at the driver, trying to tag them through the window. By the fifth shot, he’d finally connected.

Which was demonstrated when the car suddenly slammed into the side of the moving truck and the front of the car went under the back wheels.

The metal-tearing impact nearly knocked Gus loose as he hung there on the door. Whoever was inside the truck wasn’t so lucky apparently. A scream was heard, followed by a thump, causing Gus to glance back the way they’d come. Someone in military fatigues had fallen out of the truck and was bouncing along the roadway.

Then the man was promptly hit by a car, getting sucked under the wheels right afterward.

Not liking his position much, Gus clambered up the door and made it to the top of the moving truck.

Dunyasha came into view, surfing along her disc while slamming the blood boulder down repeatedly into two different cars. She bashed one with it, only to whip it around and slam it into the other. In front of her, she held a dark red shield of blood. Up ahead, a third sedan was firing on her unendingly.

Marking that as his target, Gus ran forward across the top of the moving truck and leaped for the car.

Those on the right side of the car saw him coming and ducked back inside.

Landing on the roof of the vehicle, Gus ended up crumpling it. The force of his impact dented it quite deeply.

Scurrying forward, Gus dug his claws into the hood and tore it straight off the front of the car.

Laying before him was an engine running at near full speed now. At some point, the sedans and the moving truck had started to speed up.

Gus had no idea why there were no cars in front of him but he didn’t want to find out either.

Not right now at least.

Swiping his claw across the wiring that led to the battery, Gus sliced through it neatly. Whipping his other hand across, he tore his fingers through several fast-spinning belts.

A clang, followed by the car rapidly losing power, heralded the fact that Gus needed to get off this ride.

Turning, he took a single step and then launched himself at the driver of the truck.

Blasting through the windshield, he went feet first into the man’s chest, crushing it violently. Unfortunately, he was also now stuck up to his ankles inside of the man’s torso.

Sticking halfway out of the windshield, Gus casually kicked the dying man off, flinging him against the inside of the passenger door, shattering the glass, and leaving the man partway out the window.

Wriggling inside the truck, Gus managed to get himself into the seat and then looked towards the road ahead of him.

Then something slammed into the side of the truck and sent everything rocking up onto one set of wheels.

Feeling his butthole pucker up, and his entire body clench, Gus yanked on the wheel to try and get the truck back under control.

No sooner than it felt like he was gaining control, something hit the truck again and sent it tumbling onto to its side.

Grinding along just outside his window was the freeway. Doing his best to stay away from the window since it could bust at any moment, Gus gave up on the truck. Bracing his feet against the frame and dashboard, Gus climbed up toward the passenger door.

The dying man was still hanging partway out the window.

Grabbing him by the rear end, Gus shoved him out the window, then followed him out. He crouched atop the still skidding truck.

Dunyasha was fighting with the last sedan on the road. A man was throwing spells up at her from where he sat in the car while defending against the blood mage’s return attacks.

Assuming she had control over that, Gus ran toward the end of the truck. Not bothering to mess with the door, Gus sunk his claws into the metal of the side and ripped it clear, making a hole for himself.

Before anyone could react, he activated his camouflage and dropped inside. As soon as he hit the ground, he got low to the thin sheet metal wall as the truck kept bouncing and bumping along the freeway. There were three people here with weapons, and one without.

Jumping for the ceiling, Gus hooked his claws into the thin metal and rapidly crawled his way over to the three with the guns.

As they were spending more time trying to keep their footing, they seemed less aware of the shafts of light approaching them. Each hole Gus left behind lit up the area more and more.

Finding a wooden support, Gus braced feet on it, then dove forward at the closest soldier. The other two he slammed to the ground with a mental cage.

Smashing both of his fists into the man’s head like a crazed animal, Gus began to hammer-punch the soldier in the face repeatedly. Over and over.

At the same time, he used nearly identical mental attacks on the other two. Blasting their minds apart under unceasing blows of his psychic abilities.

Tearing out chunks of their memories, thoughts, and knowledge as he did so.

With a sudden shudder, the truck came to a complete stop, breaking Gus from his bloody rampage.

Moving quickly, he reached the fourth person, a man with a hood over their head, bound and trussed up at the wrist and ankle.

Mark!

Snatching off the hood, Gus felt terrible. There were a great many gunshot wounds in the man’s chest. His captors hadn’t taken very kindly to being attacked and had fired on him.

“Hey, you’re gonna be okay. We already grabbed Fin and—”

Gus froze, staring down at the face of a dead man.

It wasn’t Mark.

Whoever this was, the man was quite clearly dead, and also not Mark.

They… they suspected a mole? A psyker? Something or someway that Mark could be tracked?

Fuck!

There’d been no memories at all inside the two he had killed that’d been helpful.

I… don’t know where to go or what to do.

I’ve lost Mark.

“We’ll figure something out! I’m working on clearing this facility but it’s looking like a mock-up!” Jill said. From what he could see of her mind, she was systematically going from room to room, area to area, poking through people’s minds. Reading their fears.

Looking for a hint or sign of anything that could help.

Everything was starting to look quite fake, though. Set up and staged.

Panting, Gus made it to the back of the truck and kicked open the door, slamming it to the ground.

Ducking down under the second door, Gus popped back up in early morning daylight.

Looking around, he couldn’t see much that didn’t appear like something out of an action movie.

There were multiple car fires. Wrecked cars in the distance. And a few bodies sprawled out on the ground.

Dunyasha dropped down to the ground lightly nearby. In her left hand, she held up the mage, and her right hand still held all the blood she’d collected.

“Are we done?” she asked, peering at Gus.

“Decoy. Wrong truck,” Gus admitted, looking at the mage squirming in Dunyasha’s grasp.

Before anything further could happen, Gus smashed a hole through the mage’s mind. Instantly he began draining the man of his memories. Anything that might help Gus figure out where Mark had been taken.

Thankfully, this man did indeed know just enough. He’d been hired on as a merc to provide magical assistance on this mission.

No one had known it was a decoy mission except for the mage. Everyone else just assumed they were transporting a high-priority prisoner.

His job was to kill whoever came for the decoy, which was why he wasn’t inside the truck. Where one might expect a heavy hitter to actually be.

He’d also overheard where they were actually taking Mark. To be fair, the mage had overheard it on purpose, hoping to leverage the knowledge later into a bigger payout.

And by overheard, what he really meant was magically inducing someone to tell him exactly what was going on. Then wiping their memory of it.

They’d taken Mark off-world hours ago. Through a portal hidden away in the outskirts of the city of Saint Anthony. In a small shack that was little better than a tool shed.

No address had been stated, but it was apparently east along the freeway heading out. At a highway patrol station.

It’d be tough to find it, but it was better than anything else they had.

Grunting, Gus slammed at the man’s mind, snuffing out what little of the man remained.

“I know where we’re going,” Gus said, looking back to Dunyasha.

The blood mage was eyeing the very dead mage in her hand now disdainfully. Dropping him to the ground, she then held out her hand to him.

Half of her face was splattered in blood. Part of her clothes had singe marks on them as if she’d been washed in flames, and it looked like she’d been shot at least once. Though there was no evidence of the wound remaining.

“Well, come on up, dearest Gus,” Dunyasha said with a smile. “We have work to do. Don’t we?”

Grinning, Gus took her hand and stepped up onto her disc.

“Going that way, Gus,” said Jill in an animated and excited tone in his mind. He got the impression she was flying toward the highway heading out. She could probably get there before them and start searching.

“You need to feed?” Gus asked as Dunyasha lifted them up into the sky and he dropped his camouflage spell over them.

“Really? You mean it?” she asked, eyeing him.

“Yes. You did a lot of work and I’m pretty sure you were shot, as well. Probably had to power-heal that. I’m sure I can spare a sip or two,” Gus said. He knew he’d likely already replaced the blood he had lost to her.

His regeneration was running on the higher end right now given the sheer amount of fear bleeding off everyone.

Not to mention, blood was easy to regenerate. It happened naturally.

“Then… yes, please. In fact, can you fly us there while I take that drink? Just, lean into it like it’s a skateboard. You can go face-first or side-first,” Dunyasha said, then turned slightly. Gus felt everything shift as the disc responded to where he was on it, rather than her.

It took him only a few seconds to get the hang of it. It was more or less exactly what she’d said. Feeling more comfortable riding it like a skateboard, he turned until he had his side facing forward.

“You have no idea how delicious you are,” Dunyasha whispered, wrapping her arms around him tightly. “I can see why Chloe is practically your blood-slave. I don’t mind becoming one either.”

Leaning against him, Dunyasha bit down on his neck and began to feed.

Moaning loudly, and swallowing hard every time she got a full mouthful, Dunyasha drank from him.

Whatever.

Coming for you, Mark.

Stay the fuck alive, for me. Stay the fuck alive.


Chapter 32 – Breaking In

 

Stepping off the disc, Gus found Jill standing next to a small shack. The door was wide open and nearly hanging by a single hinge alone.

Decrepit didn’t begin to describe the shack.

Not far away was the only highway patrol station they’d encountered so far, which was depressing in its own way. If it wasn’t here, he wasn’t sure how far they would have to go. Or worse, if it didn’t exist at all.

“I honestly think this is it,” said Jill and then motioned to the packed dirt in front of the shack. “That’s a lot of footprints for a shack. Isn’t it?”

Looking down, Gus found Jill was absolutely right. It was far too much traffic for a building in the middle of nowhere.

Not even including the fact that it was a shack.

“I can feel something there, but… it’s almost too faint for me to be sure,” Dunyasha said, putting her hand up and dissolving the disc into the boulder of blood that floated along behind her.

Walking up to the shack, Gus began to feel about with his magic and his senses. He’d often been able to pick up on magic. Even long-since closed portals.

He felt it then.

A speck of magic that was heavily obscured.

Too bad for them I’m what I am.

Sinking a claw into the portal, Gus pulled downward. Tearing away from reality, the portal started to open.

“Ah, I see it. I’ve got it,” Dunyasha said, stepping in next to Gus. Placing her hand next to the portal as Gus let his fall, she brought a small blob of blood over. No larger than a marble, it hung in the open space of the portal.

Sounding like a rush of water, the blood ball expanded rapidly outward into an oval. Forcing the portal into the same shape at the same time.

“That’ll remain stable for at least a day,” Dunyasha said, looking at Gus.

Not waiting, he stepped through the portal and out the other side. If there was something on this side, he wanted to be the one who dealt with it.

Except there was nothing here.

An empty field of what looked like corn.

“The hell are we now?” Gus grumbled. He hated plane-walking. Hated it with a good deal of passion.

“I don’t know, but… the sun doesn’t burn as badly here,” Dunyasha said, stepping out of the portal next to him.

“I’m glad you’re in less pain, Yasha,” Jill said, leaning forward, past Gus, to look at the Vampire. “Can I help in any way?”

Frowning, Dunyasha looked at Jill. Searching her face for a few seconds, she shook her head slightly.

“No. But, thanks for asking,” Dunyasha said.

“Of course, Yasha. You and me, we have to break in. Right? So let’s make this work as partners,” Jill said, grinning at the other woman.

Staring at her for another second, Dunyasha suddenly grinned at her. Her fangs showing.

“You’re right, Jill. You’re right,” agreed the Vampire.

“So… the castle, then?” Gus asked, looking at the large stone structure in the distance. “The one with a satellite dish on it. I mean… just a guess but… that seems pretty abnormal.”

“Oh, yes. That is rather strange isn’t it?” asked Jill, looking in the same direction. “Or the fact that it’s pointed… toward the ground. Rather than the sky.”

“Must be a big open portal somewhere. Rather than cords and cables like what Sam does, they do it by satellite,” surmised Gus.

“Seems kind of peculiar,” Dunyasha murmured.

“I’m sure they just said a wizard did it,” said Gus. “Or it’s art. Easier to camouflage the whole thing here off-world than trying to do it on-world.

“We’ve been picking those bases apart quite rapidly. These are likely the most secure bases they have right now. Much harder to track and find.”

“That makes sense, actually,” Dunyasha agreed. “How many people can do what you just did, I wonder. It can’t be that high.”

Feeling a frown forming on his face as Gus considered that, he realized that her question raised a sorely under-examined subject. How was the Council opening all these portals? Keeping them open and maintaining them.

“No idea. It’s a really good question, though,” Gus replied and started walking toward the castle.

“Especially given that we have no idea how the enemy is doing it and keeping them open,” Jill added. “Though it isn’t our problem. Mel pulled us out of this debacle after… after what happened.”

Whether Dunyasha knew or not, Gus didn’t know. It didn’t reflect either way in her face when he glanced over at her, but she could be hard to read at times for him.

“I do like the eye, by the way,” said Gus. “Would look just as pretty with an eye patch though.”

“I know, and I do have a nice one for when I’m not wearing my artifact,” Dunyasha said in an offhand way. “I have one that’s quite lovely and simple, one that’s a bit more menacing, and a few in pastel colors. I might as well turn it into an accessory if I have to wear one. Right?”

“Speaking of the artifact, what is it? I’m curious,” asked Gus.

Exiting the field, they found themselves on a dirt path that had clearly been worn down by feet and narrow carts.

“Bought it. It acts just like an eye but also lets me see through a lot of magic and glamours. It can be a little disorienting at times. I don’t wear it to bed or if I’m not doing anything. That’s when the patch comes out,” explained Dunyasha. 

“I look forward to seeing it,” Gus said in a low growl as his eyes scanned the open land in front of them. There was a considerable distance between them and the castle. One that would let anyone see them as they closed in on it.

There was only one dirt road he could see leading to the front gate.

“Of course, you’ll see it. It’s a foregone conclusion,” agreed Dunyasha.

Wish I’d brought Indali. Completely forgot her.

Don’t have a firearm at all.

“You have me. And Yasha,” Jill argued. “Do you really need anything else?”

No. I don’t.

Go search the nearby areas. Make sure we’re going to the right place.

“I understand. If I find people, I’ll peek into their thoughts. It’s very handy that I’m able to mimic all your abilities. I can’t imagine becoming a normal Human again,” Jill said.

“Yasha,” Gus said, turning to look at her. “Bring out the disc. You and I are going in for a look and to see if we can’t get in.”

Jill’s wings snapped out and she took a few steps and then leaped into the air. Rapidly vanishing into the sky even as she faded out of view by activating her camouflage.

“I… of course, Gus,” Dunyasha said and held an arm out to him.

Stepping next to her, he put his arm around Dunyasha’s shoulders and pulled her up against his side. Then he curled his arm further around her in a possessive way.

Dunyasha wrapped her arm around his waist and then summoned her disc of blood underneath them.

Tilting the whole thing, they started to glide forward and up. Gus dropped his camouflage over them once again, hiding them from prying eyes.

“I personally like you in your natural Boogieman self. You’re a lot more honest with your wants and desires,” said Jill, clearly speaking to how he was feeling rather than thinking.

Gus refused to respond to her.

Picking up speed as they moved toward the castle, Gus felt more and more that this was the right place. There was a significant presence on the walls. People carrying what were very obviously rifles. Most of them with sight additions so that they could clear the long stretch of open ground in front of them.

They were also all wearing body armor and helmets. They looked just like the soldiers he’d already encountered. 

“I’d say this is the place,” Dunyasha whispered as she started banking them around. She brought them up around the wall, then slowly around the tower at the corner and along the next wall.

It was more of the same.

Looking toward the inner area of the castle, Gus found that it was much more like he’d expected. A majority of it looked very modern with modern needs for a base in a foreign land. From small storefronts to what looked like a post office.

“It’s all staged from the outside. Anyone looking at it from this world would think nothing of it. They probably shoot anyone and everyone who gets anywhere near it,” Dunyasha said, apparently having seen the same thing he did.

“Yeah. Definitely seems like that’s the case,” Gus said, turning his eyes toward the massive central fortification. It looked like it was made out of stone that matched the walls. Rising up beyond the height of the walls, it had the correct appearance for what one would likely expect for the area. At the top of it were a number of soldiers, all with what looked to be very high-powered sniper rifles.

“Betting Director Ehrich is in the fort. Maybe at the top?” Dunyasha asked.

“Dunno. So far, they’ve always burrowed down into the ground,” countered Gus. “Putting the princess in the tower seems a bit out of the ordinary for them. Doesn’t it?”

“So does building a castle with a satellite dish,” Dunyasha argued.

“I… fair point,” Gus said with a sigh. “Put us down on the top. We’ll sneak in and move lower. And… well, forgive me for this.”

Being in such close proximity to the blood mage made it easy to push right into her mind.

Doing so deliberately, and obviously, he moved right into the middle and set up there. Just as he’d once done with Jill.

“I… you’re… hello?” Dunyasha asked inside her own mind.

Easier this way. Now, put us down right in the middle. We can take the guards, ransack their minds, and figure out what to do and where to go first.

“Okay. Uhm. You haven’t been reading my thoughts up to this point, have you?” Dunyasha asked.

No. I try not to. Especially with the people I care about. Idle thoughts, thrown away at whim, are not something that needs to be communicated.

Otherwise, we’d all hate each other.

Moving up to the top of the fort, Dunyasha brought the disc down right in the center.

There were eight soldiers up here, two at each corner. Though the distance between each team of two was considerable given the footprint of the tower itself.

You good? Don’t need to eat or anything?

“What, from them? Never. I’ll only drink from you ever onward, Gus. I said I’d be your blood-slave, and I meant it.

“I’m full at the moment, however, but thank you,” Dunyasha replied.

“Ah, she’s so cute. I don’t think she’s ever been in love. Then again, it’s not like I knew what it was either,” Jill admitted. “She reminds me of those people who surround themselves with power and prestige. They have no idea how to function normally with other people. I’m sure I can work with her and help her get in touch with a more normal state that’ll fit her better.”

Not everyone needs a psychiatrist.

“Actually, it wouldn’t hurt if everyone did see one. You’d be surprised how often it’s just a question of talking out their thoughts, rather than solving problems,” Jill said. “Isn’t that right, Gus? Sometimes you just have to call someone and talk. Even if it’s two in the morning.”

Realizing she was talking about his own experiences and calling his mom at weird hours, he couldn’t argue the point.

She was right.

Gus caught Dunyasha’s eyes with his own and then head nodded toward one of the teams.

They began to creep over, keeping close together on the approach.

Reaching them, he realized there was nothing to gain from being so close to them. They weren’t talking, there was nothing nearby that would provide him information, and they were simply laying there on their bellies.

Rifles set up on bipods facing out in different arcs.

Oh, well.

Stabbing into their minds, Gus sunk both soldiers into a deep mental slumber. Keeping them upright but blanking out their active thoughts.

Going through their memories, he found they were Cambions. Nasty ones.

This entire fort was filled with those who exhibited aggression and ugly traits beyond the normal expectation. They were put here because of that.

Because the population around them might need to be stomped out, used for work, or worse. Having a fort filled with the worst of the worst would give them the ability to do the job they would be ordered to do.

Regardless of the orders.

Unfortunately, these two knew very little about what was actually going on in the fort.

They’d seen a column arrive with a prisoner—since they were on duty when it’d happened—but beyond that, they knew nothing. Their expected duty was to stay here at the top of the fort and shoot anyone they could see who came within range.

Establishing the entire fort as a no-go zone for the local inhabitants was priority one for them.

“Disgusting. They’re little better than monsters,” Jill muttered. “I found a town by the way. Going in to land right now and start looking around.”

Snuffing out the minds of the two soldiers, Gus wiped them clean. They would do no one any good and the world was inherently better off without them in it.

Turning in place, Gus reached out to the next closest team. After confirming they knew nothing more than the first team had, he simply removed them from their own minds. Separating them as if they were attached by a string.

Since they were all laying down, it wouldn’t be immediately obvious to anyone that something had changed up here.

Focusing on the third team, he once more checked to see if they had anything to add to what he knew, then ripped them free.

The last team went in the exact same way.

“Okay, that’s all of them,” Gus said, looking at Dunyasha. “I didn’t kill them. They’re just… never going to wake up. Do you want their blood?”

Dunyasha smiled at him, revealing her very bright fangs.

“Why thank you, Gus. That’s a lovely gift,” said the blood mage.

Holding her hand up to the two nearby soldiers, she made a clawing motion.

Exiting their eyes, ears, and mouths, blood began to spray out of them in a torrent.

“This is so much easier when they’re alive and not fighting,” Dunyasha murmured. “I think I should stay up here. I can provide information as well as tactical assistance to what’s going on out here. It would also let you move quicker.

“As much as I like the idea of sticking close to you, that would limit your movements. I’m obviously quite useful in a stand-up fight, but not as much when we’re talking about having to work in small spaces and being… quiet.”

“Okay. Thank you, Yasha,” Gus said with a nod of his head. “I’ll head down and in. Take up one of their comm pieces and listen in for us. Maybe you’ll get something.”

“Not a problem,” Dunyasha said with a casual wave of her hand.

A chair made of blood formed, along with a standing umbrella. Sitting down and crossing one leg over the other, she looked oddly comfortable.

Heading for the hatch that would lead into the fort, he detached his mind partially from Dunyasha’s. He didn’t need much more than to monitor her to hear her if something went wrong. He certainly didn’t need to share a space with her.

Moving quickly, Gus had to get around the satellite dish.

He had briefly considered smashing it, but that would actually alert them to his presence. And that wasn’t something he wanted.

Stopping suddenly in front of it though, he reconsidered his options.

Holding out his hand he built up an ugly ball of horror magic at the center of the dish. Then he tied it off but kept it available to himself.

Somewhat like explosives… that’ll work if I need things to go boom. It’ll also cut communications, I imagine. We don’t need any other guests joining this party.

Not at all.

“I’m not finding anything here,” lamented Jill. “They all just stay away from the castle and anyone who comes out of it. It’s more or less viewed as a wizard’s castle. Anyone who goes to it never comes back, and going anywhere near it will get you struck down with lightning.

“Or I suppose… a high-powered rifle round from that fort. The crack probably sounds like thunder.”

Definitely the right place then. Now I just need to find him.

“What if… he’s already gone?” Jill asked.

Gus didn’t know how to respond to that. He didn’t even want to consider the possibility of Mark being dead.

Losing Vanessa and his father had already been enough of a blow to him.

If he lost Mark—the one person who wasn’t family or in love with him, but still accepted him, wanted him around, and was his friend—he didn’t know what he’d do.

Pulling open the hatch part of the way, Gus found he was looking into a very modern armory.

Lockers, weapon lockers, and benches were all spread out within view.

Slithering through the gap, Gus entered and closed the hatch behind himself.

He was inside. Now it was just a matter of finding Mark.


Chapter 33 – Falling Free

 

Looking around, Gus found it was more or less what he’d expected.

It really was a deployment armory.

Sniper rifles, body armor, lockers for people to store their belongings, a shower, restroom, and a small break room.

Everything someone would need to be on a position for a long while, and be able to successfully rotate in and out of.

Military base.

That means I need to find the communication hub after I confirm Mark is safe.

I’ll need to disable the hub to get him out without anyone coming for us.

Blowing up the dish is a great start, but there’s probably a backup or a redundancy somewhere.

Standing there, he listened.

He tried to smell if there was any fear.

Then he made a soft echoing pulse of psychic energy—copying what he’d learned from the mage—to feel if there was anyone near.

Except the pulse was so soft, it barely made it more than ten feet from him. But that was perfect when he considered it. He didn’t want to alert anyone to his presence, but he wanted to know if someone was near.

All in all, he was fairly certain that he was alone.

Quietly, he slunk to the door, popped it open a few inches and peered out. He was looking at a stairwell that wound downward. There was no door or access to anything else from this point that he could see.

Roof is restricted-access maybe? Only specialized or certain people?

If that’s so, this’ll lead down to a defensive area, I bet. Somewhere that people man and engage from maybe? A security position?

Just in case there’s a rooftop insertion, like what just happened?

Pushing the door open, Gus entered the stairwell. Looking down the center, he could see the bottom. There didn’t appear to be any doors all the way down. Just a never-ending staircase.

Leaping over the top rail, he grabbed it and hung off with one foot.

Contemplating how to make this work, Gus gave up and pushed off lightly.

Grabbing the top rail of the stairs below and across from him, he got his foot to the floor of it, then pushed off again. Back toward the other side.

Moving down quickly and with very little noise, Gus went floor to floor.

In less than ten seconds, he reached the bottom with only a gentle pat of his clawed feet hitting the cold tiled floor.

Hmm.

Mother was right.

I was leaning too hard toward Human.

“Yes and no. Your Human side is also you. It’s your father and his restraint. His common courtesy, empathy, and care,” Jill cautioned. “Because if it weren’t for your father, where would your mother be? Even now, we both know his words are resounding in her mind. And when her bloodlust is sated… she’ll come home. Only because of your father.”

Uh-huh.

Thanks, doc.

“You’re welcome. You’re my favorite patient,” said Jill with a laugh. “I’m heading back your way. Nothing else to find here. I’ll stop in and talk to Yasha. I’m very curious to see what she means by blood-slave and I don’t want to go digging through your memories on that one. It has some dark feelings attached to it.”

It’s literally what it sounds like. Someone who gives their blood to a Vampire in a slave-like fashion.

She’s offering to slave herself to me for my blood. Turning the name upside down.

“Oh, well. I didn’t expect you to be so forthright,” Jill admitted.

He got the impression she was flying rapidly towards the castle now.

Exiting the stairwell, Gus found another door. One with a horizontal push bar opening mechanism.

Doors were rapidly becoming the bane of his existence. They were obvious indicators of something going on that shouldn’t.

Not bothering to think about it, he just pushed the door open slightly, with the least amount of pressure he could. Letting it rest on the latch.

Standing there, he waited. He didn’t for a moment believe there weren’t people on the other side. He could feel fear coming to him from deeper inside the fort. There was no guarantee it was from people close by, but he’d bet on it.

And he was counting on the idea that he’d opened the door enough to catch someone’s attention.

The door creaked and then shut itself, someone pushing it closed.

Nodding his head, he was glad to have his theory confirmed.

Waiting only a few moments, he gently pushed the door open again until it rested on the latch once more.

Responding much more quickly this time, someone came over and closed the door again.

Smirking, Gus opened it a third time.

The door was jerked open and held there.

Standing in the door frame was yet another soldier. One with an SMG pointing forward as if he expected someone to be there.

Taking a step forward, the man peered into the stairwell.

Using the opportunity, Gus stuck a needle of power into the man’s brain.

He knew very little, other than his job. And right now that was to guard this door.

Using his horror magic, Gus laid a suggestion into the man’s mind.

That someone was just around the corner. That they were waiting for him.

He needed to be careful.

To hold the door open so he could fall back, but also to peek around the corner.

It was his job to clear the stairwell, after all.

Grimacing, the man visibly experienced the thought as if it were his own.

Pushing his back up to the door, he slowly eased forward to look around the corner.

Gus slid past the soldier, taking the keys and keycards at his waist as he did so. Bringing them into his personal camouflage bubble as he did it.

Reaching up with a taloned finger, Gus lightly split the hinge pin off where it held the hinge together.

With a bang the door hit the ground and sat there, unmoving.

There, now Jill can get in easily.

Gliding past the soldier who was now swearing at the door, his two companions sitting behind a machine gun, and then finally into the adjacent hallway, Gus felt pretty good.

Checking each mind he passed, he found that almost every single person here was little better than a sadistic soldier.

People who had committed one terrible act after another.

Entering what appeared to be an assembly area, Gus considered what to do or where to go.

He knew the general layout of the facility from the minds he’d wiped and those he’d just read, but he didn’t actually know where Mark would be. No one had any idea about interrogation cells or prisoners.

For all intents and purposes, this was an operations base.

A jump point.

Only recently had it become anything more than that. Though none of those he’d scanned knew why.

Of course, Gus did. Their operations were being hit so hard they were converting older locations.

Scratching at his jaw, he considered what to do. He didn’t feel like he had a lot of time, but he also needed information.

Acting recklessly would be just as likely to get Mark killed as to free him.

There was no guarantee there wasn’t a “kill him if things go boom” order that existed.

Security room, then.

The things every soldier he’d encountered had known was where not to go, and where the security room was. Because while security was certainly a place not to go, it was also a location that they might be called to defend.

Getting out of the assembly area, Gus started heading toward what he was almost certain was the security room. Or at the least, a communication hub.

In either case, he’d be happy to check the location and see if anyone there knew anything.

Not to mention place a few more horror charges. If he had anything to say about it, this entire castle was going to go up in a nightmarish fear bomb of magic and death.

There wasn’t a great deal of movement going on in the fort. Everyone seemed to be where they needed to be. Trying to navigate around here without raising suspicion would be rather difficult, he imagined.

“Good thing we don’t have to be visible,” murmured Jill. “Just landed. Going to chat with Yasha real quick, update her, and head down.”

Gus was actually very thankful for Jill right now.

Having someone who could actively participate with him was becoming something he didn’t think he could do without.

He had his support types with Serafina and Indali. His investigative types with Melody and Janelle. The one who kept the home fires burning and provided magical support and healing was Trish. And his sexy and convincing, if extremely deadly, infiltrator was Chloe.

But there hadn’t been anyone to get the dirty work done with him.

“Don’t forget Yasha. She’s been very useful to us so far and we can cloak her and bring her along easily,” Jill said, interrupting his thoughts. “Between the two of us, we can keep her well-secluded. And she has far more combat ability than Mel, Trish, or Chloe.”

What? Why are you arguing about this right now?

“Because this is how we’re going to arrange our expedition team,” answered Jill. “In the future, it’ll be us three that get sent out for operations like this. Everyone has their own functions. Ours are combat-oriented with a slight investigative overlap.”

I’m a very good—

“Combatant. Mel can handle investigations and we can assist her. But it shouldn’t be our focus. Do you really think anyone else in our group could do this?” asked Jill. At the same time, he had a mental image of her literally crawling along the ceiling of an office he didn’t recognize. “Now hurry up and get in here. I’ve already double-checked the room so we’re clear of magical traps. Now I’m starting to go through people’s minds. You’re much better at this than I am, though, so… come on already.”

Confused at how Jill had gotten in front of him, Gus hurried up.

Only to end up stopped dead in front of a close door.

Truly the bane of his existence in these missions.

“Sorry, can’t help you. I went through the ceiling tiles. They’re all movable and there are steel supports in there. I just crawled through and exited into an empty break room. Followed people in from there,” Jill explained.

Wanting to growl and punch the door down, Gus did something stupid.

He reached up and knocked firmly on the door. He didn’t have any other bright ideas and this seemed the most likely to provide a result.

“Did… did you just—”

The door was pulled open partially and several men with rifles charged out. They nearly ran Gus over in their haste to secure the doorway.

That was quite a response.

“Yes. Yes, it was,” agreed Jill.

Sliding between two of the soldiers, Gus made it through the doorway and into the security room.

If he had any doubts about it being the right location to gather information, they were gone in a flash. There were a great many people here watching monitors, soldiers with weapons, as well as a number of radio operators off to one side.

Communications hub. Drones, comms, data, and video feed.

“Indeed. I was just working with the ones at the screens to weed them out. It takes me a bit and they’re less likely to have information,” Jill said. “You can work on the officers and those in the back. They’re clearly in charge or at least… they’re not nobodies.”

Looking at the center of the room, he could see Jill. Hanging upside by one hand and two feet, the other hand hung freely as she turned to look at the people below her.

Her wings were spread, her hair slightly wild, and she looked every bit a very sexual and deadly predator.

Gus was extremely attracted to her right now, looking at her in that way.

As if feeling his eyes on her, Jill tilted her head around and looked at him upside down.

Then she gave him a wide toothy smile.

“Later, lover. Later. Hunt now,” said Jill before turning back to those at the computers.

While unable to disagree with her, Gus also didn’t do exactly as she suggested.

Instead, he began to place large explosive charges of horror magic. Dotting them throughout the room, he made sure they were well camouflaged and buried.

Computer systems, displays, equipment—he wasn’t being stingy with his magic.

Because there was a good deal of fear emanating out of these people.

Less so than normal people, but still more than enough to suit his purposes and feed him.

Keep him topped off.

Only after laying a charge inside a massive hunk of electronics that he had no idea what it did, did he finally turn his attention to the individuals in the room.

Trying to not waste any more time because Mark was depending on him, Gus started to push and pull his way through minds. Sorting thoughts rapidly out into information that could be useful and things that weren’t.

It wasn’t until he got to a man sitting at the back of the room at a desk by himself that he found what he was looking for. Information about Mark and his arrival.

Several hours ago, a prisoner that was listed as “extreme priority” was rushed into the fort. They were bagged and unidentifiable in every way. To the point that they were rushed through at a sprint between a group of soldiers. All people from an elite tip of the spear group that worked for the Council. Each and every one of them a Boogieman and Special Forces operator.

Right through this very security room, into the elevator bay in the corner, a special key inserted, and down they went.

The prisoner had been taken down into the depths of the fort to the lowest level. Where prisoners that needed to vanish and never return were taken. Where they would be questioned until they broke over a series of days.

Another prisoner had been taken to a second location, and when the information from that interrogation came in, he was to bring it down.

This man, a colonel, had been ordered to keep everyone out at all costs otherwise. As of yet, no one had reported in about Fin and her captors being neutralized. Nor any information from her interrogation.

Gus could use that as a way to get him down there to report in that they hadn’t heard anything yet.

Got him. Bottom level. Elevator.

I’m going to get this bastard over there and have him key it. We’ll use him as a means to get down there.

Hop to, my lovely Dark One.

Laughing in his mind at the nickname, Jill casually let go of the ceiling with her feet and began swinging hand over hand toward the elevator. Her clawed fingers dug into the steel supports as she went.

Gliding a thread of psychic power into the man’s mind, Gus began to stoke feelings of insecurity. Fear that they hadn’t heard from the group that was taking care of the second prisoner.

That perhaps they should send a third team out to check on the other one. Because if they were compromised, they should be ready for that.

The colonel practically shot to his feet.

His fear of being compromised was very real and very distinct. Gus had inadvertently struck a chord in the man’s mind.

Leaving his desk, he started walking for the elevator.

“I’ll be right back,” he said absentmindedly. Almost as an afterthought, in fact.

Heading straight into the elevator where Jill was already standing, the colonel pulled his keyring out of his pocket and hunted down the elevator key.

Gus stepped into the elevator as the man stuck the key into the lock and turned it. Then the colonel tapped the button for the lowest floor while holding the key turned.

With a ding, the elevator doors slid shut.

Only then did the colonel turn the key back into its normal position and remove it.

Swiftly, the elevator began to descend down into the depths of the fort.

Coming for you, Mark.

I’m coming for you.

Just need a bit longer. That’s all.

Then it’s just a question of getting out of here.

Jill had crept up close to the man’s side and used a talon to cut the key off his keyring. Leaving only the upper fifth of it and the hole the keyring had been jammed through.

Holding up the key. Jill gave him a wide smile, then slid it down her shirt and into her bra.

“By the way. Mother said the increase in breast size is probably from becoming a full Succubus. Not that I’m complaining but… you and I were both curious, so I asked her.”

The aggression, fear, and pressure of the situation were mounting inside him, and Gus was feeling decidedly non-Human at the moment.

More like a predator finally getting downwind of his prey.

Mine, Gus said as he stared hard at Jill.

“I… well, of course, they’re yours, silly. I may be a Succubus, but I’m your Imp at the same time,” Jill said with a laugh.

Mine.

Jill’s mind screeched to a halt at the absolute possession in his mental tone. His eyes were boring a hole through her head.

“Yes, yours,” she agreed. “All yours.”


Chapter 34 – The Lost

 

With a ping that rapidly turned into a ringing alarm, the elevator doors opened.

Three seconds after it started, the alarm silenced itself.

Standing in the middle of the elevator was the colonel, who’d raised his hands up to his shoulders.

From what he could see of the situation from the colonel’s mind, this was entirely within reason and expectation. The elevator exit was highly defended and lethally guarded.

“Exit please,” called a voice from outside the elevator.

Doing as ordered, the colonel exited the elevator and then came to a stop once again.

Jill and Gus left the elevator as well, moving out to the sides of the narrow hall.

Passing by a machine gun emplacement, Gus couldn’t help but skim their thoughts as he went. He discovered that the machine gun was likely the least dangerous aspect of the checkpoint. There were also two mages defending it, as well as a psyker.

Pausing, Gus turned up behind them.

Jill, you said you can use psychic powers now like I do. Did you have any ability before?

“No. I’m pretty sure I’m just leaching all this from… well… feeding on you. Both in the bedroom and the constant stream of magic you send me,” offered Jill. “Why?”

Help me smother this person’s mind and take it over. I want you to pilot them when we’re done.

Having him take out the two mages would work out very well for us and I can put a bomb on his back as well.

“Of course,” Jill replied, coming over to stand behind Gus. She casually wrapped an arm around his middle and peered over his shoulder.

Did… you get taller?

“Yes. I’m almost exactly your height now. I… I… I think I’m handling all these changes incredibly well. I know I’m compartmentalizing some of it for later and bottling up other bits, but… I’m handling it all as best as I can,” admitted Jill. “I’m not the woman I used to be anymore. At all.”

You’re doing fine, Jill. Far better than many soldiers I knew.

Gus paused to consider how to attack the man in front of him. The planned assault started firing up his desire to destroy the fort once again.

Putting his hand atop Jill’s, he held it.

Mine.

“Y-yes. Yours,” Jill agreed once more to his mental demand. He felt her mind shudder and then push deeper into his own while dragging him further into her own. Giving herself completely over to him while also forcing him ever deeper inside herself.

Go.

Gus felt Jill’s mind alongside his own as they carved the psyker’s mind in half. Splitting it into two different battles.

Which wasn’t to say the psyker was weak. In fact, the man was so strong that Gus had a momentary flash of panic when he realized this person was as likely as strong as Kit, or nearly so.

Dodging psychic jabs inside the man’s mind, Gus tried to counter, throwing a pinpoint accurate strike at the man’s consciousness.

A sleeping foe couldn’t fight back, of course.

Except the man was more skilled than Gus and neatly dodged the attack, and returned it back to Gus. Crossing the gap from his mind and into Gus’s.

That was where the battle ended, however.

Like a light switch, the man ceased to exist.

Jill had taken the opportunity during the man’s attack on Gus to snip him clear of his own body. Much as Gus had done to the snipers on the roof.

“Mine,” Jill said, her fingers curling into Gus’s shirt. It was a possessive growl backed by the same determination that had matched his previous statement.

Yes.

He agreed with her sentiment wholeheartedly as he watched her set up shop in the man’s head.

Everything had happened in a second of time. Nothing outwardly changed, but the psyker was no longer his own person. He was a puppet controlled by Jill.

Holding up his hand, Gus put a fear bomb on the puppet’s back, then pushed it into his chest. When it went off, it would kill the puppet and a number of people around him.

Turning, the duo left the security checkpoint and headed deeper.

There was only one prisoner down here, which meant finding Mark would be incredibly easy.

Ghosting along the long hallway the two of them found no other resistance. In fact, they didn’t see anything.

Reaching the only door at the end of the hall, Gus was nervous. He felt anxious and slightly jittery. This feeling didn’t seem to have anything to do with finding Mark, however.

He had the distinct impression there were others here. They just weren’t visible to him.

“The other Boogies?” Jill asked. “I feel it, too.”

Likely.

I’m… going to make a very faint pulse. If we sense one, attack them. Get them under control.

“I understand.”

Coming to a stop, Gus started to prepare a short small blast of psychic power. Since the other psyker was their puppet, he wouldn’t be sensing anything.

Jill’s arm once more curled around Gus’s middle.

Letting go of the pulse, Gus instantly felt six people around them. They were spread out through the hall and were all focused on the colonel near the entrance.

“Left three are mine,” Jill said before she attacked.

Gus mentally dove at the three on the right. Two went down quickly under his mental barrage. Knowing nothing other than their duty and job. Much like the Boogieman assassin Gus had turned over to Sam.

The third had enough time to realize what was happening after defending themselves from the initial attack Gus had launched.

“Int—”

The man’s voice choked off on the first syllable as Gus squashed his mind flat. Ripping right through the defense, they’d managed to erect around their mind.

A defense taught to them by the squad of anti-psykers that were working to break down the prisoner. People who were naturally predisposed to being unaffected by psykers and telepaths.

Turning his focus back to Jill’s attack, he found she was in the middle of draining the last Boogieman of his memories. Until nothing remained at all of the man.

All six were completely incapacitated and hidden behind magic that even Gus hadn’t been able to penetrate.

“Boogies can’t spy on Boogies?” Jill asked.

Apparently not.

Gus went to the door and eased it open.

“—believe that?” asked a voice.

He didn’t recognize the voice, but that was irrelevant. If there were people back here, it was likely that Mark was, as well.

“Hahaha, I couldn’t care less if you believed it or not!” replied a voice Gus knew very well.

Mark.

Rushing forward, Gus practically charged into the room. Only to find that it had just a single occupant—a man sitting at a computer desk.

They were looking at a monitor that showed a display of Mark sitting in a chair in the middle of a room. Seven people appeared to be spread around that room.

The audio feed was coming through a set of speakers on the desk.

Apart from that, the only feature of the room was a single light above and a door.

No… no, no, no.

He’s got to be behind the door.

I’m going to—

Before he could tear the door out, Jill slid past him, put a hand to his chest, and then looked at the man at the computer.

“Mark’s in the other room. This man knows that. Be still. We only need to go through one more door. Calm. Think.”

Jill turned and snared him with her eyes. Gazing straight into his soul.

“Only one door remains. Think rationally,” Jill prompted. “Put a bomb on the computer. Less evidence.”

Nodding his head, Gus felt like he’d somehow suddenly been grounded. The bolt of anger that’d been boiling through him was released harmlessly into the ground beneath his feet.

Reaching over, Gus put a fear bomb onto the computer tower itself, just as Jill had directed him.

Standing up, the man suddenly came over to the door and knocked on it rather firmly.

“I got it. We’ll just do what you did earlier. Someone will come over to see what’s up, I’m sure of it,” Jill said.

“Hey, get the door,” Mark said. “If that’s the Girl Scouts, can you get me a box of thin mints? My wife literally ate all seven of my boxes. Seven. Seven!

“How do you eat seven boxes of thin mints? Or do you think she’s lying to me and she just re-hid them somewhere else? So she could eat them on her own? Oh, my god. That’s it, isn’t it? She’s playing me for a fool! I’ve been betrayed!”

“Just tell us where he is,” said one of the men in the room. At the same time, the door opened. Someone off-camera had come to check on the knock.

“What’s up?” whispered the man.

“Check this out,” said the guard who’d been sitting behind the desk. He gestured to the computer at the same time as he held the door open.

Taking the chance, as soon as the one who’d come to check entered the room, Gus went into the interrogation chamber.

Jill was right behind him.

This was indeed the room that’d been on the camera.

With Mark sitting in a chair in the middle of a room, a light above him that lit the circle around him, and nothing else.

“Look, you’re better off playing that soundtrack from earlier. I really liked track four. She had a great voice,” Mark muttered. “I especially like when she whispered ‘you failed us’. It sounded a lot like ass. I bet she’s got a great pair of lips on her.”

Looking at his longtime and truest friend, Gus could see he’d been somewhat manhandled, but was in one piece.

A black eye, slightly swollen lip, and some blood coming from his nose. But nothing that looked life-threatening.

“Your wife had a great pair of lips on her,” said someone else in the room.

Mark went still, then slowly turned his head to look at the individual who spoke.

“Going to threaten me with your boyfriend again?” asked the same individual.

“It isn’t a threat. It’s a promise. And he isn’t my boyfriend, just my brother,” Mark said, his voice becoming still and calm. It had a certainty to it. “Gus will come. He’ll show up, tear this whole place apart, and leave with me. And then… then, he’ll tell me my wife is safe. That my son, his godson, is perfectly fine. Because Gus is my brother. And I love him and would do the same for him.

“So, no. I won’t threaten you with him. It’s a promise. And when he does get here, it’s going to be absolutely hilarious to me.”

As he spoke, Gus had moved off to the corner of the room where the man who’d spoken stood. While Jill took up a position in the opposite corner.

Slowly, Mark turned back to the original interrogator and shook his head.

Sparing a thought, Gus slid into Marks’ mind.

There he found that Mark wasn’t just boasting. He truly and absolutely believed Gus would just show up. Though he did have some lingering fears for his wife.

Any sane man would.

So Gus sent him a clip from his memory.

It was Fin—looking quite safe and sound, getting into a very obvious moving truck and starting to pull away. A view that encompassed the bodies of soldiers that’d been left on the ground. Accompanied by the single thought that Fin wasn’t just freed, but already safe and on her way to contact Melody.

Then Gus flipped to an image of Dunyasha sitting on the top of the fort surrounded by dead snipers and keeping surveillance on everything.

A rapid flash of all the bombs that’d been planted throughout the fort on their way in.

And finally, it was followed by Gus’s view of Mark’s back sitting in the chair. Exactly what Gus saw right now. Real life, as of this very moment.

In the corner, Jill could be seen crouched in a shadow just next to another soldier.

Gus slowly looked at the soldier who’d spoken about Fin and then disconnected himself from Mark’s thoughts.

“Ha… hahaha… hahahahahaha,” laughed Mark. His voice taking on a crazed edge to it. “Ohhh! Oooh ho ho. Hahahahahaha. That’s…that’s just the best. Oh, my goodness.”

“What?” asked Mark’s interrogator as Gus received a mental impression of readiness from Jill.

“It’s… it’s actually hilarious. Truly… hilarious. I was wrong. I was so very wrong,” Mark said with a hooting laugh.

“Oh? And what were you wrong about?” asked the leader.

“I was wrong about my brother. So… very wrong,” Mark said with a chuckle. Then he sighed a long, drawn-out breath. “My brother’s already here. And you’re all dead, but don’t know it yet.”

Go.

Gus detonated the bomb on the computer at the same time he sunk his claws into the guts of the man in front of him. His hands dipping down deep, to the point where his palms were gone.

Ripping his hands left and right as the lights began to flicker in the room, Gus turned, stomped his foot down against the wall, and leaped to the other corner.

“Hahahahahahah!” laughed Mark in an insane way, throwing his head back as he did so. The light above him bouncing wildly and flickering on and off.

Before Gus could reach his next target, he saw Jill finish with hers and move in on the lead interrogator. Her hands were covered in blood up to the elbows.

Landing atop the soldier, Gus went in low and then launched a headbutt at the man’s nose even as Gus raked him several times with his clawed hands.

Mark’s roaring laughter continued to fill the room as Gus took hold of the dying man by his shoulders and bodily hurled him across the room. Right over the top of Mark and into the last soldier.

Smashing into him at full speed, they both ended up in a heap on the ground.

Jill took that as a reason to go that direction next and launched herself that way. Her taloned feet pitting the ground and spraying small bits out behind her as she went.

Landing atop the pile, she started throwing punches with her claws out. Acting more like they were knives than hands.

Gus went over to Mark and grabbed him up by the shoulder. Ducking in low, he pitched him over his shoulders, stood up, and started going for the door.

We’re leaving!

“All done here,” Jill responded, coming in behind him.

“Oh! Hello, there. I’m Mark. Gus’s brother and would-be-husband but he doesn’t go that way,” Mark said, his laughter having finally died down. “You look lovely. Have we met before?”

“No. I’m his Succubus,” Jill replied as they entered the computer room. Both men were down on the ground, unmoving. The computer was completely destroyed. “And his Imp.”

“How interesting. I’ve never actually met a Succubus or an Imp, though I know of both,” Mark said in an incredibly conversational tone.

Killing the puppet.

“Okay. I just made him hug both mages.”

Gus detonated the bomb inside the psychic puppet, which was much more powerful of an explosive than Gus had expected.

“Leave it to Gus to add a Succubus to his harem,” sighed Mark loudly. “I’d be so deep in women.”

“Would you? I don’t think so,” Jill countered as they moved through the hall to the elevator. “I think Fin is more than you can handle. You’re just saying what you believe you’re supposed to, given your personality. But that’s why you moved on to Fin, rather than trying to keep your ex-wife and Fin both, isn’t it?”

Mark was quiet and Gus got the impression he was staring at Jill.

“Ah, so you’re a shrink. A Succubus shrink. That’s definitely new and interesting,” Mark finally said.

“Isn’t it, though? I also have a degree in paranormal psychology. The real degree, mind you,” Jill added. “Excuse me, I need to go open the elevator.”

Jill ran off ahead of them, bounding over the pile of corpses that included the colonel, and heading for the elevator.

“I like her. She seems fun,” said Mark, who promptly coughed. Then cleared his throat.

Gus didn’t need to be a shrink to know Mark was trying to hide the fact he was likely crying.

“I knew you’d come,” Mark said suddenly, his voice cracking. “I just wasn’t sure how fast it’d be.”

“They did a lot to hide you. An awful lot. But there’s no way I’d ever leave you behind,” Gus said, running into the elevator and standing next to Jill. “You’re my brother. And would-be-husband… if I swung that way.”

Laughing at that, Mark then let out a choked-off sob. Followed by another sob he couldn’t hide.

“I love you,” Mark said softly. “No homo.”

“I know. I love you, too,” Gus said with a smirk.

The elevator doors slid shut.

Zipping upward, Gus expected there to be quite a few people waiting for them. Probably with weapons.

Which was why he detonated every single bomb he had placed at the same time before they reached their floor.

“Gussy, were you a little angry that they took me?” Mark asked as everything began to shake, his voice still a bit emotional.

“He was very angry,” Jill answered before Gus could say anything.

Both she and Gus brought up their camouflage spell, cloaking themselves and Mark.

Laughing at her comment, Mark sighed and then sniffled hard.

“Yeah. I imagine he was,” Mark murmured.

The elevator doors opened onto a fiery inferno populated by screaming men running back and forth.

“That… looks about right for Gus’s anger, yeah,” Mark said rather casually. He’d apparently turned his head to look at what was going on. “Ready.”

Setting off at a sprint, Gus burst out into the fires and flames. Dodging across broken equipment and bodies, he slammed into the door that led out and smashed it open.

Not stopping, he set off at full speed, heading straight for the stairwell access that would get them back up to the top.

Flying past him with a hard flap of her wings, Jill zipped ahead. Taking the corner at full speed, she hit the wall with her feet, dug in, and launched away down the hall, her wings snapping through the air as she did so.

“Damn, Gus. She’s impressive,” muttered Mark.

Gus couldn’t help but nod in agreement even as he ran on.

Turning the same corner Jill had, he entered the hallway that led into the security point just before the staircase.

All three soldiers at the checkpoint were dead. Laying on the ground with what looked like broken necks.

Did you fly into them?

“Yes! I just let my wings and arms hit them behind the neck. It worked really well! I’m ready up here. Just get below me and hang on,” Jill said.

You’ve said that before.

“Ha! I have. And you loved it. You’ll love this, too,” Jill promised.

Storming into the stairwell, Gus stopped dead center in the middle of it. Glancing up, he found Jill looking down at him from one flight up.

“I forgot about Mark. Oh, well. This’ll do,” said Jill.

Jumping down, she got in front of him, wrapped her arms around his middle, and then rocketed upward. Straight up the middle of the stairwell at full speed.

“Holy shit!” shrieked Mark as they ascended rapidly.

“Hold on!” yelled Jill as they kept gaining speed. Heading straight up to the top of the staircase and not slowing down at all.

With a boom, the top of the ceiling above the staircase blew apart and exploded out in every direction.

“Haha! I can make fear bombs, too!” exclaimed Jill. “It worked!”

Tucking her wings in as they zoomed through the blown-out ceiling, they burst out into broad daylight.

Expanding her wings, followed by a quick spin, Jill halted their upward advance and landed them gracefully. Only a few feet away from where Dunyasha stood on a disc.

“Ah! Director Ehrich,” Dunyasha said and gestured with a hand. “I have a disc just for him, Gus. Just put him down on it. Then step onto mine.”

Nodding his head, Gus put Mark down on the blood disc.

“I hate riding these,” Mark mumbled, then hunched around the disc. Holding onto it. “Ready.”

Gus stepped onto Dunyasha’s disc and stuck an arm around her, pulling her up against his side.

“By the way, I have to tender my resignation, Director Ehrich,” Dunyasha said as they pulled skyward.

“Let me guess. You’re going to get hired by Melody Lark,” grumped Mark when his disc rose as well.

“Exactly!” Jill agreed as she soared by them, once more flying ahead.

“Course, she is,” Mark lamented almost to himself. “Of course, she is.”


Epilogue

 

Landing with a thump, Gus stepped off Dunyasha’s disc and turned to look at Mark.

Sliding off his own disc, he let out a deep sigh as his feet hit the ground, followed by a groan. He’d managed to stay upright, but it was obvious he was in pain.

“You know, I think it’s time for me to retire,” muttered Mark. “Do something that isn’t so… well, this.”

“I know the feeling,” Gus muttered, turning to look at his friend. They were all standing at the entrance to Sam’s building. He’d been assured several times that this location was well obscured. Landing as they had wouldn’t cause any problems. “Pretty sure Mel is going to have us finding lost pets after everything that’s happened.”

“Oh, that sounds nice. Maybe Fin and I should open up a dog-walking business or something,” Mark said, putting one foot in front of the other in small steps.

Dunyasha got to the front door and pulled it open. Jill was waiting at the bottom of the steps, watching for anyone nearby that might be heading their way.

Or spying on them.

Before Mark could reach the door, Fin rushed out of it, wrapping her arms around him and holding him tight.

Letting out a breath, Gus felt like he could finally relax.

He’d done exactly what he said he would when Mark walked him out of the desert. What he’d promised.

Regardless of anything else, he had kept the one promise he’d refused to break, even over his own life.

In that same breath, he released his stranglehold on his Boogieman shift. The constant regeneration of energy reserves he’d been burning just to keep himself going and fix all the damage he’d caused to himself on this mad chase.

The world suddenly went dark all around him.

Falling away into nothing.

 

***

 

“—just tired,” Jill said to someone else. “At least from what I—Oh! He’s awake.”

Opening his eyes, Gus found he was looking up at Melody and Trish.

He felt like he was in a narrow bed.

Not quite a hospital bed but something similar.

Am I in the infirmary, maybe?

“See? Just tired,” Jill said from somewhere off to his left.

“Hey,” Gus said, grinning up at the two. Looking around the bed, he found Serafina, Chloe, Janelle, and Indali all staring at him. “Hey, hey.”

Indali grimaced at him, as did Serafina. Chloe, Janelle, and Trish all gave him a smile.

Melody looked furious.

“Gustavus Wilhelm Hellström,” Melody said in a dark and dangerous voice. “You left me here with almost no information whatsoever. You didn’t answer any of my calls or respond to a single one of my texts.

“You could have at least called me or-or-or…”

Melody’s voice trailed off as she took in a deep breath.

“He lost his phone almost as soon as we left,” Jill offered before Melody could start again. “It’s somewhere between here and Fin’s house.”

“What…? Oh… I… oh,” Melody said, still looking very angry but without a valid outlet.

“That would make sense,” murmured Serafina. “I couldn’t get into your phone no matter which way I tried. It was as if it were blocked. More than likely it’s just… destroyed somewhere.”

“Exactly. And you’re right, Mel,” Gus said, reaching up to cup Melody’s face in his left hand. “You’re absolutely right. I could have stuck around, given you more information, or found a phone or something somewhere. I honestly was just… in full fight-or-flight mode. A lot of it is a bit of a blur in retrospect.”

Melody nodded her head several times at that.

“Exactly. E-exactly,” she grumbled, both of her hands locked around his forearm.

“Everyone is okay, though,” Trish said, getting his attention. “Fin made it back, obviously, and you came with Mark. Your sister and her fiancé made it here as well.”

“The Elven nations are preparing for war,” Janelle added from where she stood. “I let them know the Originator was coming back. We’ve long held the belief that the world itself is dying. That its soul was missing. Knowing what we do now, telling them about the Originator seemed like the smart thing to do.”

“Yeah. Will be interesting to see what they do,” Chloe said with a laugh, then she let out a breath. “I’ve been doing the same thing. Letting a lot of the Vampire societies know about what’s coming. That it’s essentially the end of the world. Those who believe… they’re all arming and getting ready.”

“Yes, I can’t say I’m happy about all the guests,” said Sam as he entered from the doorway. He was accompanied by his son, Alex. “But what can I do? I do have to support my Eugenia. And anyone who’s willing to carry a weapon and fight for her father… well… they’re welcome. Because the world really is dying. The gears and belts that have kept it turning are breaking down. Or have already broken. Everything is crumbling.”

“That works in our favor, though,” Alex interjected. “The Silent One works ever harder to keep everything moving. Everything running. Expending more and more of himself to do it.

“The Originator himself said that while he didn’t expect to be gone from our world, this was still working towards the plan the Architect had come up with.”

“Architect?” Gus asked, not really wanting another named presence like that popping up.

“That’s what he called him,” Alex muttered. “But if I’m being honest. A lot of it was a bit of a jumble. I wasn’t expecting… well, yes, it’s a jumble.”

Frowning, Gus was once again reminded of the fact that he couldn’t really penetrate Alex’s mind.

Now—after having dealt with a few more psykers—he was fairly certain it wasn’t something Alex was actively doing either. It was something that had been done to him.

Lowering his head back into the pillow, Gus let out a slow breath.

“Alright, everyone out. I’m staying with him as his personal nurse,” Trish ordered with a wave of her hand.

Everyone here apparently knew better than to argue with Trish.

Even those who didn’t know her as well. Including Sam, Dunyasha, and Jill.

Sighing once everyone had left, Trish turned and looked at him. Then she gave him a tired smile.

“Well, my turn to get you back to rights again,” murmured the Dryad. “It isn’t as bad this time, thankfully… but… it’s still not great.”

Gus could only smile and nod his head somewhat regretfully.

“I’m going to go get a few things and arrange a larger bed for us to snuggle in. There’s no way I’m crawling into that with you since it looks like it barely fits you,” Trish said gesturing at the narrow bed he was on. “Though… I find it interesting that you reverted back to your Human ‘disguise’ as you call it when you passed out. There’s more of your father in you than you would believe. Maybe the best part, even if it’s not as strong. I’ll be right back. Just rest.”

Trish patted him on the chest, then left the room as well.

Closing his eyes, Gus laid there, resting.

“I would agree with her.”

Knowing the voice the second he heard it, Gus felt his heart swell.

Turning his head, he found his mother standing not far away. She was covered in blood, her clothes little more than tatters, in her full Boogieman form.

She looked as if she’d been run over by a bus, however. One side of her face was badly bruised, a black eye was swollen shut, and she had what looked like a broken arm.

“There is a great deal of your father in you,” his mother said in a soft voice, hobbling closer to him. “And for that, I’m eternally grateful. You and your sister are all I have left of my husband. My Wilhelm.”

“Got your revenge?” Gus asked. He wasn’t afraid of his mother dying at the moment. He knew she was far more resilient than he was.

She was a full-blood, after all.

He imagined her regeneration through fear would have her back to rights in only a few months. Without even a doctor’s intervention.

“No, I didn’t. But what I did get… what was given to me… was a message, I think,” his mother said bitterly, coming to stand above him. “And maybe it was the message I needed to hear. Though I think part of it was for you as well.”

Frowning, Gus watched his mother’s face.

She was lucid, coherent, and not what he was expecting at all.

“I ran into someone who… slapped me. Twice. And this is what he did to me with those two strikes,” Jennifer murmured. “He said he didn’t wish to hurt me, but he needed answers. That they’d come first. Then he’d make my death swift. I was… completely at his mercy.”

Gus had a dark, troubling thought that this was the same man he’d called Steve. The one who’d later been identified as Seville.

“And I… was afraid. So I told him exactly why I was there,” Jennifer said, looking rather confused. “Then… then, he just… looked at me. As if he knew me.”

Standing there, his mother seemed to lose herself in her own thoughts.

“Stared into me. As if he understood my revenge completely. And… pitied me,” mumbled his mother. “He told me that… revenge was like a wildfire in a forest. Everything is turned to ashes and it burns out the good. He said to go home to my children. That if he had one wish that would be what he would do.”

I owe him twice. And I owe Alex… because it seems whatever I said to him, bought my mother a get-out-of-jail-free card, as well.

“Then he turned to leave. Just before he left, he said that… he had almost nothing left of himself. That waiting was all he had anymore, but that he was very tired. That he’d done all he could for the moment. Then he left,” Jennifer finished, her eyes moving back to Gus’s. “The last part was for you, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, but I don’t understand it either,” Gus admitted. “I’m just… glad you’re alright, Mom.”

“Mm… me, too. Glad to see your sister is safe here,” said Jennifer, nodding her head. “Though I’m amused that it’s that same Incubus who’s sheltering us. I shall go speak to him about my expectations as a married woman with children. One of whom isn’t married. Yet.”

“He… said he could reach out to Dad and Ness,” Gus added hopefully. With any luck, it’d cool his mother down.

“Did he now? Then I really must go have a conversation with him. I’ll not let my husband slip away from me that easily,” Jennifer said with a smile that was both predatory and disturbing. “Your father ran me down at the start, but I suppose that just means I have to run him down afterward.”

Waving her hand at him, his mother vanished from view, disappearing into nothing.

“Your mother is… intense. I’m not looking forward to introducing myself,” Jill said with some trepidation. “Oh, Trish is going to enter in a few seconds. I’m just waiting outside in case you need anything. You should sleep. We’ll talk more later.”

Right… right.

 

***

 

Watching the news, Gus couldn’t quite believe it.

There wasn’t a single word about anything that’d happened.

Given the amount of carnage that occurred on the freeway, he’d been reasonably sure someone would talk about it.

“It’s completely sunk,” Mark said from where he was sitting on the couch. Next to him was Fin. “I mean… I’m not even sure the Fed could push this kind of thing down.”

“No. Most certainly not,” Fin agreed. “This is… this is the government itself. They’re smothering this. And that… that’s not good.”

“No, it isn’t,” Melody said, laying her head down on Gus’s shoulder. “But that’s okay. Because we’re done with this silliness. You can do it on your own, Dad. We’re just mortals here.”

Miles waved a conciliatory hand at her.

“I understand. I wouldn’t ask any more of any of you,” Miles agreed. “Besides, we found out Kit and Lily are immortal so long as they don’t run into someone like Seville, Skipper, Shirley, or Claire.”

“Are… those names I should be concerned about?” Mark asked.

He’d readily adapted to everything that they told him about the world and about what was really happening.

And likely why he was targeted.

Fin and Mark had both not bothered to check in with the Fed. They were letting everyone believe they were dead and gone for the time being.

“Not particularly. It’s unlikely you’ll ever run into them unless you join the fight,” Miles admitted, leaning sideways into the recliner he was in.

“Seville was terrifying,” Gus murmured, shaking his head.

“He couldn’t have been that bad, could he?” Melody asked, lifting her head up to look at him.

“Yes, he really is,” Miles said softly. “I’ve had quite a few run-ins with him. Sometimes, he seems almost reasonable. Sometimes.”

“Show me?” Melody asked, staring into Gus’s eyes.

Chewing at his lip, he didn’t see a problem with it.

Recalling the full episode with Seville, he pushed it into her mind.

Melody visibly flinched, hunching into herself partly.

“Heavens. And that’s… Seville?” Melody asked in a subdued voice. “And he’s the one who caught Jennifer?”

“Yeah,” Gus said, nodding his head, looking back to the news.

A flaming building came up on the screen. Smoke was pouring out of it into the sky.

“—still on fire. Despite their best attempts to put it out. Fire departments from all over the capitol are rolling onto the scene,” said the newscaster.

“Well, with any luck, he won’t be our problem. He never goes after anyone and typically only shows up afterward,” said Miles. “I don’t hate him. He’s done me personally no ill, but he’s certainly killed a number of the Originator’s chosen. People I knew, even if they weren’t friends.”

“Anyway,” Mark said, then clapped his hands together. Turning, he looked at Melody and Gus. “Pregnant yet? My son is going to need a Campbell wife. Campbells seem to run things. Or is Trish the more likely candidate. Trish?”

Turning his head, Mark looked towards the back of the family room.

Trish, Janelle, Jill, and Dunyasha were busy playing some type of game that involved dice.

Serafina, Chloe, and Indali were hunched around a laptop in the other room. He could just see them through the archway.

“Yes, Mark?” Trish asked, not looking away from the game.

“Pregnant yet? My son is going to need a wife. You’re not a Campbell, but you’re just as scary sometimes,” Mark said.

“Oh, most certainly I’m pregnant,” Trish said with a soft chuckle, scooping up the dice. “It’s what we Dryads do best. I can’t promise a wife to your son, though. He’d have to earn any of my children. They will likely be very headstrong like their father.”

That… does make sense, I guess.

I mean… she did mention that. Several times.

That getting pregnant was literally what her kind did. They could just stall it until they wanted it or were ready for one.

“I wish I could do that. It’s getting harder and harder to not want to rush an ovum down to your seed,” Jill added.

“A pity I simply cannot get pregnant,” Indali chimed in. “Though I do believe we could fashion our own Construct. That’d be rather nice. Perhaps a nice automatic pistol? A PDW? An SMG?”

“What about a rifle? I’d be delighted to handle your child and would take very good care of them. Just as an aunt should,” Jill countered.

“I see! Well, I guess I’ll just have to start working him over from the get-go. I promise he’ll be worthy,” Mark said, nodding his head, then he looked at Fin. “Just in case, let’s have a daughter after this. I guarantee any daughter of yours could capture a boy from Gus. He’d have double the luck.

“If I was a woman, he’d be my husband. And you’re beautiful, intelligent, sexy, and stunning. No man can resist you, dearest.”

Raising her eyebrows at that, Fin blushed a faint shade of red and smiled at him.

Well.

It’s crazy.

It’s wild.

But… it’s all family.

And I couldn’t think of being anywhere else.

Melody slid her hand down Gus’s pants and then leaned into him, biting at his neck.

“Let’s go get pregnant! I want a son so he can have Fin and Mark’s daughter!” she hissed in a driven voice.

Glancing at the contractor, he saw that her Indigo and Red contracts were glowing as brightly as if he were staring into the sun itself.

“Now,” she demanded, squeezing his family jewels gently.

There was no room for argument.

Because Melody was certifiable, but she was his love.
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